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Prologue
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The kingdom celebrated above them.

Music echoed through the palace halls while firelights danced across the stone walls of Azura. Warriors drank and laughed after their victory in the northern wars, unaware that deep beneath the palace, hidden below layers of ancient tunnels, two men walked alone in silence.

One wore a crown.

The other had earned the kingdom’s trust beside him.

For years he had fought loyally for the throne. He had bled for it. Protected it. Nearly died for it more times than the people of Azura could remember.

And tonight, the King had rewarded that loyalty.

The tunnels grew warmer the deeper they descended.

Neither man spoke much.

The warrior’s eyes remained fixed ahead.

Waiting.

At last, they entered a vast cavern hidden beneath the mountain.

And there it stood.

A massive golden door covered in markings the warrior did not understand. Soft light pulsed faintly through the carvings like something alive behind the stone.

The King stepped toward it slowly.

“You have served the kingdom well,” he said quietly.

The warrior could barely breathe now.

Years of sacrifice, years of waiting and finally, he stood before the secret that had been hidden from the world.

The King placed his hand against the door.

The cavern hummed.

Golden light slowly spread across the carvings.

Then the door began to open.

Warm light poured through the narrow gap. The warrior stared into it.

And something changed in his eyes.

The King saw it instantly, not awe, not peace, but greed.

The warrior stepped forward without permission.

His breathing deepened.

“What is this power?” he whispered.

The King’s face hardened.

“Step back.”

But the warrior did not move.

The light reflected across his face now, and the hunger inside him no longer hid itself.

“All these years...” he said quietly. “You kept this from me.”

The King turned sharply.

“The chamber judges the heart. Step away from the door.”

But the warrior no longer listened.

The opening widened slightly.

The golden light intensified.

And the warrior saw something inside it that he could no longer resist.

Power.

Life beyond death and freedom from fear.

He moved suddenly.

The King reached for him, but the warrior shoved him backward with surprising force. His eyes remained fixed on the golden light pouring from the chamber.

Then the chamber reacted, the warm glow flickered and the golden door began to close.

It was as though the chamber itself had seen into the warrior's heart and found something it would not accept.

“No!” the warrior shouted.

Desperation filled his voice.

He lunged toward the narrowing gap, forcing himself between the closing doors and reaching toward the light beyond.

Then the cavern screamed.

Golden light erupted through the chamber with the force of a storm.

The warrior's body ignited as the chamber rejected him. Flames of gold raced across his armour and skin, burning through him from the inside. His scream echoed through the mountain, shaking the very stone beneath their feet.

Yet still he refused to let go.

With both hands pressed against the closing doorway, he fought against the chamber itself, clawing desperately toward the power that lay beyond.

Then, with one final surge of ancient power, the chamber unleashed a force so great that it tore the warrior away from the doorway and hurled him across the cavern.

His burning body crashed against the stone floor and slid across the rock.

At that same moment, the golden doors slammed shut.

The chamber was sealed.

Silence crashed over the cavern.

Smoke drifted through the darkness.

The warrior lay motionless.

The King stared at him in horror.

His armour was blackened.

His flesh was burned beyond recognition.

No man could have survived such wounds.

He was dead.

Then something moved.

A thin strand of black smoke rose from the warrior's body.

The King frowned.

Another strand followed.

Then another.

Within moments, thick black smoke poured from the corpse, twisting and coiling through the air like living shadows.

The temperature in the cavern dropped instantly.

Frost spread across the stone floor.

The firelights flickered violently.

The King stepped back, his eyes widening in disbelief.

The entire cavern began filling with darkness.

It was not ordinary smoke.

It moved with purpose.

It was alive.

Raising his sword, the King called upon the ancient power. Golden light burst from the blade as he drove back the darkness, forcing the black smoke toward the far reaches of the cavern.

But the darkness did not disappear.

It gathered.

It watched.

And deep beneath the kingdom of Azura...

the darkness spoke for the first time.
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Chapter 1 - Aakraba
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Far from the crowded cities and busy roads of the world, there lay a small village called Aakraba.

