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    I dedicate this book to my dear friend, who is no longer with us. You will live forever in our hearts.
"Deep in the human unconscious is a pervasive need for a logical universe that makes sense. But the real universe is always one step beyond logic."
― Frank Herbert
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PROLOGUE
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Lost and abandoned. Bound to continue the walk of horror leading to a single inescapable fate - oblivion. Disappearing into the endless night of the all-consuming maw of a long-forgotten contract signed by those whom history had scratched out as unworthy. Once, breathing and living beings, now shadows of what they once were. Some of them ran, hid, and fought - naive attempts at doomed ventures drowned in their failed hope.

The desert was endless, immeasurable, and only its grains of sand could amount to the mindblowing number of beings that roamed, struggled, and disappeared through the eons of time. But for how long had this cycle of suffering been going on? No one knew for sure. Only one entity had the answers they sought, but it was best not to speak of it. It was there, far away. A grotesque form that had nothing to do with anything animate or inanimate in the living world, but that was somewhat expected. After all, nothing here was among the living.

Columns of shadows were obediently moving in a tight line towards something lusting for their substance, waiting to consume their very essence while the fog of oblivion kept their minds in a tight grip. Their aim was forward, and that was the only thought that mattered. That was the only meaning of their existence. Nothing else. A journey and its end.

Yet one of the shadows stopped and moved away from the column. She raised her hands to her face and saw the sand through them. Her eyes scanned the rest of her body and determined it was made of the same substance: dense, smoky mist that swirled and whirled with enchanting hypnotism. The shifting shadows seemed to dance in tune with the light of the stars above.

She reached for the sand and found that she could scoop it up in her hands, but it wasn't sand at all.

"Fascinating!" She exclaimed, surprised at her own voice. A wave of familiarity washed over her as her fingers grazed over the soft grains. Upon closer inspection, her mind seemed on the verge of a revelation, only to be interrupted by a deep, masculine voice.

"Leftovers." He grabbed her hand and forced her to let them go. They scattered to join the rest on the ground, seamlessly blending into their surroundings. "That's what's left of them after they get eaten."

She followed where his hand was pointing. Far, far ahead was the... thing? She strained her eyes and squinted, trying to make out the mysterious entity in the distance. It seemed like a swirling mass of darkness, constantly shifting and changing shape. Its sheer size was overwhelming, dwarfing everything else in sight. As she stared, she felt a shiver run down her spine. This was no mere object or structure. It was something mystical, something that defied explanation.

She turned to the figure beside her, trying to gauge his reaction. His eyes were fixed on the looming mass, his expression unreadable. She wondered if he knew what it was and had any inkling of its purpose or origin. But as she looked closer, she realized that even he was beginning to blur and distort, as if the air around them was unstable and shifting.

The ominous mouth-like blackness slowly consumed the shadows moving towards it. A mysterious figure draped in a black cloak floated above, intently observing every moment. Although the sight of the figure seemed recognizable, the grip of oblivion clenched tightly any memories that could reveal its identity. Not a single hint of knowledge could escape the fist-like hold of forgetfulness.

"What is this? Who are you? Where are we?" A storm of questions erupted from her mouth.

"My name is Roman Mathis. And you? Do you remember yours?"

"I think... it's Hannah." She said uncertainty.

"Very good." He nodded approvingly. "Only the strongest souls can escape the last march. Come with me, Hannah. They are waiting for us."

"Who is waiting for us? Why?"

"You are the key they have been expecting for a long time. He will not make it alone and will need our help. Now come, Hannah. The Six are waiting, and our time is short." Roman pointed into the distance, and she saw several flying shapes approaching them. This did not bode well. Hanna nodded at the man and followed him. Two shadows trudging through the endless desert.

The sand shifted underneath their feet, making each step an arduous task. Hannah could feel and hear the winged figures drawing nearer. Despite her growing anxiety, Roman seemed calm. His pace quickened, and he urged her to follow. Together, they pushed on through the unforgiving desert, their goal set upon the looming cliffs in the distance. As they approached, the shadows grew ever more menacing, and Hannah could hear the flapping of wings and the beating of air against talons.

