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The World and Its Peoples
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The border mountains rise like ancient sentinels, their granite summits piercing the sky. Stretching from the west coast to the east, they divide the land—a natural boundary between two nations, each forged by its rugged terrain. To the north lies Hothane, a kingdom of temperate forests and fertile plains. To the south sprawls Kunia, where vast woodlands whisper of forgotten magic and swamps reclaim the earth.

The toll road passage, guarded by soldiers, ensures safe travel for merchants and diplomats. But beyond it, treacherous paths await—haunted by bandits, prowled by tigers, and soared over by eagles. Earthquakes rumble through the range, shaking both nations' foundations.

Hothane: The Northern Kingdom

Kair Woods, the largest forest in Hothane, unfurls like a green tapestry. Its ancient trees hold secrets—whispers of old gods, tales of heroic knights, and rustling leaves concealing forbidden paths. On the edge of Kair Woods, at the kingdom’s heart, stands the capital, Kair City, its spires reaching for the sky. Here, merchants haggle in busy markets, scholars debate arcane texts, and the scent of freshly baked bread mingles with the tang of ink and parchment.

In the southeast lies Scarp Woods, the smallest woodland in the land. Its cliffs plunge into chasms, and its gnarled pines bear the scars of lightning strikes. Scarp is a refuge for outlaws and fugitives—those who tread the thin line between law and chaos. Time flows differently here, and those who lose their way tell tales of the Green Lady, a guardian spirit who mourns the world’s sorrows.

To the west of Kair Woods lies Forsyt Woods, where trees grow tall and their branches form a canopy that hides the moon. Forsyt is a place of solitude, favored by hermits and seekers of wisdom. Perched on a rocky crag, Forsyt Monastery houses sages who study the stars and interpret cryptic prophecies. Their chants resonate through the mist, drawing pilgrims seeking counsel.

Off Hothane’s western coast, across a narrow strait, lies Arken Island. Here, the Clan of the Silver Gull resides, their bloodline tracing back to the First Kings, their loyalty to Hothane unwavering. Arken Island is a land of cliffs and sea caves, where gulls wheel and storms batter the shore. At the core of Arken’s Citadel, Fabben Leon, lies the collection of the clan’s ancestral artifacts, gathered from numerous adventures, victories, and expeditions on distant lands. This is the family central to our story. Three sons, eldest to youngest: Macrilion, Edeon, and Labaskeon. Our tale continues with Edeon.

Kunia: The Southern Land

Across the border mountains lies Kunia, a realm of contrasts. Its western swamps are a tangle of reeds and murky waters, where will-o’-the-wisps dance and ancient spirits stir. Montel Caray, Kunia’s great woodland, is a realm of emerald leaves and tangled vines. Its trees hold memories—the laughter of nymphs, the cries of small creatures, and the rustle of wings as mythical beings flit through the canopy. Here, the Mile of Bone Sanctuary stands—a pilgrimage site for those seeking healing or redemption. The sanctuary’s white bones bear testament to the reality of war and the futility of conflict. Obscured within its depths lies the Crystal Oracle, an ancient monolith said to hold the universe’s secrets. Only the bravest dare approach it, for the stone whispers truths that unsettle minds and rouse souls.

The Peoples of Hothane and Kunia

Within these lands dwell three distinct tribes, each shaped by their history, beliefs, and way of life.

Hothanians: These resilient folk inhabit the northern kingdom of Hothane. They are renowned for their craftsmanship—crafting battle-ready swords, sturdy longhouses, and brewing mead that warms the coldest nights. Hothanians honor gods both old and new, offering prayers to the wind and leaving tributes at ancient standing stones. Their eyes reflect the land’s wisdom, and their songs echo through the cities during solstice celebrations. Their Sovereign is Sorh Queben, a benevolent king whose ancestry traces back to the early fathers.

Kunians: In the southern land of Kunia, the Kunians flourish. Their ruler, King Kobacki, is a shrewd diplomat who balances the mystical with the mundane. He governs from the capital city of Montel Caray, on the edge of the woods of the same name. In these woods lies the revered Mile of Bone Sanctuary. Kunians believe in the sanctuary’s power, where the departed find peace and the veil between dimensions is delicate. Kunian children learn to read the stars’ patterns, seeking guidance during crises. Kunians are storytellers, their tales woven with magic. The Council of Wise Elders convenes in Montel Caray’s temple. Their eyes hold centuries of wisdom, and their voices carry the weight of tradition. They interpret the signs of the forest, decipher the stars’ patterns, and listen to the river’s songs. When disputes arise, the Council resolves them—sometimes with words, sometimes with duels. The Kunians believe the ancestors speak through the elders, and their decisions are final.

The Elluscan Tribe: In Kunia’s heart, where the sun’s rays kiss the earth with warmth, roams the Elluscan Tribe—a people shaped by the wild’s rhythm and ancient trees’ melody. They are nomads, their lives woven into the fabric of Montel Caray, the great woodland stretching like a green ocean. Montel Caray is more than a forest; it is a realm of emerald leaves and tangled vines. Its trees stand tall, their branches interlocking like old friends. When the wind blows, the leaves rustle enigmas—the laughter of fairies, the cries of lost lovers, and the murmurs of fallen ancestors. The Ellusc move through this living tapestry, their footsteps leaving no trace. They are the woods’ guardians, the keepers of its mysteries.