It rested quietly between tall mountains, as if the peaks themselves were protecting it. In the mornings, sunlight spilled gently over the snowy tops and slid down into the valley below, warming the fields and rooftops.

Everything in Aakraba was green.

Wide meadows stretched across the valley floor. Wildflowers grew along the edges of narrow dirt paths. Apple and pear trees stood behind stone cottages, their branches heavy in summer and bare but peaceful in winter.

A river flowed through the heart of the village. It was born high in the mountains, where glaciers melted into clear streams. By the time the water reached Aakraba, it had become a steady, shining ribbon that curved through the fields and past the homes. The villagers used it for drinking, fishing, watering their animals and washing.

The river was part of daily life. Its soft rushing sound could be heard from almost anywhere in the village.

There were no tall towers in Aakraba. No grand castles. The homes were built from stone and wood, strong enough to withstand winter winds and gentle enough to feel welcoming. Smoke rose from chimneys each evening, carrying the smell of warm bread and cooking stew into the cool air.

People knew each other by name.

In the mornings, farmers greeted one another as they led their animals toward the hills. Children ran through the open square, chasing one another between market stalls. Elders sat on wooden benches near the well, talking about seasons past and harvests to come.

Life in Aakraba moved slowly.

No one rushed.

The seasons decided the rhythm of the village. Spring brought planting. Summer brought growth. Autumn brought harvest. Winter brought snow that rested quietly over rooftops and fields, turning the entire valley white and still.

Two roads led away from Aakraba.

The first was wide and easy to follow. It curved around the base of the mountains before disappearing into lands beyond sight. Traders sometimes used this road, and travellers passed through from time to time.

The second path was narrower. It climbed steeply through the forest and over the mountain ridge. It was shorter, but more difficult. Most people chose the longer road instead. The narrow path was rarely used.

From the valley floor, the mountains looked beautiful. Snow glistened at their peaks, and clouds sometimes wrapped around them like soft scarves.

To the people of Aakraba, the mountains were not frightening.

They were simply part of home.

And in this peaceful place, where the river sang and the fields stretched wide beneath the sky, life felt steady and safe.

At least, it always had.
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Chapter 2 - Masha
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The river flowed quietly through the valley, its clear waters winding between the green fields like a ribbon of silver beneath the morning sun. Wildflowers swayed along the grassy banks, and a warm breeze carried the scent of pine and fresh earth across the land.

A young boy ran beside the water laughing.

His bare feet splashed through the shallows as he chased dragonflies dancing above the reeds. Every now and then he glanced over his shoulder at the man following behind him.

His father.

"Slow down," his father called, laughing. "You'll end up in the river."

The boy grinned.

"Catch me first."

His father shook his head and continued after him, pretending to struggle to keep up.

Nearby, beneath the branches of a willow tree, his mother sat upon a blanket with a basket of bread and fruit resting beside her. She watched the two of them with a smile that seemed as warm as the summer afternoon itself.

For a while, there was nothing in the world except sunshine, laughter, and the sound of the river.

The mountains stood peacefully in the distance, their snow-covered peaks shining against a cloudless sky. Birds sang from the trees, and the valley felt safe.

Then the light began to fade.

At first it was barely noticeable. A shadow drifted across the grass.

The birds fell silent, the breeze disappeared.

Clinging tightly to his dad's shoulders, the boy slowly raised his eyes and looked up

Dark clouds were gathering above the mountains.

Not the soft grey clouds that brought rain to the valley. These were black, heavy and unnatural. His father stopped smiling.

The boy noticed the change immediately.

The warmth vanished from his father's face as he stared toward the distant slopes.

"Father?" the boy asked.

No answer came.

The wind returned, colder this time, the river rippled against the stones, the willow branches swayed and far away, standing upon a hillside, dark figures appeared.

The boy narrowed his eyes.

At first, he thought they were travellers crossing the valley. But then he realised they were moving.

Running.

Straight toward them.

