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Chapter 1: The Stone’s Whisper 




Gazelem had always thought the stone looked ridiculous.




Potato-shaped, dull brown, faintly pitted like it had been dug out of a field rather than handed down through generations of whispered reverence. It fit perfectly in his palm, though—warm when the world was cold, cool when the summer sun baked the ground. That alone made it strange. Stones weren’t supposed to care about seasons.




He sat cross-legged on the floor of the loft room he shared with his brother, the late afternoon light slanting in through the narrow window. Dust motes drifted lazily, catching fire in the gold glow. Outside, the village hummed with ordinary sounds—boots on stone, a cart rattling, someone laughing. Normal life. Safe life.




Gazelem turned the stone over in his hands.




“Come on,” he muttered, barely above a whisper. “You showed me something yesterday.”




The surface was smooth beneath his thumbs, worn not by time alone but by use. His use. He’d learned long ago that demanding anything from the stone never worked. It responded to patience. To listening.




So he closed his eyes and breathed.




The hum came first—soft, almost imagined. A vibration not in the air but in his bones. The stone warmed, pulsing once, twice, like a heart remembering how to beat.




Gazelem’s breath caught.




Faint lines appeared across the stone’s surface, pale as frost. They twisted and rearranged themselves, forming symbols that made no sense until they suddenly did. His mind slipped sideways, the way it always did when the stone decided to open itself.




He wasn’t in the loft anymore.




He stood in a wide stone hall, banners hanging in tatters from towering pillars. Smoke curled near the ceiling, and somewhere distant, metal rang against metal—battle. At the far end of the hall stood a throne, massive and carved with knotwork older than memory. Before it lay a shield.




Not just any shield.




Its surface shimmered like moonlight on water, etched with sigils that seemed to move when he wasn’t looking straight at them. The edge glowed faintly blue, humming with the same rhythm as the stone in his hand.




Return it.




The voice wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be. It came from everywhere at once—stone, air, bone, and thought.




Gazelem gasped and staggered back—




—and slammed into the low table in the loft, knocking it sideways. The vision shattered. The stone went dark and cold, heavy as regret.




He sucked in air, heart pounding.




“Again,” he whispered. “Show me again.”




The stone did nothing.




Footsteps thudded on the ladder. “Gaz?” Alvin’s voice followed, amused and slightly annoyed. “If you break another table, you’re fixing it. I don’t care what visions you were having.”




Alvin climbed into the loft, tall enough now that he had to duck beneath the beam. Seventeen and already broader in the shoulders than most grown men in the village, he moved with the easy confidence of someone who trusted his body more than his thoughts.




Gazelem curled his fingers around the stone, instinctively hiding it. “I saw something.”




Alvin raised an eyebrow. “You always see something.”




“This was different.”




That earned him Alvin’s full attention. He dropped onto the floor opposite Gazelem, crossing his arms. “Different how?”




Gazelem hesitated. He’d learned early that not every vision should be shared. Words had a way of pinning things down too soon, of making them smaller—or more dangerous.




“A shield,” he said finally. “In a king’s hall. Everything felt… wrong. Like the world was breaking.”




Alvin frowned. “You think it’s another warning?”




“I think it’s a summons.”




Silence stretched between them.




Alvin exhaled slowly. “That’s not better.”




Before Gazelem could answer, the air shifted.




The light dimmed, not as if a cloud passed overhead, but as though the room itself had decided to hold its breath. The hum returned—stronger this time—and Gazelem felt the now-familiar prickle along his spine.




A figure coalesced near the window, formed of shadow and silver light. Tall, indistinct, features blurred like a reflection on moving water. The spiritual guide never appeared the same way twice, but the weight of its presence was unmistakable.




Alvin’s hand went instinctively to the practice sword leaning against the wall.




“Easy,” Gazelem said. “It’s them.”




The guide inclined its head. “Time grows thin.”




Gazelem swallowed. “I saw the shield.”




“Then the stone has chosen clarity.”




Alvin stood. “Chosen him? Or chosen trouble?”




The guide turned its faceless gaze toward Alvin. “Both.”




That was never reassuring.




“The shield belongs to King Aedbran,” the guide continued. “Forged in the age before fractures. Lost when loyalty shattered.”




Gazelem’s grip tightened around the stone. “He’s alive.”




“He reigns still—though his throne trembles.”




Alvin stepped closer to Gazelem, voice low. “You’re saying there’s another world. A king in trouble. And somehow my fourteen-year-old brother is supposed to fix it.”




The guide’s presence seemed to deepen. “The stone reads what was written. The shield answers what must be defended. The sword—” its gaze flicked toward the far wall, where Fenrindra rested in its wrappings “—decides what must be ended.”




Fenrindra thrummed faintly, as if acknowledging its name.




Gazelem felt it then—the pull. Not fear. Not excitement. Responsibility. Heavy and unavoidable.




“Why us?” he asked quietly.




The guide’s voice softened. “Because you will go when others turn away.”




Alvin cursed under his breath.




The stone in Gazelem’s hand warmed once more, and a new image flickered across its surface—not the hall this time, but fire. Villages burning. A noble’s banner rising over fallen walls. A name etched into shadow.




Lamanoti.




Gazelem looked up, meeting Alvin’s eyes. “There’s a rebellion.”




Alvin’s jaw set. “Then we don’t have a choice, do we?”




The guide began to fade, its light thinning. “Prepare. Trust will not be given. It must be earned.”




The room brightened. The hum ceased.




Gazelem stared at the stone long after the guide vanished. Somewhere deep inside, he knew—this was only the beginning. The whisper had turned into a call.




And the shield was waiting.


They did not tell anyone that night.




Gazelem lay awake on his pallet long after the village fell silent, the stone tucked beneath his pillow like a second heartbeat. Each time he closed his eyes, the image of the shield returned—its pale glow, the feeling that it was not merely waiting but watching. Listening.




Across the room, Alvin shifted, the creak of wood betraying that he too was awake.




“You still breathing over there?” Alvin muttered.




Gazelem smiled faintly in the darkness. “Barely.”




Alvin rolled onto his side. “That guide never shows up for nothing. You know that.”




“I know.”




Silence again. Then Alvin sighed. “If we do this… if the stone opens a path… I’m not letting you go alone.”




Gazelem turned toward him. “I didn’t ask you to.”




“No,” Alvin said. “But you would’ve.”




That was fair.




Morning came too quickly. Fog hugged the village like a secret, curling through narrow streets and clinging to doorways. Gazelem slipped out before the sun fully rose, drawn by the now-familiar pull in his chest. The stone pulsed gently, guiding him beyond the clustered homes to the old ridge overlooking the valley.




The ground there was bare rock and stubborn grass. No one came this way anymore—not since the quarry closed and the accidents began.




Gazelem knelt and pressed the stone to the earth.




At once, the world tilted.




The ridge vanished. He stood ankle-deep in mist beneath a sky fractured with strange constellations. The stone floated before him now, no longer solid but glowing from within, its surface etched with symbols that rearranged themselves faster than thought.




Images poured forth.




A crowned man standing alone before a crowd that no longer trusted him. A shield raised too late. A banner torn down. A nobleman smiling as cities burned—not mad, not cruel, but convinced.




Lamanoti.




Gazelem staggered as the vision deepened. He saw the shield again—this time not resting, but failing. Cracked. Power bleeding away like light through shattered glass.




“No,” he whispered. “I haven’t even found it yet.”




Time bends, the voice murmured—not the guide, but the stone itself. But it does not wait.




The mist parted, revealing a narrow bridge suspended over nothing. At its far end stood the shield, embedded upright in stone, humming softly. With each step Gazelem took toward it, the world trembled.




