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​Chapter 1

​Shadow Over Steinland
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The forest was quiet, and Viktas sank onto a fallen log, closing his eyes for a moment. For the last three months, he and Zaria had traveled across Steinland, visiting villages and towns, checking for signs of the Shadow army, listening to rumors, and gathering scraps of intelligence. Most of the news was the same—fearful whispers, abandoned homes—but it was all they had. 

Before returning to Asbjorn, they set up a small camp just beyond the kingdom walls. Scouts posing as farmers slipped through the towns during the day, bringing fragments of information. The updates hadn't changed much in weeks—it was time to return and report everything to the king. 

Night had fallen. The warriors sat beside a small fire, the scent of roasting venison mingling with the sweet warmth of mead. Sparks rose and danced in the still air. 

Zaria turned to Viktas, her voice trembling slightly. 

"Can I tell you something?" 

He studied her face, concern flickering in his eyes. "Of course. Is something wrong?" 

She exhaled, gathering courage. "I've been meaning to tell you for a while... and now, with a moment like this, I want you to know." 

Viktas tilted his head, hesitant. "O-okay," he stammered. 

Her eyes shone, steady yet vulnerable. "I have feelings for you, Viktas. I know things have been chaotic, but when you were injured at Coastal Village, I realized just how much I care. We've always looked out for each other—but with you, it's different." 

Viktas's heart skipped a beat. He leaned forward slightly, hands resting on his knees. "Really?" He cleared his throat, trying to steady himself. 

A slow smile spread across his face. "Honestly... I feel the same. I've always imagined settling in Asbjorn once our powers are gone. I hoped you might come with me... start a life together. But with the fighting, it's hard to be with someone—or even survive." 

Zaria smiled and scooted closer, resting a hand gently on the side of his face. Her thumb brushed softly across his cheek. Their gazes met, hearts hammering, breaths shallow. 

The moonlight spilled through the trees, silvering the forest around them. Slowly, inevitably, they leaned closer, letting the feelings they had kept locked away finally surface. 

A few days later, the two warriors returned to Asbjorn. They entered the great hall and saw Onyx sitting beside the fire. 

Hearing footsteps, Onyx turned and smiled, rising quickly. 

"My friends! Thank the gods you have returned!" 

Viktas grinned warmly. 

"It's good to see you again, old friend." 

They joined Onyx by the fire. Zaria glanced around the hall. 

"It's so quiet. Where is everyone?" 

Onyx sighed. 

"The prince is training with Zorian, and the king is resting. He has mostly healed from his wounds, but he's more determined than ever to reclaim his kingdom." 

He studied them carefully, noting a subtle change in their demeanor. 

"Are you two... okay?" 

The warriors exchanged a glance. Viktas's hand brushed hers briefly—just enough for a shared reminder of the forest night. Onyx smiled knowingly. 

"Ah... I see. The passion in your eyes gives it away. I'm happy for both of you." 

Zaria blushed. 

"Thank you. But we're not ready to say anything yet." 

Onyx chuckled. 

"When you are, I'm sure the gods—and everyone else—will celebrate." 

Minutes later, King Solomon entered the hall with his advisors. Viktas muttered to Onyx, 

"So much for resting." 

The king's eyes scanned the room, sharp and commanding. 

"What news from Fortentia?" 

Zaria stepped forward, "Your Majesty, two scouts pose as farmers and report every two weeks. The latest confirms Lord D'armen and Lord Leono are alive, held in the kingdom's cells." 

The king frowned. 

"Is that all?" 

Viktas took a deep breath. 

"Wilkens is also in the same cell block, and Leono's wife and daughter have arrived, posing as servants. That is all we know for now." 

King Solomon muttered under his breath. 

"I suspected they would survive." 

Onyx raised an eyebrow. 

"Lord, is everything okay?" 

The king gazed out the window. 

"Sheila and Cara didn't stay long. Sheila wanted to see what was happening, despite my warning. Many knights had an eye out for her. She was formidable even then, and everyone knew she and Leono were destined for something special from the moment they met on the battlefield." 

Zorian entered and bowed. 

"Your Majesty, the prince has finished training and will arrive soon." 

The king nodded. Zaria spoke up. "Perhaps Sheila can gather information on their plans... or find out who is behind the attacks." 

The king shook his head. 

"It's too risky. They may try to free the prisoners. I am sure Sheila can still handle a blade, but the kingdom is probably heavily guarded." 

Viktas asked, 

"So, what is the plan, my lord?" 

King Solomon turned to Onyx. 

"Any word from Xander or the other warriors?" 

Onyx shook his head. 