The Ellusc are more than wanderers; they are warriors. Their elders taught them the Way, a martial art blending grace with lethal precision. In the dappled sunlight, they practice—each movement a dance, each strike a prayer to the forest spirits. The Way is more than combat; it is a communion with the land. The Ellusc believe the trees whisper secrets to those who listen, and their fighting style mirrors the swaying branches and the river’s swift currents.

At Montel Caray’s heart lies the Mile of Bone Sanctuary. Here, the Ellusc gather during the full moon—a sacred time when the veil between worlds thins. The Crystal Oracle, a luminescent gem, is lodged inside an ancient tree’s rings. Its glow illuminates the tribe’s faces as they chant, their voices blending with the rustling leaves. The Crystal Oracle is their compass, guiding them through life’s woods and revealing hidden paths.

The Ellusc have no permanent settlements. They follow the seasons—the blooming of flowers, the migration of birds, and the changing leaf colors. Their tents are woven from forest vines, and their fires burn with fragrant herbs. They trade with other people, sharing stories and hand-crafted goods. The Ellusc believe the land provides for those who respect it, leaving no wasteful damage behind. Thus, the Ellusc continue their nomadic life, their existence entwined with the woods. They are Montel Caray’s guardians, the keepers of its secrets, and dancers in the eternal forest symphony.
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The Birthday Ball
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The great dance hall was ablaze with light, its walls adorned with tapestries depicting epic battles and noble deeds. Crystal chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling, casting a warm glow over the revelers below. The air was thick with the scent of perfumes, wine, and the faint aroma of roasted meats. King Sorh Queben’s birthday celebration was in full swing, and the nobility of the realm and abroad had gathered to pay homage.

Edeon, a robust man in his late twenties, stood at the side of the bottom step of the grand staircase, his polished shoulder armor glinting in the candlelight. His brownish hair was cropped short, matching his military uniform. His blue eyes scanned the crowd, ever watchful, ever vigilant. As captain of the King’s guard, he was duty-bound to protect the monarch and ensure the safety of the guests.

But this evening, the weight of his responsibilities pressed heavily upon him. The revelry seemed distant, a mere echo in his mind. He had fought in battles that would haunt lesser men for a lifetime. The cries of dying comrades, the clash of swords, the acrid smell of ferocity—they all lingered, etched into his tormented mind. And now, surrounded by merriment and laughter, he felt like a ghost, a shadow of his former self.

The dance hall was decadent, its marble floors polished to a mirror-like sheen. Couples twirled and swayed to the lilting melodies played by the Royal Band in the corner. Edeon’s fingers twitched involuntarily, remembering the weight of his sword hilt. He longed to join the dancers, to lose himself in the rhythm of the music, but duty held him fast.

As the night wore on, Edeon’s mind wandered. He saw faces in the flickering candle flames—men he had fought alongside, men he had buried. Their eyes haunted him, accusing him of surviving when they had not. He had lost count of the battles, the skirmishes, the desperate last stands. And always, he had emerged, battered but alive.

“Captain,” a soft voice called. Edeon turned to find Lady Elowen, the King’s confidante, standing before him. Her gown was the color of moonlight, and her eyes held a hint of sadness. “Edeon, you look troubled.”

He forced a smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. "Just keeping watch, Lady Elowen. The king’s safety is my foremost concern."

She placed a gentle hand on his arm. "I know you carry a heavy burden, Edeon. But remember, you are not alone. We all bear scars from the war, but together, we can find healing."

Edeon tried to put on a brave face. “It’s nothing, my lady. Just memories.”

“Memories can be both a blessing and a curse,” she said. “Tonight, let them be a blessing.”

He met her gaze, seeing understanding there. “I’ll try, my lady.” And Edeon, standing guard, vowed to keep the shadows at bay, at least for the night.

“You’re a good man, Edeon,” she whispered. “Don’t let the shadows consume you.”

Her words were comforting, and for a moment, the weight on his shoulders seemed to lighten. He nodded, grateful for her support. "Thank you, Lady Elowen. Your words mean more to me than you know."

As revelers swirled in a vibrant cascade of color and light, a voice interrupted his musing. “Captain Edeon.” It was Lord Nesredep, resplendent in crimson velvet. “A fine party, is it not?”

Edeon nodded curtly. “Indeed, my lord. The King deserves nothing less.”

Nesredep was a gentler soul who only knew the finer things of life. He whispered dramatically, "Edeon, must they flail about so vigorously? It’s like watching a battalion of drunken sailors attempting to dance. I fear a rogue elbow more than any enemy blade tonight. I do hope the king pardons me if I retire early; my survival instincts demand it!" Nesredep's eyes were wide, half hoping for a conspiratorial chuckle from the stoic warrior beside him. He laughed softly. “You’re a man of few words, Edeon. But your loyalty speaks volumes.”

The annual masked ball at Kair City’s grand castle was an event on every noble person's calendar. Nobles swirled in silk and velvet; their true intentions hidden behind porcelain masks. But none moved with Lady Acerema’s ethereal grace. She glided like a phantom, her silver-filigreed mask revealing nothing—a blank canvas for the stormy depths of her eyes. Acerema was no ordinary noblewoman; she was a diplomat


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
N

)"

\&
\ ‘é '

(@

ot T






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