Finally, as they drew closer to the cliffs, Hannah noticed a steep incline that would take them up to safety. Roman led the way, his movements confident and sure. They scrambled upwards, clawing their way through the loose rock, and soon a cave appeared before them.

They hastened their steps, hurrying to get out of danger. As they advanced, the surroundings grew darker until blackness engulfed them entirely. A nagging thought wrestled its way into Hannah's consciousness, and her hand twitched involuntarily, conjuring a radiant orb of light that illuminated their path. Her companion regarded her with a knowing glance. "Your memory begins to return." He commented approvingly. Hannah's expression reflected a mixture of disbelief and elation, and he guided her steadily forward, deeper into the cavern.

Each step on the rough stone took them deeper into the bowels of the earth. The oppressive darkness enveloped them, swallowing their bodies of swirling shadows as they writhed and merged with the impenetrable void, only a tiny magical orb cast a dim light on the road ahead. Movement was an ordeal, and Hannah felt her body straining against the unnatural surroundings. The air was thick and heavy, as if the very fabric of reality was being pushed to its limits. She couldn't say how long they went on like this. It was as if this whole place was beyond time, beyond the usual constraints of existence. Her mind writhed under the pressure of such irregularity, struggling to comprehend the infinite abyss surrounding them.

"We've arrived." Roman pointed to the dim light ahead, and soon they entered a vast hall. A faint light came from above, spreading over the six figures that sat on the stone. One of them stood up to meet the newcomers.

"Seems you managed to escape the hounds. Good job, Roman! Welcome to you, Hannah, to the last place of resistance in this cursed realm. My name is Syf." A slim young man said and smiled. Hannah noticed how much more vivid and solid he appeared than her own form or Roman's. His movements were fluid and defined, his figure visible even in the dim light. His black robe and pointy wizard hat were a stark contrast to the swirling shadows that surrounded them. Syf's eyes, black as the depths of the void, shone with an inner light that seemed to radiate hope.

As they approached the group, Hannah felt a strange sensation, as if her form was starting to solidify. Syf noticed her confusion and grinned, "Ah, don't worry. You're not used to your new reality yet. Your physical form will become more defined the longer you stay here."

Hannah looked down at her still-swirling shadowy body and nodded in understanding.

"Don't give them false hope, Syf. Your unbridled optimism is as perilous as ever." Yanthus, an elderly warrior covered in scars, said as he rose to his feet, hefting his two-handed sword. The ground shivered under his weight. Towering and muscular, his presence was intimidating. 

"Enough with your cynicism, Yanthus! The time is ripe for them to succeed." Syf retorted with a smile. 

"Only death is certain in this place, Syf." A little girl muttered from behind Yanthus. 

"That's enough, Rikia!" a young woman with piercing blue eyes interjected. "Just how gloomy can you become?"

"Your love for him will be our downfall, Shura. Even if he is not entirely to blame, you know the results of his actions." An older woman with a calm voice pointed out.

"He was misled! She poisoned his mind, Kalin!" The discussion had turned into a heated argument, and it seemed as if the group was on the verge of breaking apart. Suddenly, a man in white full plate armor silenced everyone with his booming voice.

"ENOUGH!" He stood up slowly and looked each one of them in the eyes. Raising his red-gloved hand, he pointed at Shura. "If someone has the right to justify his actions, that can only be me. Do you disagree?"

"No, Varnis." Shura looked at her feet. "We all know you have suffered the most."

Varnis let out a sigh, and his eyes softened. "I appreciate your sympathy, Shura. But it's not about suffering. We need unity, not division." He looked around at each group member again, his gaze lingering on Yanthus the most. "We have a long road ahead of us. Let's focus on the task at hand. Hannah, you carry the Emperor's touch, and we will need you."

"The Emperor's touch? What is that? I only remember a little, and my memory is hazy. Where are we?" As Hannah looked around, she could sense the weight of responsibility resting upon her shoulders.