A hand grabbed his shoulder.




“Gaz!”




He gasped and fell backward onto solid ground, the vision tearing away like wet parchment. Alvin stood over him, breathing hard.




“You just collapsed,” Alvin said. “Stone lit up like a torch. I thought you were—” He stopped himself. “Don’t do that.”




Gazelem pushed himself upright, heart racing. “It’s getting stronger.”




“That’s what worries me.”




They returned home in silence. By midday, the decision had been made without ever being spoken aloud.




Fenrindra lay unwrapped on the table between them.




The sword was old—older than anything in the village archives. Its blade was pale steel, unblemished by rust, its hilt wrapped in dark leather worn smooth by countless hands. When Alvin lifted it, the air around them tightened, like the moment before a storm breaks.




“It feels… awake,” Alvin said.




Gazelem nodded. “It always does when the stone is active.”




That afternoon, the guide returned.




This time, it did not bother with subtlety.




The air split like cloth, and the world beyond bled through—stone towers under a copper sky, distant shouts echoing from unseen streets. The smell of smoke and iron flooded the room.




Alvin swore.




“The path opens,” the guide intoned. “But arrival does not mean welcome.”




Gazelem stepped forward, stone clutched in both hands. “King Aedbran won’t trust us.”




“No.”




“Because of the rebellion.”




“And because the shield was lost under his watch.”




Alvin tightened his grip on Fenrindra. “Then we return it.”




The guide tilted its head. “If you can.”




The opening widened, forming a jagged arch of light. Wind rushed through, carrying the sound of distant horns.




Gazelem looked once more at the world he knew—the small room, the uneven floor, the simple life he would never fully return to.




“Ready?” Alvin asked.




Gazelem nodded.




They stepped through.




The heat struck first. Then noise. The air of Aedbran’s world was thicker, heavier, charged with tension. They stood just outside massive stone gates, banners snapping overhead. Guards shouted as soon as they appeared, spears leveled, armor clanking.




“Hold!” one barked. “Names!”




Alvin raised his hands slowly. “We come in peace.”




That earned a laugh.




Gazelem swallowed and lifted the stone. Symbols flared across its surface, glowing bright enough to draw gasps.




“I can read your walls,” Gazelem said, voice steadier than he felt. “They were built during the Third Binding. Reinforced after the Northern Siege.”




The guards froze.




Whispers rippled along the battlements.




Moments later, the gates groaned open just wide enough for them to be dragged inside.




They were escorted through streets scarred by unrest—shuttered shops, scorch marks on stone, eyes watching from doorways. At the heart of the city stood the palace, grand and weathered, its banners faded but proud.




The throne room was colder than the visions had shown.




King Aedbran sat rigid upon his throne, crown heavy on his brow. His gaze was sharp, suspicious, and tired.




“You arrive unannounced,” he said. “Armed. Carrying forbidden magic.”




Gazelem knelt instinctively. Alvin followed a heartbeat later.




“We were led here,” Gazelem said. “By the shield.”




Aedbran’s eyes narrowed. “The shield is lost.”




“No,” Gazelem replied softly. “It’s waiting.”




Murmurs filled the hall.




The king rose slowly. “Many have claimed visions. All sought power. Why should I trust two boys from another world?”




Gazelem lifted the stone. It glowed brighter than ever before, casting shifting images across the stone floor—battles long past, oaths sworn, betrayals remembered.




“Because we don’t want your throne,” Gazelem said. “We want to save it.”




The silence that followed was not acceptance.




It was judgment.




The silence in the throne room thickened until it pressed against Gazelem’s ears.




King Aedbran descended the steps from his throne with measured slowness, each footfall echoing like a gavel strike. He was taller than Gazelem had imagined—broad-shouldered despite the gray threading his beard, his crown scarred with old dents rather than jewels meant for display. This was a king who had worn armor more often than silk.




“You speak boldly,” Aedbran said, stopping a few paces away. “Boys often do, when they have not yet paid for their words.”




Gazelem kept his head bowed, though the stone burned warm against his palms. “We’ve already paid,” he said quietly. “We just didn’t know what for until now.”




A murmur rippled through the gathered nobles. Some scoffed. Others leaned forward, curious despite themselves.




Aedbran turned his gaze to Alvin. “And you? You carry a blade that does not belong to this age.”




Fenrindra thrummed at the sound of the king’s voice, a low vibration Alvin felt in his bones. He straightened. “It belongs wherever it’s needed.”




That earned a sharp laugh from a man standing to the king’s right—a noble with sleek dark hair and a smile that never reached his eyes. “How poetic,” he said. “Do we welcome every armed dreamer who wanders through our gates now?”




Gazelem didn’t need the stone to know this man was dangerous.




“Lamanoti,” Aedbran said, not turning. “You will hold your tongue.”




The noble inclined his head, smile deepening. “Of course, Your Majesty.”




The stone pulsed violently.




Gazelem gasped as symbols flared across its surface, spilling light onto the floor. Images burst forth—too fast, too sharp. Lamanoti standing in a shadowed chamber, whispering to armored figures. A sealed letter stamped with a familiar sigil. A torch falling into dry grain stores.




Gazelem cried out and dropped to one knee.




Alvin was at his side instantly. “Gaz!”




The vision shattered, leaving his heart pounding and his hands shaking.




King Aedbran stared at Lamanoti, his expression unreadable. “You said nothing of this,” the king said slowly.




Lamanoti’s smile never faltered. “Because there is nothing to say.”




The tension snapped.




“Enough,” Aedbran commanded. “Bind them.”




Guards surged forward.




Alvin stepped in front of Gazelem without thinking, Fenrindra sliding free of its sheath in one smooth motion. The blade sang—a clear, ringing note that froze the guards mid-step.




Gasps echoed through the hall.




“That sword,” Aedbran whispered. “It was lost with the shield.”




Gazelem forced himself upright. “They were made to stand together.”




The king studied them both for a long moment. Then he raised a hand.




“Stand down,” he told the guards.




Reluctantly, they obeyed.




“You will not be imprisoned,” Aedbran said. “Not yet. But you will not roam freely either.”




Lamanoti folded his arms. “You place much faith in children and tricks of light.”




“I place faith in patterns,” Aedbran replied. “And they have returned.”




He turned back to Gazelem. “If the shield still exists, you will lead us to it.”




Gazelem swallowed. “It won’t be that simple.”




Aedbran’s mouth twitched. “Nothing worth saving ever is.”




They were given chambers deep within the palace—comfortable, but watched. As the doors closed behind them, Alvin let out a long breath.




“Well,” he said. “That could’ve gone worse.”




Gazelem laughed weakly. “We almost started a war in the first hour.”




“Give it time.”




Night fell heavy over the city. From the narrow window, Gazelem could see torches moving along the walls, hear distant shouts echo through winding streets. This world was on the brink. He could feel it.




The stone stirred.




He sat up, heart racing. Symbols bloomed softly across its surface, slower now, more deliberate.




A path appeared—not of light, but of memory.




Gazelem pressed his fingers to the stone, letting it pull him under.




He stood once more in the vast hall from his first vision—but now it was whole. Banners gleamed, the air rang with music rather than battle. King Aedbran stood younger, stronger, shield raised high as the people cheered.




Then the image twisted.




The cheers faded. The banners burned. The shield cracked.




And standing behind it all, just out of sight of the throne, was Lamanoti.




Gazelem jerked back, breath ragged.




Alvin stirred. “Another vision?”




“He’s already betrayed him,” Gazelem whispered. “The rebellion isn’t coming. It’s already here.”




Alvin sat up fully, jaw tight. “Then we’d better earn that trust fast.”




The stone dimmed, settling once more into quiet warmth.