"Nothing yet, Your Majesty." 

The king sighed and grabbed a piece of parchment. 

"ZORIAN!" 

Zorian approached quickly. 

"Yes, Your Majesty?" 

"Summon two scouts. I have a mission for them." 

Moments later, the scouts arrived. The king rolled the parchment into a scroll. 

"We need to find Xander and the other warriors as soon as possible. Your mission is to travel to Whispering Willows and ensure they are safe. There is more information about our plans that must reach them immediately." 

Onyx frowned. 

"Is that really a good idea, Your Majesty?" 

Viktas replied. 

"I agree with Onyx. They could be anywhere." 

The king exhaled. 

"I am sure they are, but I want confirmation. Their arrival is urgent, and I wish for them to know I expect it as soon as possible." 

––––––––
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◆ ◆ ◆ 

In Fortentia, Agnus had grown impatient. 

"ASH!" He bellowed. 

Ash entered and bowed. 

"Yes, my lord?" 

"Find Erzalie and bring him to me at once. It has been three long months, and I demand answers." 

Ash nodded and left. 

Agnus summoned a pair of Shadows. 

"Bring me Lord Leono and Lord D'armen at once." 

The Shadows obeyed silently. 

Ash approached Erzalie's door and knocked. 

"YOU MAY ENTER!" Erzalie hollered. 

When Ash entered the hut, he saw a Shadow giving Erzalie a scroll. After receiving it, Erzalie began to look around as if he were trying to hide something. Ash, wary of Erzalie's actions of late, told him the message anyway. 

"Lord Agnus wishes to speak to you at once!" 

Ash and Erzalie arrived at the great hall. Ash paused as Erzalie stepped ahead. Then Ash drew a sword, placing the tip on Erzalie's shoulder. 

"My lord, I do not trust him," he said through gritted teeth. 

Agnus frowned. 

"What are you doing, Ash?" 

"When I entered his hut, a Shadow handed him a scroll. He then acted suspiciously, as if he were hiding something." 

Agnus's patience snapped. 

"Ash, holster your weapon!" 

He hobbled toward Erzalie. 

"So... what is this scroll? And have you found the Paragon Stone?" 

Erzalie cleared his throat. 

"Yes, my lord. The scroll is a map to the island where the Paragon Stone is located." 

Agnus raised an eyebrow. 

"An island, you say?" 

He glanced at Ash. 

"Put your weapon away." 

Ash obeyed, and Erzalie continued. 

"It is called the Oasis, about twenty-five miles offshore from a small fishing village." 

Agnus's eyes narrowed. 

"A fishing village? Does it have a name?" 

"No, my lord. I did not get the name, just the location of the village and the island." 

D'armen chuckled. Ash knelt and punched him in the ribs. 

"What's so funny?" Agnus asked. 

D'armen groaned in pain. 

"Because... anyone who goes to the Oasis never returns." 

Agnus smirked. 

"Well, that's why we're sending a small army." 

Servants brought food and mead into the hall. Cara froze when she saw her father shackled and D'armen in pain. 

Leono noticed his daughter immediately, his heart a mix of relief and worry. Agnus noticed the two locking eyes. 

Cara set a platter on the table. As she turned to leave, Agnus grabbed her wrist and pulled her close, tracing a finger down her cheek. 

"Does she fancy you?" He asked, cruelly. 

Leono forced calm. 

"No, my lord." 

Agnus leaned toward Cara. 

"Go finish your duties." 

Sheila and Cara embraced later in the safety of their quarters. Cara told her mother what happened. 

"That son of a bitch!" Sheila whispered through gritted teeth. 

Cara sniffled. 

"I saw father and D'armen on their knees. Agnus asked if they knew where the king was. How much longer must we wait?" 

Sheila held her daughter tightly. 

"Just a few more days. I am sure the king wanted to tell me about his plans. But I want to stay close to your father. Let's hope the king will send a message soon. Until then... we stay hidden and gather any information that might help him.”
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​Chapter 2
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​The Call To Arms

​

The Warriors made their way back to Whispering Willows. Three months of healing and continued training had done little to ease the weight of defeat that lingered in their minds. 

Arlo and Mirlon approached Xander. 

"What are your plans now?" Mirlon asked curiously. 

Before he could answer, Eoin entered the training room. 

"The Elderman wishes to speak to all of you when you are finished." 

"We are on our way," Mirlon replied with a nod. 

In the great hall, the Elderman sat at the table. 

"Please, sit, and let us discuss what to do next," he said in a fervent tone. 

Everyone began feasting and enjoying the moment. Curious, the Elderman turned to Xander. 