His father slowly lowered him to the ground. The smile was gone now.

His mother had already risen from beneath the tree, her eyes fixed on the approaching figures.

Something was wrong, very wrong.

The figures were getting closer far too quickly, almost as if they were flying across the ground rather than running.

The boy reached for his father's hand.

"Father?"

His father squeezed it once, then slowly let go.

The wind howled across the valley as the dark figures surged forward.

For the first time in his life, the boy saw fear in his father's eyes.

"Run."

The word barely sounded real.

"What?"

"Run!"

The shout echoed across the valley.

Everything happened at once. His mother grabbed him and pulled him backward. The dark figures rushed forward and surrounded his father. Before he could move, they seized him and dragged him away.

The boy struggled desperately against his mother's grip.

"Father!"

The world became a blur of movement, shouting, and fear.

Then one of the dark figures drew a sword.

Its blade gleamed silver beneath the dark sky.

The figure struck.

The boy screamed.

"Father!"

The sword flashed again.

This time the figure turned toward him.

The boy froze.

Where a face should have been, there was nothing.

Only darkness. Only emptiness.

The valley shattered around him.

“Masha..." a distant voice echoed through the darkness, pulling him from the depths of his dream.

Masha bolted upright in bed.

His chest heaved as he struggled for breath. For a moment he did not know where he was. The river was gone. The mountains were gone. The dark figures had vanished.

Only the familiar stone walls of the cottage surrounded him.

Morning light filtered through the small wooden window.

His mother stood beside him, one hand resting on his shoulder.

"Masha," she said softly. "Are you alright?"

His heart still hammered against his ribs.

The image of the blood-covered blade lingered in his mind.

Slowly, he nodded.

"I'm alright."

But even as he said it, he knew it wasn't true.

The dream had returned.

The same river, the same storm, the same blade and every time it felt more real.

His mother sat beside him for a moment, studying his face.

"You were shouting again."

Masha looked away.

"I don't remember it."

She gave him a look that made it clear she didn't believe him, but she chose not to argue.

"Come on," she said, standing. "The sheep won't look after themselves."

A faint smile appeared on Masha's face.

"That would make life easier."

His mother laughed softly.

"It certainly would."

After she left the room, Masha sat quietly on the edge of the bed.

The dream still clung to him like a shadow.

Sometimes he wondered whether it was truly a dream at all.

Eight winters had passed since his father disappeared.

Memories faded with time, faces became harder to remember and voices grew distant.

Yet somehow the dream remained.

Eventually, Masha rose and dressed.

Their cottage stood near the bend of the river where the water slowed and the grass grew thick and bright. It was small but sturdy, built from stone gathered from the nearby hills and topped with a wooden roof that creaked softly whenever winter winds swept through the valley.

It wasn't much.

But it was home.

Outside, the village of Aakraba was beginning to wake.

Smoke drifted from chimneys. Farmers opened gates and led animals into the fields.

Children chased one another through the narrow lanes while merchants prepared their carts for the day's trade.

Nestled between rolling hills and the river, Aakraba was one of the quietest villages in the region. Most people spent their entire lives there and never once travelled beyond the valley.

Masha often wondered how they managed it.

At fifteen years old, Masha was lean and wiry, stronger than most realised. Years of work had hardened his hands and strengthened his legs. He could outrun almost anyone in the village and climb hills that left older boys breathless.

Most mornings began the same way.

Before the sun touched the mountain peaks, he helped milk the cows before leading their small flock of sheep into the grassy hills beyond the village. Later, he helped his mother prepare goods for the market.

Life was not easy.

But it was steady.

By midday, Masha and his mother usually made their way to the village square. She carried fresh milk in clay jars while Masha carried whatever they could trade that week, eggs, herbs, bundles of firewood, or vegetables from their small garden.

The people of Aakraba were always kind to them.

Many of the villagers had known Masha's father, and even after all these years they continued to treat his family with a warmth that never seemed to fade. Whenever his mother traded in the market, someone would quietly add an extra loaf of bread, a little more flour, or a handful of fruit than the exchange truly deserved.