Somewhere deep beneath the palace, something ancient stirred—metal answering metal, oath calling to oath.




The shield had felt them arrive.




And it was no longer willing to wait.
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Chapter 2: The Shield Appears 




The palace did not sleep.




Gazelem learned that within minutes of closing his eyes. Even in the deepest hours of night, the stone corridors whispered with movement—boots against flagstone, hushed voices, the distant clang of gates opening and closing. This was a kingdom braced for impact, every nerve taut.




He lay awake on the narrow bed, staring at the ceiling while the seer stone rested against his chest. It was quiet now, almost docile, as though it had spent itself revealing Lamanoti’s secret. But Gazelem had learned better than to trust silence.




Beside him, Alvin sat on the edge of his bed, Fenrindra laid carefully across his knees. He was polishing the blade with slow, methodical strokes, though it hardly needed it. The sword never dulled. Never chipped. It was as if time itself slid off its surface.




“You should sleep,” Alvin said without looking up.




“So should you.”




Alvin snorted softly. “Someone has to be awake if they decide to change their minds and throw us in chains.”




Gazelem rolled onto his side. “The king won’t.”




“You saw how fast that could’ve gone wrong.”




“Yes,” Gazelem admitted. “But Aedbran isn’t the one I’m worried about.”




Alvin paused. “Lamanoti.”




The stone pulsed faintly at the name.




Gazelem nodded. “He knows we saw him. Even if the king doesn’t believe it yet, Lamanoti will act.”




As if summoned by the thought, a chill passed through the room. The torches along the walls flickered, their flames bending inward.




The guide emerged soundlessly near the door, its form less defined than before, as though this world resisted it.




“You must move before dawn,” it said. “The shield stirs.”




Gazelem sat up instantly. “Where?”




“Below.”




Alvin stood. “Below where?”




The guide’s voice carried a note of gravity. “Beneath what was built. Beneath what was forgotten.”




The stone flared to life, casting pale light across the chamber. Symbols spiraled across its surface, then flattened into a crude map—layers of stone, hidden passages, a void far beneath the palace foundations.




Gazelem’s breath caught. “It’s under the city.”




“It has always been under the city,” the guide replied. “Guarding what kings could not.”




Footsteps echoed faintly beyond the door.




The guide faded. The stone dimmed.




Alvin cursed under his breath. “We’re being watched.”




They did not have long to wait.




The door opened with a groan, revealing a pair of guards and a woman in dark blue robes marked with silver thread. She was older than Gazelem had expected, her hair bound tightly at the nape of her neck, her eyes sharp with intelligence rather than suspicion.




“I am Maereth,” she said. “Keeper of Records and—until recently—keeper of truths.”




She dismissed the guards with a flick of her fingers and stepped inside, closing the door behind her.




“The king trusts patterns,” she continued. “I trust evidence.”




She looked directly at Gazelem. “The stone showed you something tonight.”




Gazelem hesitated, then nodded. “The shield. Where it’s hidden.”




Maereth inhaled slowly. “Then the old wards are failing faster than we feared.”




Alvin frowned. “You know about it.”




“I helped seal it,” she said. “Long ago.”




The room seemed to shrink around them.




Maereth moved to the window, peering out at the torchlit streets below. “When King Aedbran’s father ruled, the shield became… unpredictable. It responded not just to threat, but to intent. Fear twisted it. Power called to it.”




“So they hid it,” Gazelem said.




“They buried it,” Maereth corrected. “And pretended it was lost.”




The stone warmed again, almost approving.




“Lamanoti seeks it,” Gazelem said.




“Yes,” Maereth replied grimly. “And if he reaches it first, this rebellion will become a conquest.”




She turned back to them. “The king will not authorize this. Not yet. Which means if you go below the palace…” She met Alvin’s gaze. “You will do so as shadows.”




Alvin smiled thinly. “That we can manage.”




They moved just before dawn, slipping into forgotten stairwells Maereth unlocked with keys older than the throne itself. The air grew colder as they descended, damp stone closing in around them. The sounds of the city faded, replaced by the slow drip of water and the echo of their own breathing.




The stone glowed brighter with each step.




At the lowest level, the passage ended in a circular chamber carved with runes so ancient Gazelem felt dizzy looking at them. The stone pulled free from his grip, floating forward as though eager.




The floor trembled.




A seam appeared in the stone wall, widening with a grinding groan. Light spilled through—not torchlight, not magic as Gazelem knew it, but something deeper. Older.




The shield stood embedded in a pillar of crystal-black stone.




It was larger than in the visions, its surface unmarred, its edge blazing with blue-white fire. Symbols crawled across it like living things, responding to Gazelem’s presence.




Alvin whispered, “That’s… incredible.”




The moment Gazelem stepped closer, the shield pulsed.




The chamber shook violently.




Somewhere far above them, an alarm bell began to ring.


The alarm’s echo reached them as a dull vibration through stone rather than sound, a warning carried through the bones of the palace itself.




Alvin moved instantly, stepping between Gazelem and the shield, Fenrindra sliding into his grip with practiced ease. “That bell isn’t for morning prayers.”




Gazelem barely heard him.




The shield had noticed him.




It was the only way he could describe the sensation—like standing before something that had been waiting so long it had forgotten patience. The blue-white glow along its rim brightened, pulsing in rhythm with the seer stone hovering inches from Gazelem’s chest.




Symbols flared across both artifacts, mirroring each other in patterns too complex to follow.




“Gaz,” Alvin said sharply. “Talk to me.”




Gazelem swallowed, forcing himself to breathe. “It’s… measuring me.”




“That’s comforting.”




The chamber trembled again. Fine cracks spidered across the crystal-black pillar holding the shield upright, shedding flakes of dark stone that evaporated before they hit the floor.




Maereth’s voice echoed faintly from the stairwell above. “You must decide—now!”




Gazelem stepped forward.




The moment his fingers brushed the shield’s inner grip, the world broke open.




He was no longer in the chamber.




He stood on a battlefield beneath a storm-torn sky. Rows of soldiers clashed in chaotic waves, steel ringing against steel. The shield was strapped to his arm—no, Aedbran’s arm—and Fenrindra sang in his other hand. Every strike carried weight, not just of muscle but of will.




The shield flared as arrows shattered against it. When Aedbran faltered, it dimmed.




Not strength, Gazelem realized.




Resolve.




The vision shifted.




Aedbran knelt before the shield, exhausted, bloodied. Around him, nobles argued, fearful, divided. The shield dulled as doubt crept in, its light flickering.




Then—




Lamanoti, standing in shadow, watching. Waiting.




Gazelem cried out as the vision collapsed inward, slamming him back into his own body. He staggered but did not fall. His hand was still on the shield.




The light steadied.




Alvin stared at him, wide-eyed. “What did you do?”




“I listened,” Gazelem said hoarsely.




The alarm above intensified—voices now, boots pounding. Maereth rushed into the chamber, robes gathered in her hands.




“You’ve awakened it,” she said. “Good. Or terrible. I suppose we’ll find out.”




The shield shuddered violently. The crystal pillar fractured completely, collapsing into dust that vanished before touching the floor. The shield dropped—then stopped midair, hovering inches above the stone.




Slowly, deliberately, it rotated toward Gazelem.




Then it moved.




It slammed into his forearm with bone-rattling force, locking into place as though it had always belonged there. Light exploded outward, knocking Alvin and Maereth back several steps.




Gazelem screamed—not in pain, but in overload. Knowledge flooded him: battle formations, ancient oaths, the names of cities that no longer existed. He saw every bearer of the shield before him, felt their triumphs and their failures.




And beneath it all, a warning.




I do not protect kings. I protect realms.




The chamber ceiling cracked.