"What are your plans?" 

"Well, I believe we need to find the Book of Souls. Instead of returning to Asbjorn, I believe we should search for the Eye of Truth. Now that we know the king is alive, you sent a messenger to alert him about what has happened with the book and that we are here as well. Perhaps the Eye of Truth can help us locate the book and figure out who's behind these attacks. I am sending another messenger to Asbjorn to inform the king of our plans." 

"The Eye of Truth, you say?" The Elderman asked, suspicion in his voice. 

"Yes, my lord. Whoever has the book may already know the location of the Paragon Stone. Legend says the Eye of Truth is on the same island as the Stone. But I do not know the island's name." 

Eoin added, 

"It is called the Island of Oasis. Which legend also says whoever goes to the island does not return." 

Xander turned back to the Elderman. 

"We must try, my lord. I believe the gods will protect us on this journey. For some reason, I feel that we need to go there." 

Surprised, everyone began bickering in disagreement. 

As the voices grew louder, the Elderman raised his arm to calm them, but they were too focused on arguing to notice. Eoin slammed his hand on the table. 

"SILENCE!" He hollered. 

Finally, the room quieted. The Elderman spoke. 

"I agree with Xander. He is right. The enemy probably knows the Stone's location by now. If the Eye of Truth exists, then we have questions that need answers. Since you were chosen by the gods, let us hope they protect and guide you toward victory. But beware of the dragons who guard the Stone. Though unseen for over a century, you must proceed with caution. Arrive before the enemy does." 

Xander replied confidently. 

"If the dragons exist, my lord, we will be careful. I am sure that once they know who we are, they will help us on this mission." 

Skepticism filled the room like a thick fog. Arlo frowned. 

"There has to be another way to find the book," he said anxiously. 

The Elderman wobbled slightly as he stood. 

"The island is about ten miles offshore from Marooners Bay. Be careful of the pirates that inhabit the shore. You will need a ship, and you may require their assistance. They are unruly but let us hope they are reasonable." 

Mirlon stood quickly. 

"I want to go with them on this journey, my lord!" 

The Elderman smiled proudly. 

"I was hoping you would. Your father would be proud-you've grown into a fine young man. You are the future lord of Whispering Willows. You must know these lands and see the landscapes of Steinland. Danger lurks, but I believe you are ready." 

"I am," Mirlon said, determination in his tone. 

Eoin shook his head. 

"Lord, I strongly disagree with this idea." 

The Elderman opened his arms. 

"These Warriors have grown into fine young men and women as well. It is time for them to grow even more, as they are the future protectors of Steinland. Find the Eye of Truth, help Arlo return the Book of Souls, and discover who is behind these attacks. And when you do, send them to the gates of hell." 

Arlo, feeling optimistic, raised his mug. 

"Here's to the future and new beginnings!" 

Everyone raised their mugs. 

"SKAL!" They shouted. 

After feasting, Xander sat outside on a ledge overlooking a valley, admiring the moonlit landscape. Turning his wrist, he stared at his symbol of life. Moments later, Arlo approached. 

"I hope I'm not interrupting anything?" He asked, handing Xander a full mug of mead. 

"No, just thinking and looking at my symbol of life." 

"Well, I was hoping we could meet under better circumstances," Arlo said with a sigh. 

Noticing Xander's focus, Arlo asked eagerly, 

"May I see your symbol of life?" 

Xander turned his arm to show it. 

"Fascinating-it looks like a Viking rune. I believe it means brave." 

Xander nodded. 

"Yes, you are correct." 

He pulled his arm away. 

"Don't worry. We will help return the book where it belongs." 

Arlo smiled. 

"I believe you will. But it will be a battle for sure." 

Footsteps approached. The other Warriors, along with Mirlon, joined with vessels filled with mead. 

"I hope we are not interrupting anything?" Greyson asked. 

Arlo chuckled. 

"No, I was just telling Xander I wish we had met under better circumstances. As a protector of the Book, it is my duty to meet all the Warriors, but you are the only ones I've met so far." 

Armina sat next to Xander, cozying up to him. 

Everyone drank in moderation, enjoying the quiet night. Moonlight shone brightly, and fireflies danced around them. 

Kasdeya sipped her mead. 

"Do you really think we can do this? There's a lot of traveling and possibly fighting ahead." 

Silence followed as everyone considered the journey and battles to come. 

Greyson finally spoke. 

"I hope so-it will give me a reason to use my battleaxe," he said with a grin. 

Smiles of confidence spread across the group. Feeling exhausted, Arlo stood. 

"You are right. But it's late. I'm turning in for the night." 