They always smiled and insisted it was nothing.

His mother accepted their kindness with gratitude.

Masha never liked it.

Not because he was ungrateful, but because he didn't want anyone feeling sorry for them. He wanted to earn what they received, just as his father always had. Every extra loaf of bread or handful of fruit felt like a reminder that people saw them as the family left behind.

So whenever he noticed a merchant slipping something extra into their basket, he usually tried to give something back, even if it was only another bundle of herbs or a few more eggs.

Most of the time, the villagers simply laughed and pushed the goods back into his hands.

"Your father would be proud of you," they often said.

Masha never quite knew how to answer that.

Masha had been only seven years old when his father left Aakraba.

He had taken the narrow mountain path that wound through the forests and disappeared beyond the snow-covered peaks. Before leaving, he had promised he would return.

He never did, no letter arrived, no messenger came and no sign of him was ever found.

Over the years, the villagers had formed their own explanations. Some believed he had simply become lost in the mountains, claiming the snow and forests beyond the valley had taken many travellers before him.

Others seemed to know more than they were willing to admit, but no one ever spoke plainly to Masha. Whenever he approached, conversations would fade into silence or quickly turn to other matters, leaving him with the uneasy feeling that pieces of the truth were being kept from him.

Over the years, he had begun to notice a pattern. Whenever the talk drifted toward the lands beyond the mountains, voices would grow quieter and faces more cautious. The villagers rarely mentioned those places by name, and when they did, it was often in hushed tones, as though speaking too loudly might somehow draw unwanted attention.

Masha could never tell whether their silence came from fear, loyalty, or simply a desire to protect him. All he knew was that whenever he asked questions about his father or the world beyond the valley, the answers never seemed to last for long.

Those conversations always reminded Masha of the stories his father used to tell during their walks beside the river.

Stories of forgotten roads that stretched beyond the northern peaks.

Stories of distant forests where few travellers dared venture.

And sometimes, when his father's mood was right, stories of a place called Azura and a strange black river that flowed through lands most people believed should have been left alone.

Back then, Masha had listened simply because he enjoyed hearing his father's voice.

Now, eight years later, those stories no longer felt like legends.

They felt like clues, more real and more important.

As the years passed, Masha found himself thinking about them more often than he cared to admit.

Especially Azura.

His father had always spoken that name differently.

More carefully.

As though it carried a weight few people understood.

That afternoon, after the sheep had settled among the hills, Masha climbed to his favourite spot overlooking the valley.

From there he could see all of Aakraba.

The cottages, the river, the fields and the people going about their lives.

Beyond it all stood the mountains, tall, silent, unchanging.

To most villagers they were simply part of the landscape.

To Masha they felt like a wall.

A wall hiding answers.

He did not know why the feeling returned so often.

He only knew that it never truly left.

Standing alone upon the hillside, he stared at the distant peaks as the wind tugged gently at his clothes.

Far beyond those mountains lay places he had never seen and stories he had never heard.

Somewhere beyond them was the path his father had taken.

And deep inside, a quiet voice kept telling him the same thing.

Whatever answers he had spent eight years searching for, they were not in the valley.

They waited somewhere beyond the mountains.
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Chapter 3 - Azura and the Black River
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Far beyond the mountains that guarded Aakraba, beyond the snow-covered ridges and endless silent cliffs, there lay a place spoken of only in whispers.

Azura. 

It rested in the shadow of black volcanic mountains, their peaks jagged and dark against the sky. Even in daylight, those mountains seemed to swallow the sun before it could reach the valley below.

Azura did not glow green like Aakraba.

It did not sing with wind through orchards.

It waited.

A dense forest surrounded the town, trees twisted and tall, their branches knotted like fingers reaching into a dim sky. Moss clung to bark the color of ash. The air there carried a strange heaviness, thick and metallic, as though the land remembered something it had not forgiven.

Through the forest ran the Black River.