“Gaz!” Alvin shouted, fighting his way back toward him. “You’re going to bring the whole palace down!”




Gazelem clenched his teeth and focused—not on power, but on purpose. On why he stood here.




“I’m not here to rule,” he whispered. “I’m here to stop him.”




The shield’s glow softened, condensing inward. The pressure eased. The tremors faded.




Silence crashed down, sudden and absolute.




Footsteps thundered above them—closer now.




Maereth stared at Gazelem’s arm, awe and fear warring in her expression. “It accepted you.”




“For now,” Gazelem said. His arm ached, but the shield felt… right. Heavy, but balanced. Alive, but not hostile.




Alvin let out a breath that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. “Of course it did.”




The stairwell erupted with voices.




“They’re below!” someone shouted. “Seal the lower levels!”




Maereth swore softly. “Lamanoti will use this. He’ll claim treason.”




Gazelem met her gaze. “Then we don’t go back the way we came.”




The seer stone flared, projecting a narrow passage branching off the chamber—a route not marked on Maereth’s maps.




Maereth’s eyes widened. “That tunnel was sealed centuries ago.”




“It isn’t anymore,” Gazelem said.




They ran.




The passage was tight and uneven, forcing them to move single file. Behind them, shouts echoed as guards poured into the chamber they’d left. Stone groaned as old wards failed, collapsing behind them in showers of dust and sparks.




At last, the tunnel opened into a forgotten drainage vault beneath the outer wall. Cold night air rushed in, sharp and clean.




They emerged into the shadows just as the sky lightened with the first hint of dawn.




Alvin leaned against the wall, breathing hard. “So,” he said between breaths. “We’ve stolen a legendary shield, angered half a kingdom, and confirmed a traitor.”




Gazelem looked down at the shield, its surface now dim but watchful. “And now the king will have to believe us.”




Maereth shook her head slowly. “Or hunt you.”




From the palace above, banners stirred in the growing light.




Somewhere within those walls, Lamanoti would already be smiling.




Dawn broke over the city like a wound reopening.




From the drainage vault, Gazelem could see the palace silhouetted against a sky streaked with ash-pink light. Bells rang again—not the frantic alarm from before, but something slower, heavier. A summons. Or a declaration.




Maereth pulled her hood up, already scanning the streets beyond the outer wall. “They’ll seal the gates next,” she said. “Lamanoti won’t waste this opportunity.”




Alvin shifted Fenrindra onto his shoulder. “We could leave. Get distance.”




Gazelem didn’t answer immediately. The shield tugged at him—not physically, but with intent. It wasn’t finished here.




“They’ll call us thieves,” Gazelem said quietly. “Traitors. Or worse.”




Maereth snorted softly. “You are already worse in Lamanoti’s eyes. You are unpredictable.”




The stone warmed in Gazelem’s pocket, humming faintly. Images flickered behind his eyes—guards flooding the palace chambers, nobles whispering, Lamanoti standing before the king with practiced outrage.




“He’ll demand our arrest,” Gazelem said. “Before the king has time to think.”




“Then we give Aedbran no time to doubt,” Alvin said. “We go to him first.”




Maereth hesitated. “With the shield on your arm?”




Gazelem nodded. “It won’t let me hide it.”




As if in agreement, the shield’s surface shimmered faintly, its runes visible even beneath the folds of Gazelem’s cloak.




Maereth exhaled slowly. “Very well. But once you step back into that palace, there may be no retreat.”




They moved swiftly through side streets, keeping to shadow and alley. The city was waking, but uneasily—shops half-open, people speaking in hushed tones. News traveled fast in a place already braced for disaster.




By the time they reached the palace gates, armed soldiers had already formed ranks. The captain at the front stiffened when he saw them.




“Stand down,” Gazelem said, his voice carrying further than he expected. “We come to return what was hidden.”




The captain’s gaze dropped to the shield.




His eyes widened.




Within moments, they were escorted—not dragged—back through the palace corridors, tension coiling tighter with every step. Whispers followed them like ghosts.




The throne room was crowded.




Nobles lined the walls, voices overlapping in urgent debate. King Aedbran sat rigid on his throne, jaw clenched. Lamanoti stood before him, hands spread in a gesture of wounded loyalty.




“They violated sacred seals,” Lamanoti was saying. “Stole what was never theirs. This is no vision—it is treason.”




The room fell silent as Gazelem stepped forward.




The shield caught the light.




Aedbran stood abruptly, the echo of his movement silencing every last whisper.




“You found it,” the king said, awe and something like grief threading his voice.




“Yes,” Gazelem replied. “And it found me.”




Lamanoti spun, fury flashing across his features before he masked it. “You see?” he said quickly. “The artifact chooses no king now—only chaos.”




The shield pulsed.




Gazelem raised his arm. The stone slipped into his hand as if summoned, its symbols blazing. Images spilled across the floor—visions the stone could no longer contain.




Lamanoti’s secret meetings. His sealed letters. His soldiers attacking loyal villages under false banners.




The hall erupted.




Aedbran descended the steps once more, stopping inches from Lamanoti. “Is this true?”




Lamanoti laughed—sharp, desperate. “Tricks! Lies crafted by foreign magic!”




The shield flared brighter than ever before.




The runes along its edge burned white-hot, and a single word echoed through the chamber—not spoken, but felt.




Enough.




Lamanoti staggered back as if struck. The room shook—not violently, but decisively, as though the palace itself had chosen a side.




Aedbran’s voice cut through the chaos. “Guards. Take him.”




Steel rang as soldiers moved.




Lamanoti’s composure finally shattered. “You think this ends it?” he shouted as he was seized. “The rebellion is bigger than me!”




As he was dragged away, his eyes locked onto Gazelem’s—burning with hatred and something darker.




Promise.




Silence fell once more.




Aedbran turned to Gazelem and Alvin, his expression grave but resolute. “You have returned what my line failed to protect,” he said. “And exposed what I was blind to see.”




He looked at the shield. “It does not belong to me anymore, does it?”




Gazelem shook his head slowly. “It belongs to the realm. I’m just… carrying it.”




The king studied him for a long moment, then nodded. “Then carry it with my blessing.”




Relief washed through Gazelem, though it was tempered by the weight settling fully onto his shoulders.




Aedbran straightened, voice carrying authority once more. “The rebellion is not ended. But today, it has lost its head.”




The shield dimmed, its task—for now—complete.




As they were dismissed, Alvin leaned close and murmured, “You realize this means we’re in this all the way now.”




Gazelem looked down at the shield, feeling its steady presence.




“I know,” he said.




Somewhere beyond the palace walls, forces were already shifting.




The shield had emerged.




And the war had truly begun.
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Chapter 3: Fenrindra Awakes




Fenrindra had always been quiet.




Not silent—never that—but restrained, as if it understood the danger of being noticed too soon. Even now, strapped across Alvin’s back as they followed a palace guard through torchlit corridors, the sword’s presence was subtle. A pressure rather than a sound. A promise rather than a threat.




Gazelem felt it change the moment the shield settled into its new stillness.




The shift was faint, like the first tremor before an earthquake, but unmistakable once noticed. The air around Fenrindra tightened. The torch flames leaned toward it, stretching as though pulled by an unseen tide.




Alvin noticed too. His shoulders stiffened. “It’s doing that thing again.”




Gazelem glanced back. “What thing?”




“The listening thing,” Alvin muttered. “Like it’s waiting for someone to say the wrong word.”




They were led into a smaller chamber off the main hall—round, windowless, its walls carved with faded reliefs of battles long past. This was not a place for ceremony. It was a place for decisions.




King Aedbran dismissed the guard and gestured for them to remain standing.