Others prepared for bed as time passed. 

"You guys go ahead. I'll hang out a little longer," Xander said. 

Armina looked at Kasdeya and Greyson. 

"Yeah, me too. I want to sit a little longer," she said with a smirk. 

Kasdeya raised her eyebrows, showing tenderness. 

Greyson approached Kasdeya. 

"May I escort you to your hut, my lady?" 

Kasdeya smiled, teasing. 

"Yes, yes, you may, my hero!" 

They walked away, joking with Armina. 

"Smart asses!" She muttered. 

Sitting next to Xander, Armina accidentally placed her hand on his. 

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean that," she said shyly. 

Xander chuckled. 

"It's okay, no reason to..." 

Before he could finish, Armina leaned in and kissed him. 

Stunned, Xander was speechless. 

"Sorry... I've had feelings for you since we first met. Spending all this time together... I think I've fallen for you," Armina admitted. 

Xander smiled. 

"I feel the same way, but I wasn't sure you did. I was supposed to see Cara again, but being with you... I feel we were meant to be." 

A huge smile appeared on Armina's face as she rested her head on Xander's shoulder. Gazing at the stars, she asked, 

"When this is all over, what will you do?" 

Xander sighed. 

"King Solomon offered me the position to be the next lord of Asbjorn. After we succeed, I will accept the offer and hope to settle down and have a family." 

Armina snuggled closer, her smile growing. 

◆ ◆ ◆ 

The next day, Agnus called everyone to the king's chamber. As they surveyed the map of Steinland, they began planning the journey to the Oasis. 

Ash entered. 

"Lord, we are running low on rations and must go hunting soon!" 

"Oh! How much time do we have?" 

"Maybe a week or less." 

Agnus nodded. 

"Send ten men and two farmers on the hunting trip. For now, we stick to our routine." 

Minutes later, Shadows and servants entered the cell chamber with fresh food and mead. They noticed Wilkens lying motionless. 

Three Shadows hollered, banging on the bars. Still, he did not move. Frustrated, they cautiously opened the door. 

With his back to them, one Shadow grabbed his shoulder, turning him onto his back. 

Without warning, Wilkens opened his eyes and stabbed a Shadow in the neck. He leapt to his feet, tackled the second Shadow, and killed him. The third Shadow fled, screaming for help. 

Leono and D'armen watched in shock. 

"I am sorry for everything I caused. I must find the King and warn him." Wilkens said. 

Leono smirked. 

"We cannot trust you. The gods will decide if forgiveness is deserved." 

The main door squeaked. Wilkens nodded. 

"I know, but I must try," he said and scurried off. 

The surviving Shadow ran into the king's hall, out of breath. 

"What is it?" Agnus asked. 

"Lord... Wilkens has escaped!" 

"What? Find him at once!" Agnus demanded. 

While Shadows and Orcs scoured the kingdom, Ash and Agnus, furious, brought the lords to a torture chamber. 

Minutes later, bloodied and bruised, they were chained to the wall. Ash demanded, 

"Where did Wilkens go? You must know!" 

D'armen lifted his head. 

"He betrayed us and the gods. Why should we know?" 

Ash pressed closer, gripping D'armen's cheek. 

"Are we being brave all of a sudden?" 

He squeezed harder. 

"Let's see how brave you really are." 

He released D'armen and picked up a blade, twirling it. 

He grabbed D'armen's head, pressing the tip of the blade to his abdomen. Slowly, he pushed. 

D'armen screamed. 

"We don't know!" 

Ash pressed closer. 

"I don't believe you. I think you're lying." 

The door opened. Agnus entered. 

"ASH! That is enough!" 

Ash did not budge. 

"ASH! I said enough!" Agnus barked. 

Ash stepped back. 

Agnus limped to the lords. Seeing their bruises, he asked again, 

"Do you know where he went?" 

Leono lifted his head. 

"We don't work with traitors. He betrayed us, and now he has betrayed you. He only said he was sorry. No, we do not know what he meant." 

Disgusted, Agnus said to Ash, 

"Return them to their cells." 

Ash hesitated. 

"Why not finish them now?" 

Agnus stopped. 

"We may need them to negotiate for our lives if we fail. When we win, you can do whatever you want. But for now, return them to their cells." 

Afterward, Cara and a few servants entered. Seeing her father bloodied, she seethed with anger toward Ash, Agnus, and every Shadow. 

Ash knelt, smirking. 

"You're lucky my lord arrived, or that blade would've cut you to pieces." 

Noticing Cara's disgust, he leaned forward. 

"Do we have a problem?" 

She
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