It did not sparkle in the sun.
It did not run clear.
Its waters were dark and slow, thick as oil in places, reflecting the sky like polished stone. When wind passed across its surface, it did not ripple easily. Instead, it seemed to shift in heavy folds, as though something beneath it moved with thought.

Travellers who had seen it said the river did not simply flow.

It listened.

Beside the Black River ran a narrow road, broken in places, uneven, edged with stone long worn by weather. That road led to Gor, the distant city beyond the mountains.

There were other ways to reach Gor.

One could climb the high snowy passes and descend along the frozen slopes.
One could cross the rushing River Rait in warmer months, when ice did not guard its waters.
But in winter, when the mountain passes disappeared beneath deep snow and the River Rait became too wild to cross, Azura became the only path forward.

And so some travellers had no choice.

They walked the broken road beside the Black River, beneath the twisted trees, through a forest where sound carried strangely and shadows did not always fall where they should.

Many passed through quickly.

Few stayed.

Stories followed those who returned.

They spoke of whispers carried on the wind.
Of reflections in the river that did not match the sky.
Of nights where no insects sang.
Some believed Azura was only a town fallen into ruin.
Others believed it was something else entirely, a place where the world felt thinner, where old things pressed closer to the surface.
Whatever the truth, one thing was certain:

Azura did not welcome visitors.

It endured them.

And the Black River flowed on beside it, dark, patient, and watchful, as though it knew that sooner or later, every road would lead back to its edge.
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Chapter 4 - The Man by the River
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The afternoon was calm, and the sheep grazed quietly near the riverbank.

Masha stood with a staff in his hand, watching the water move in steady silver curves through the grass. The sky was wide and blue, and the mountains stood tall and still beyond the valley.

He heard the footsteps before he saw the man.

They were not hurried. Not heavy. Just steady.

Masha turned.

A tall figure stood near the edge of the river. He wore long grey robes, travel-worn but carefully tied at the waist. A hood rested loosely on his head, casting a soft shadow over his face. His beard was dark, threaded with faint strands of grey.

He did not look like someone from Aakraba.

But he did not look dangerous either.

He looked... tired. Like someone who had walked a long way.

“Are you Masha?” the man asked.

His voice was low and calm.

Masha hesitated. “Yes.”

The man studied him carefully, not with suspicion, but with something closer to recognition.

“You have your father’s eyes,” he said.

The words struck Masha like a stone dropped into still water.

“You knew my father?” he asked quickly.

A small, almost sad smile touched the man’s face.

“I did. Daryan and I travelled together many years ago. He spoke of Aakraba often. Of the river. Of you.”

Masha’s heart began to beat faster, not with fear, but with something fragile and bright.

“Where is he?” he asked.

“In Gor,” the man replied. “Alive.”

The world seemed to narrow to that single word.

Alive.

Masha stepped closer to the river’s edge. “You’ve seen him?”

The man nodded slowly. “He is not free to return. But he sent me.”

“Sent you?” Masha’s voice trembled despite himself.

“Yes. He said that when the time came, you would be ready.”

“Ready for what?”

The man’s gaze shifted briefly toward the mountains.

“There is something in Azura that must be brought to him. Something important. Something he could not carry himself.”

“Azura?” Masha repeated softly.

He remembered the name from stories.

The man reached into his cloak and removed a bundle wrapped carefully in cloth.

“These belonged to your father,” he said.

He stepped across the shallow stones of the river, his movements deliberate and steady, and placed the bundle into Masha’s hands.

Inside was a folded map, worn at the edges.
A slender sword wrapped in linen.
A silver locket.
And a dark cloak.
Masha held them carefully, almost afraid to breathe.

“He told me to give you these,” the man said. “He said you would understand when the time came.”

Masha looked up. “Why didn’t he come himself?”

For a moment, the stranger said nothing. His eyes drifted toward the river.

“There are some questions,” he said quietly, “that are not mine to answer.”

“Then help me,” Masha said. “Come with me.”

For the first time, something flickered in the man’s eyes, something distant, almost hollow.

“The dead cannot
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