“You will not be paraded as heroes,” the king said without preamble. “Not yet. Half my court would turn that into a weapon against me by nightfall.”




Alvin nodded. “Fair.”




Aedbran’s gaze flicked to Fenrindra. “That sword… it was forged alongside the shield. Few remember that.”




Gazelem’s fingers brushed the shield’s rim. “The stone remembers.”




“Then it remembers more than I do,” the king said quietly.




He paced the chamber, boots echoing. “Lamanoti is only one branch of this rebellion. The roots run deeper—into noble houses, merchant guilds, even the outer provinces. Removing him slows the spread. It does not end it.”




Alvin shifted his weight. “So what’s our role?”




Aedbran stopped. “You are outsiders. Unbound by my politics. That makes you dangerous.”




He met Gazelem’s eyes. “And useful.”




The stone warmed in response, though Gazelem did not raise it.




“I need proof,” the king continued. “Not visions. Not artifacts choosing new bearers. Proof that my enemies are coordinated—and where they will strike next.”




Gazelem felt the answer before he spoke. “The stone can show writings. Messages. Plans.”




“Yes,” Aedbran said. “But only if you can reach them.”




Alvin’s hand rested casually near Fenrindra’s hilt. “And that’s where the sword comes in.”




The king inclined his head. “Fenrindra does not answer to orders. It answers to necessity.”




At that, the sword thrummed—once, sharp and clear.




The sound echoed unnaturally loud in the chamber.




Aedbran’s eyes widened slightly. “It awakens.”




Gazelem felt it too now—a pull between shield and sword, like two halves of a thought trying to reunite. The stone flared briefly, projecting a single image: a fortress carved into red stone, banners unfamiliar but unmistakably hostile.




“The eastern marches,” Aedbran breathed. “That stronghold fell decades ago.”




“It didn’t fall,” Gazelem said. “It was repurposed.”




The image shifted—showing armed men drilling, supply wagons moving under cover of night, sigils etched into crates.




Alvin exhaled. “That’s not a rebellion. That’s an army.”




The king turned away, jaw clenched. “Then Fenrindra wakes for a reason.”




They were given little time to prepare.




By midday, the city buzzed with rumor—Lamanoti imprisoned, whispers of sorcery, the shield seen again after generations of absence. Gazelem and Alvin were kept moving through lesser corridors, out of sight but never unguarded.




It was in the armory—an ancient hall layered with history—that Fenrindra finally spoke.




Not in words.




In pain.




Alvin doubled over without warning, a sharp cry tearing from his throat as the sword wrenched itself free of its bindings. It slammed point-first into the stone floor, ringing like a struck bell.




Gazelem rushed to him. “Alvin!”




The sword blazed.




Runes ignited along the blade—symbols Gazelem had never seen, older even than the shield’s markings. The air filled with heat, pressure building until Gazelem felt his knees weaken.




Alvin’s breath came in gasps. “It’s—showing me—”




The vision burst outward.




A battlefield under a blood-red sky. Alvin stood there—not as himself, but as something more. Fenrindra in his hands, cutting through shadowed figures that dissolved when struck. Each swing burned with purpose, not rage.




Then the vision shifted.




Alvin stood alone, Fenrindra planted in the ground before him. The land around him was scarred—but peaceful. The sword dimmed, resting at last.




The vision snapped shut.




Alvin collapsed to one knee, breathing hard.




The sword’s glow faded, leaving it once more pale and quiet.




Gazelem helped Alvin up, heart racing. “What did you see?”




Alvin swallowed. “What I’m supposed to do.”




That answer scared Gazelem more than anything else he could have said.




From the doorway, Maereth watched with a mixture of awe and concern. “It has chosen him,” she murmured.




Alvin looked at Fenrindra, then at Gazelem. “Looks like we’re both carrying things that don’t belong to us.”




Gazelem tightened his grip on the shield. “They belong to the realm.”




Alvin gave a grim smile. “Then we’d better be worthy of it.”




Outside the armory, horns sounded—short, urgent blasts.




Maereth stiffened. “Scouts returning early.”




The stone warmed again, restless.




Gazelem closed his eyes, letting it pull him just far enough to see—




Flames on the horizon. Banners rising. The eastern fortress stirring to life.




Fenrindra hummed softly, awake at last.


The horns did not stop.




They echoed across the palace grounds in sharp bursts, each one carrying urgency that tightened Gazelem’s chest. Whatever the scouts had seen, it wasn’t distant. It was moving.




Maereth was already striding toward the armory doors. “Come,” she said. “If the sword has awakened, the king must know why.”




Alvin steadied himself, rolling his shoulders as if shaking off lingering heat. Fenrindra lay quiet now in his grasp, but it was no longer dormant. Gazelem could feel it the same way he felt the shield—like a presence just behind his thoughts.




They emerged into a corridor buzzing with motion. Messengers ran past them, armor half-fastened, cloaks flaring behind them. Somewhere above, a bell rang again—this one controlled, measured. A signal, not a panic.




They were ushered into the king’s war chamber, a long room dominated by a stone table etched with the realm’s borders. King Aedbran stood at its head, hands braced on the surface, listening to a scout who looked as though he’d ridden straight through the night.




“Say it again,” Aedbran demanded.




“The eastern fortress flies Lamanoti’s sigil openly now,” the scout said hoarsely. “And others besides. At least three noble houses. They’re moving supplies toward the river crossings.”




Aedbran closed his eyes briefly.




Gazelem stepped forward, the shield catching torchlight. “They’re consolidating.”




The scout stared at the shield, then nodded dumbly. “Aye. Like they’re preparing for something big.”




Alvin felt Fenrindra tighten in his hands. Not physically—but with intent.




“The sword reacted because it knows that place,” Gazelem said, turning to the king. “It’s been there before.”




Aedbran’s brow furrowed. “Fenrindra was last recorded during the Scouring of the Red March.”




“The fortress,” Alvin said slowly. “That is the Red March.”




Silence rippled through the room as understanding set in.




Aedbran straightened. “Then the rebellion has resurrected an old wound.”




The stone warmed urgently, projecting a brief image onto the table: the eastern fortress surrounded by lines of force, symbols carved into its walls glowing faintly red.




Maereth leaned in, breath catching. “They’re binding something there.”




Alvin’s jaw tightened. “Or someone.”




The king looked between the brothers. “If Fenrindra awakened, it means the balance is already shifting.”




Gazelem nodded. “The shield protects what exists. The sword stops what shouldn’t.”




Aedbran exhaled slowly. “Then I will not cage you behind my walls.”




He straightened fully, voice carrying authority. “You will ride east at first light. Not as emissaries. As proof.”




Alvin blinked. “Just us?”




“No,” Aedbran said. “A small escort. Quiet. Loyal.”




Lamanoti’s allies would be watching. Everyone in the room knew it.




That night, sleep was impossible.




Gazelem sat alone in a quiet antechamber, the shield resting against his knee. The stone hovered before him, its symbols cycling slowly. He touched its surface, letting the familiar sideways pull take him—not fully into vision, just enough to see.




He saw Alvin.




Not as he was now, but as he might become—standing amid chaos, Fenrindra blazing, his face grim with certainty. He saw himself beside him, shield raised, holding a line against something vast and dark.




And beyond that—




Nothing.




The stone refused to show further.




“Why?” Gazelem whispered.




Because choice still exists, the stone seemed to murmur.




Morning arrived under low clouds and cold wind.




They rode out before sunrise—six riders in all, cloaked and unmarked. The city gates opened without ceremony, the guards avoiding Gazelem’s gaze as the shield passed by.




Once beyond the walls, the land stretched wide and unsettled. Villages thinned. Roads cracked. Smoke stained the horizon where fields had burned.




Alvin rode close beside Gazelem. “You okay?”




Gazelem nodded, though his stomach churned. “The shield’s… restless.”




“That makes two of us.”




By midday, they reached a ruined watchtower overlooking the river crossings. The escort dismounted, spreading out to secure the perimeter.




The stone flared suddenly.




Gazelem gasped as images flooded his mind—troops moving through wooded ravines, banners hidden beneath cloaks, a force far larger than reported.




“They’re closer than we thought,” he said urgently. “They’ll reach the crossings by nightfall.”




Alvin drew Fenrindra partway from its sheath. The sword hummed, low and eager.




One of the riders swore softly. “That’s impossible.”




Gazelem met his eyes. “It isn’t.”




A scream cut through the air.




Steel rang.




Figures burst from the tree line—armed, fast, bearing unfamiliar colors stitched hastily over noble sigils. An ambush.




Alvin moved without hesitation.




Fenrindra cleared its sheath fully, and the world seemed to snap into focus. The sword burned—not with fire, but with certainty. Alvin met the first attacker head-on, his strike clean and decisive. The man fell—not dead, but disarmed, weapon shattered as though struck by lightning.




The shield flared as arrows streaked toward Gazelem, splintering on contact with bursts of pale light.




The skirmish was brief but brutal. Fenrindra cut through confusion, disabling rather than killing, while the shield held the line, turning chaos aside.




When it was over, the surviving attackers fled into the trees, leaving the ground scarred and smoking.




Alvin stood panting, Fenrindra dimming slowly in his grasp.




Gazelem stared at him. “You didn’t hesitate.”




Alvin looked at the sword, then back at Gazelem. “Neither did it.”




The escort regrouped, shaken but alive.




One of them spoke quietly. “That wasn’t a scouting party. That was a test.”




Gazelem nodded grimly. “They wanted to see who we were.”




And now, they knew.




As the sun dipped toward the horizon, Fenrindra pulsed once—clear, urgent.




Alvin felt it in his bones.




The sword was no longer sleeping.




It was leading.




The forest was quiet once more, though the tension hung thick in the air. Gazelem sat astride his horse, shield strapped across his arm, feeling the lingering warmth of the battle pulse through him. Fenrindra’s hum had faded to a low, steady rhythm, but Alvin’s grip on the sword remained tight, knuckles white.




“We can’t linger,” Gazelem said, scanning the darkening horizon. “They’ll regroup, and Lamanoti’s forces will be moving toward the river crossings by now. If we delay, we lose the advantage.”




Alvin’s eyes glinted in the fading light. “Fenrindra isn’t done. I can feel it. There’s more waiting for us, and it’s not just the army.”




Gazelem nodded slowly. The shield hummed in response, its surface shimmering faintly, reacting not to light or wind but to the tension in the air. It was as if it knew what lay ahead, and it wasn’t subtle about it.




Maereth rode ahead, silent and steady, the wind tugging at her robes. She glanced back once, her expression grim. “The river crossings will be defended by more than soldiers. The rebel houses have traps, hidden archers, even some alchemical devices. You’ll need more than steel and light.”




Gazelem pressed his hand to the stone. It pulsed in response, and once more, the visions came—not fully formed, but enough to see the outlines of traps, barricades, and hidden footpaths. His stomach tightened at the thought of maneuvering through them under attack.




“Fenrindra knows these places,” Alvin murmured, as if reading Gazelem’s thoughts. The sword vibrated slightly against his forearm, almost impatiently. “It’s guiding us, or warning us.”




The path to the river crossings twisted through hills and valleys, worn over centuries but largely abandoned. The forest thickened as they approached, dark shadows pooling between the trees. Birds stilled; even the wind seemed to hold its breath.




Gazelem’s hand trembled as he gripped the shield. “It’s too quiet.”




Alvin didn’t respond immediately. He was focusing, listening to Fenrindra in the way only someone attuned to the sword could. Then he whispered, “Something’s ahead. I can feel the movement—silent, but coordinated.”




The stone pulsed in agreement, projecting a faint glow onto Gazelem’s palm. Symbols twisted across the surface, revealing glimpses of the terrain ahead: hidden ditches, snares along the path, and silhouettes moving in formation. Not scouts—combatants.




The first attack came without warning.




A volley of arrows rained down from the trees on either side of the path. Gazelem raised the shield instinctively. It flared brilliantly, arrows shattering on impact with bursts of pale blue light. Each strike vibrated through his arm, the shield responding almost as if alive, adapting to the force and direction of the attack.




Alvin moved like a shadow through the trees. Fenrindra pulsed and sang in his hands, striking fast, precise, each blow disarming or incapacitating without killing. The sword’s movements were almost preternatural; it anticipated the attackers’ actions before they made them.




“Keep moving!” Gazelem shouted, pushing forward. “The river’s not far!”




The path twisted, forcing them into a narrow ravine. Traps sprang from the ground—pitfalls, spiked caltrops, even snares designed to catch horses. The shield responded automatically, casting light downward to reveal hidden dangers. One misstep would have sent them plummeting, but with Gazelem’s instincts guided by the stone, they navigated safely.




Alvin covered him, Fenrindra slashing through branches and anything else that threatened their passage. The stone pulsed again, and Gazelem realized it was not just guiding him—it was coordinating him with Fenrindra, linking shield and sword in unspoken synergy.




By the time they reached the river, the sun was setting behind distant hills, casting the water in fiery shades of orange and red. Across the river, a series of barricades blocked the crossing. Soldiers moved silently among them, setting traps and positioning archers. A large contingent of troops bore Lamanoti’s banner, their leader standing at the center, surveying the defenses with a cold, calculating eye.




“Reinforcements,” Maereth muttered, crouching low beside them. “If we charge, we’ll be cut down before we reach the barricade.”




Gazelem studied the scene. He could see the patterns now: guard rotations, the timing of patrols, even the weak spots in the barricades. The stone thrummed in his hand, guiding his thoughts as much as his eyes.




“We go through the left,” he said finally. “Fenrindra’s path will draw their attention, while the shield keeps the others at bay. Once we break their line, we can get across.”




Alvin nodded. Fenrindra’s edge flared, almost impatiently, vibrating in his grip as though eager to act. “I’ll lead,” he said. “Shield stays behind me.”




“No,” Gazelem said firmly. “We move together. Shield and sword. That’s the only way.”




Alvin glanced at him, eyes narrowed, then nodded. “Together.”




They surged forward. Fenrindra blazed through the first wave of archers, striking with precision and speed, while the shield deflected arrows and debris from their path. Maereth followed close, moving with a grace and confidence that belied her years. The remaining escort kept pace, ready to intercept anything that slipped past their defenses.




The attackers were disciplined, trained, and desperate. They had expected a smaller group, not two armed with living artifacts. Still, the fight was brutal. Fenrindra’s strikes were accompanied by pulses of energy that shattered weapons before they could strike, while the shield emitted waves of protective light that shielded them and knocked assailants off balance.




Despite the chaos, Gazelem felt something profound: the shield and sword were communicating, not with words, but in motion and instinct. Each knew what the other intended before it happened. It was as if they were two halves of the same force—defense and offense, protection and judgment.




The battle raged for what felt like hours, though the sun barely dipped below the horizon. With every step, they drew closer to the barricade. Soldiers fell, retreated, or fled in confusion, unable to withstand the combination of Fenrindra’s strikes and the shield’s defense.




At last, they reached the barricade. The attackers regrouped for one final stand, weapons raised. Lamanoti himself stepped forward, his banner snapping behind him. “So, the children wield the king’s artifacts,” he sneered. “You will fall here, where the Red March begins again!”




Fenrindra flared violently, almost like it had recognized him, its energy humming through Alvin’s veins. The sword seemed alive, hungry. Gazelem raised the shield in response, and the runes along its edge glowed in synchrony with the sword.




The world narrowed to that single moment. Time seemed to stretch. Gazelem could feel the pulse of Fenrindra, the heartbeat of the shield, and the warmth of the stone guiding him. Together, they were unstoppable, a force that no ordinary man could resist.




And then they struck.




The first clash of sword against steel sent sparks into the air. Fenrindra moved with lethal precision, cutting through weapons, armor, and obstacles as Alvin followed the path of the stone’s guidance. The shield flared, creating a dome of light that deflected arrows, shoved back combatants, and carved a protective path forward.




Lamanoti’s eyes widened in disbelief as his defenses crumbled. His soldiers faltered, then fled. The barricade shattered, swept aside by the living artifacts in the hands of two boys from another world.




Breathing heavily, Gazelem lowered the shield slightly, keeping it ready. Alvin’s chest rose and fell rapidly as he held Fenrindra steady. Both were exhilarated, terrified, and alive in a way that nothing in their past lives had ever prepared them for.




Across the battlefield, the eastern fortress loomed, scarred but still formidable. Beyond it, Lamanoti’s army began to retreat in disarray, confusion spreading among their ranks like wildfire.




Maereth approached, her eyes wide with amazement. “You’ve done more than survive,” she said. “You’ve broken the first line of their plan.”




Gazelem wiped sweat from his brow, his gaze never leaving the fortress. “This is only the beginning,” he said. “They’ll regroup. We need to know what Lamanoti is planning next.”




The stone vibrated, pulsing faintly. Fenrindra thrummed in Alvin’s hands, ready for what was to come.




The first victory had been claimed. But the war—the real challenge—was only beginning.
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Chapter 4: The Guide’s Warning 


The early morning light filtered weakly through the tall windows of the palace study, casting long, uneven shadows across the stone floor. Dust motes floated in the air, drifting lazily above rows of ancient tomes and scrolls stacked on tall shelves. Gazelem sat cross-legged on a low bench near the fireplace, the shield resting across his lap. Its edges glimmered faintly, almost like it remembered the battles it had seen centuries ago. Beside him, Alvin kept Fenrindra within easy reach, the sword’s subtle hum reassuring in the quiet of the room.


The spiritual guide appeared suddenly in the corner, its semi-transparent form coalescing from the faint morning haze. Unlike the previous appearances, this time its presence carried weight—a gravity that settled the air around them. The guide’s voice was soft but insistent, filling the room with an authority that demanded attention.


“It is time you understand,” the guide began. “The shield you carry is not merely protection. It carries the will and power of King Aedbran’s ancestors. Its history is long, and its purpose greater than any mortal could wield without consequence.”


Gazelem’s hand tightened on the shield. “I know it’s powerful,” he said quietly. “I’ve felt it, seen it respond. But I don’t understand why it… waits, or how it chooses. Why me?”


The guide moved closer, hovering near the edge of the light. “Because you are willing to see what others do not. The shield measures intent, character, and courage. It chooses not for strength alone, but for virtue and clarity of purpose.”


Alvin shifted uneasily, keeping one hand near Fenrindra’s hilt. “And what happens if someone unworthy tries to wield it?”


The guide’s form flickered, as though troubled by the question. “Then the shield becomes a burden, a danger. It will turn on the bearer, drain their resolve, and expose them to enemies. Many have tried. None succeeded without peril.”


Gazelem looked down at the shield again, tracing the faint lines of the runes with his eyes. “I don’t want it to hurt anyone. I just want to help the king stop Lamanoti.”


“And that is why you are chosen,” the guide said. “But you must understand that the rebellion you face is not merely an army, nor a single noble’s ambition. It is a tide of deceit, of allies hidden in plain sight. The shield will reveal much, but it will also demand much of you.”


Gazelem’s stomach tightened. He had seen parts of the danger already—Lamanoti’s spies, the ambushes on the roads, the fortress in the eastern marches—but the guide’s words made it clear that what lay ahead was far larger than he had imagined.


“The shield’s origin traces back to the early kings of Aedbran’s line,” the guide continued. “It was crafted in a time when magic and war were inseparable, when a king’s word alone could not hold the realm together. Forged with spells older than memory, it binds to those who fight not for glory, but for the preservation of life itself.”


Alvin’s eyes narrowed. “So, it’s like a… judge and protector at the same time?”


“Yes,” the guide said. “It tests, it protects, it decides. And it waits for the right moment to awaken fully. That moment has come because the realm itself cries out for justice. You two are its instruments, whether you wish it or not.”


Gazelem exhaled slowly, feeling the weight of the words settle on him. The shield had never felt like just an object, but hearing its history and purpose laid bare gave him a sense of the responsibility he carried. It was more than power—it was a legacy.


“And Fenrindra,” the guide continued, glancing at Alvin, “is its counterpart. The shield guards, and the sword strikes. They were made to operate together, bound by the same ancient magic. Together, they can turn the tide of war, but only if the bearers act with clarity of purpose and unity of spirit.”


Alvin’s grip on the sword tightened, and a faint pulse of light ran along its edge. “Then we have to learn to work together,” he said quietly. “If the sword and shield are tied like that, any misstep could… could be catastrophic.”


“Exactly,” the guide replied. “And the rebellion will test you in ways beyond combat. Lamanoti’s strength lies not only in troops and strategy but in deception. He will send spies, sow doubt, and manipulate the king’s court. The shield and sword can reveal what is hidden, but your minds and hearts must be equally vigilant.”


Gazelem swallowed hard. The stone in his pocket vibrated faintly, as if agreeing with the guide. He pressed it with his fingers, letting it project the faintest image of Lamanoti—his shadowy figure orchestrating movements, whispering to those loyal to him. Even through the haze of magic, the danger felt immediate, pressing.


“You must remember this,” the guide said, voice lowering, almost a whisper. “The shield has a memory. It remembers every hand that held it, every battle fought, every betrayal endured. And it will test you. Your courage will be measured not only by what you can strike down, but by what you protect, what you endure, and what you choose to believe in when all else seems lost.”


Alvin let out a low whistle. “That sounds… heavy.”


Gazelem nodded, feeling a tightness in his chest. “It is. But we have to be ready.”


The guide drifted closer, its form shimmering softly in the morning light. “You will not be alone. The sword and shield guide you, and the stone will reveal paths unseen. But always remember: vigilance is not just for the enemy outside. It is for the doubt and fear that may rise within you as well.”


Gazelem clenched his jaw, gripping the shield as if drawing strength from it. “We’ll be ready.”


The guide’s form began to fade, leaving only a faint shimmer in the corner of the room. “Then prepare yourselves. The journey to the east begins soon, and the fortress awaits.”


As the spiritual guide disappeared, the weight of the shield and sword settled fully onto the brothers’ shoulders. They had survived the initial battles, awakened the living artifacts, and proven themselves in the first skirmishes—but what lay ahead would demand more than skill and courage. It would demand trust, unity, and a resolve that neither of them had yet fully tested.


Gazelem rose to his feet, shield in hand. “We start preparations,” he said. “We need to be ready for whatever Lamanoti has planned next.”


Alvin sheathed Fenrindra but kept his hand near the hilt. “Let’s hope the fortress isn’t guarded by more than traps and illusions.”


The room was silent except for the faint hum of the stone and the soft pulse from the shield. Gazelem could feel the weight of history and destiny pressing down on them, and in that moment, he understood: the real test was just beginning.


The palace garden was quiet, though not in the peaceful way of a well-tended courtyard. Morning mist clung to the cobblestones, curling around the edges of statues long weathered by wind and rain. Gazelem, Alvin, and Maereth walked in careful silence, each lost in thought. The weight of the previous day’s revelations pressed down on them, amplified by the guide’s warnings.


The spiritual guide appeared again, hovering above a low fountain in the center of the garden. Its form shimmered faintly in the pale light, the edges of its translucent robes flickering like candle flames. Gazelem felt the stone warm in his pocket, alerting him that the guide’s presence was about more than conversation this time—it carried vision and instruction.


“You must see the truth of the rebellion,” the guide said softly. “Not merely the armies, but the hearts of men who follow or oppose. Only then will you understand the choices before you.”


Alvin’s hand rested on Fenrindra’s hilt, his fingers tightening. “Are we ready for that?” he asked, glancing at Gazelem. “Seeing the battlefield is one thing. Seeing what people’s hearts are hiding… that’s another.”


The guide’s form rippled. “Ready or not, you must. The shield and sword have awakened because the realm needs clarity, and Lamanoti’s schemes will not wait. Your vision will reveal more than tactics—it will show motives, betrayals, and the burden the king carries even now.”


Gazelem nodded, his gaze dropping to the shield resting against his arm. The runes along its edge pulsed faintly, almost in rhythm with his heartbeat. “We’ll do it,” he said. “But how? How do we see what’s hidden?”


The guide extended a translucent hand. “Through the shield and stone together. Let the shield ground you in purpose, and the stone show you what has been obscured. You will witness King Aedbran’s decisions during the early days of the rebellion, the doubts that nearly tore his court apart, and the cunning moves Lamanoti employed to gain influence.”


Gazelem swallowed. “Are we going to see everything?”


“Not everything, but enough,” the guide replied. “Enough to understand, enough to act, and enough to survive.”


The air thickened, and the garden seemed to dissolve around them. Gazelem felt himself pulled forward as though the world had narrowed to the stone’s vision. He raised it, and faint images began to appear above its surface—scenes of a throne room long ago, with younger King Aedbran standing among councilors who whispered behind their hands. The tension in the chamber was palpable.


He watched as the young king struggled to assert authority. A noble argued loudly, his hands raised in indignation, while Lamanoti, barely more than a boy himself, lingered at the edges, speaking softly to those who would listen. The king’s eyes were sharp but burdened; he sought loyalty in a court divided by fear, ambition, and the specter of rebellion.


Alvin leaned close, his breath shallow. “So Lamanoti was scheming this long ago…?”


Gazelem nodded, eyes fixed on the unfolding scene. “He’s been planning for decades. This rebellion… it’s not just armies. It’s networks, spies, nobles who will betray even their king for power.”


The guide’s voice cut through the vision. “See how Aedbran faltered, but did not fail. Watch the choices he made, the alliances he formed, and the truths he had to conceal from his own council. It is in these moments that the shield’s power is tested, and where you will learn your own role.”


Images shifted, showing battlefields, negotiations, and hidden corridors where messages were passed secretly. Soldiers marched under banners, yet whispers of treachery followed them. Gazelem felt the weight of centuries pressing down through the visions—the burden of leadership, the cost of trust, and the danger of underestimating enemies hidden in plain sight.


Alvin’s hand hovered over Fenrindra. “It’s like we’re seeing the kingdom breathe… alive and fearful at the same time.”


“Yes,” Gazelem whispered. “And we’re being shown not just what to fight, but how to fight. We have to understand the people, not just the plans.”


The guide drifted closer. “Lamanoti’s strength lies not only in armies but in perception. He manipulates fear, sows doubt, and leverages loyalty as a weapon. To counter him, you must see beyond what is shown, read the hearts and intentions of those who claim allegiance.”


Gazelem felt the stone pulse urgently, directing his attention to a young knight in the vision. The knight hesitated during a critical moment, torn between loyalty to the king and fear of Lamanoti. Gazelem saw the exact instant the knight’s decision shifted, revealing both bravery and weakness. The stone’s power allowed him to perceive motives in a way no ordinary observation could.


“The king needed us back then, just like now,” Gazelem said softly. “He had decisions forced upon him he could barely make, and people around him were not who they appeared to be.”


“Exactly,” the guide said. “This is why you were chosen. The shield and sword together allow not only physical power but the insight to navigate such deception. Your task is not to merely fight, but to understand, guide, and protect those whose actions are hidden.”


Alvin exhaled slowly, lowering Fenrindra slightly. “So our mission isn’t just to confront Lamanoti. We have to see everything—the plots, the secrets, the betrayals—and act on it.”


The guide inclined its head. “Yes. And in seeing, you will face choices that test both courage and conscience. Remember, the shield’s memory is long, and it will respond not just to actions but to intentions. Fenrindra will follow the path of necessity. Together, you are bound to the outcome, whether you wish it or not.”


Gazelem felt a sudden, sharp pulse from the stone, projecting a vision of Lamanoti in council with conspirators, their faces partially obscured by shadows. Arrows of thought, messages, and covert movements radiated from them, showing the depth of the rebellion’s network. The guide spoke softly, almost reverently:


“This is what you must confront. Not only armies, but hidden plots that may betray the kingdom from within. Your understanding of these will determine the success of your mission.”


Alvin shook his head slightly. “It’s overwhelming… too much for just the two of us.”


Gazelem gripped the shield tighter, letting the weight ground him. “We have to trust each other. Shield, stone, sword… all of it. We can’t let fear decide our actions.”


The guide drifted backward, fading slightly. “Remember, insight is as much a weapon as steel. Knowledge, timing, and courage will be your tools. Prepare yourselves for the journey ahead. You will need every advantage the shield, sword, and stone provide.”


The garden slowly returned, mist swirling around the benches and fountain. The visions faded, leaving Gazelem and Alvin alone with Maereth and the lingering sense of urgency. The weight of what they had just seen settled in their minds—decisions of kings, betrayals of allies, and the long shadow of Lamanoti’s ambitions.


Gazelem exhaled slowly. “We have to move soon. The fortress, the rebellion… everything we’ve seen is leading to it.”


Alvin nodded, his eyes fixed on Fenrindra. “And Fenrindra will lead us there, just like the shield will guide you. We just have to listen, and act, and survive.”


The stone pulsed one last time, faintly, as if agreeing. In that quiet, Gazelem felt the true weight of responsibility. The rebellion was not a single event; it was a tide of deception, ambition, and danger. And they were now fully part of it—carriers of power, insight, and the hope of a kingdom that had seen too much shadow.


The sun hung low over the palace walls, casting long shadows that stretched across the courtyard like fingers of warning. Gazelem and Alvin stood side by side, shield and sword resting within reach, while Maereth moved silently between them, adjusting straps and checking packs as if anticipating a journey that would test more than their strength. The guide’s words from the morning lingered in their minds—the warnings, the visions, and the weight of choices yet to be made.


“The time to prepare is now,” the guide’s voice whispered, emerging faintly above the rustle of leaves. “The fortress awaits, and the rebellion’s heart beats faster with each passing hour. What you have learned today is only the beginning. You must ready yourselves for what you will see, for what you will face, and for the decisions that will weigh upon your souls.”


Gazelem adjusted the shield on his arm, feeling its reassuring weight and the faint warmth that emanated from its runes. “It’s like it knows we’re going to need every bit of it,” he muttered. The shield had already protected him in ways beyond physical defense, guiding him with the insight of its long history and the stone’s visions. But now, knowing the rebellion’s complexity, he felt the responsibility of its power in a new way.


Alvin, standing with Fenrindra at his side, nodded. “And the sword… it’s ready too. I can feel it. It wants to move, to act. But it’s not mindless. It follows purpose. It knows we have to be smart about what
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