"You will understand soon enough. This place is in between life and death. Here the System consumes the souls of the fallen." Varnis approached her and put his hand on her shoulder. "The time is near when we will have the opportunity to undo a wrong so old that no one remembers anymore. Will you help us?"

"I... I will do what I can!" Hannah said, uncertain of what he was speaking about.

"To do your best is all I can ask of you." Varnis nodded and looked up to the dim light far above. "It all rests on you now, my old friend." He whispered to himself.

As Varnis finished speaking, the ground shook, and a loud roar echoed through the hall. The six figures looked around, ready for battle. 

"They've found us," Yanthus growled, preparing his sword. "Get ready." Syf, Shura, and Kalin stood beside him, hands glowing with magic. Varnis turned to Hannah and Roman. "Stay back. We'll handle this."

The walls trembled under the impact of the dragon's massive body as stones rained from the ceiling. Hannah held Roman's hand tightly, watching in awe as the six figures unleashed a barrage of spells and weapons at the creature. Lightning bolts and fireballs collided with the dragon's scales, while the sound of whistling swords filled the air. The battle took only a minute, and with a deafening roar, the shadow dragon fell to the ground, disappearing. Hannah couldn't believe what she had just witnessed - the power and strength of the six figures were beyond anything she had ever seen.

"Let's go!" Varnis shouted, and the group moved swiftly and with purpose, determined to reach an impossibly faraway destination. He led them deeper into the caves, his white armor shining in the dim light. Hannah's heart pounded in her chest as they navigated through the twisting passages, unsure of what awaited them at the end of their journey.
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Fahas stumbled and fell into the mud, curses echoing through the dark night. He grumbled and muttered as he picked himself up, blaming everyone and everything for his predicament. It felt like a massive conspiracy to make him look incompetent. He couldn't believe Bamadis had summoned him to fight this undead horde. Fahas had never seen anything like it before, and he felt like he was in a nightmare. Maybe it was all a crazy dream from which he would wake up any moment.

Fahas closed his eyes and took a deep breath, hoping to steady his nerves. But as he opened them again, the dark and foreboding forest still loomed around him as if mocking his anxiety. Fahas glanced down at his clothes, now stained with mud and grime, and his hands, bloody and dirty. He didn't look like a priest, let alone an Inquisitor. In fact, he resembled more the very beggars he often dismissed as unworthy of his attention. The weight of his inadequacy pressed down on him like a heavy burden.

"Nozier! Why, in the name of all that is sacred, have you forsaken me? I am your most loyal servant! WHY?" Fahas screamed, his voice echoing through the dark forest. He knew his men were probably dead, but he had managed to escape. Days had passed since then, and he had witnessed the black sun shine twice. The end of the world was upon them, and he had no doubt that the undead army was the work of the heretic witch, Lana Darkmoor. She was a mistress of the dark arts, far beyond his wildest guesses. She killed them! She killed his men! "Yes... She did that to them... to me!" Fahas's maddened laughter chased away the tiny critters, that had been curious to see who the intruder in their forest was. "Nozier! Give me strength to follow my holy undertaking!" Fahas fell to his knees in prayer.

"Do you have the will to walk the saint's path and direct the blade of destiny?" A woman's voice boomed in the forest. When Fahas looked up, he saw a figure covered in a dark cloak. The shadows seemed to move to hide her face.

"W... Who.. are... you?" He asked in a stuttering voice.

"Do you not recognize your master when he speaks, priest? Have you lost that much of your faith?" This time, a thick male voice thundered from the figure. An aura of majesty and divinity emanated from it.

"Oh, Lord Nozier! Forgive the sinful fool who is only worthy of crawling at your feet!" Fahas hit his forehead on the ground and spread his hands before his deity. "Command me, mighty Lord Nozier, and I shall serve! Your word is my path."

"Maybe there is something in you that deserves my attention after all. The holy deed I ask of you will be immortalized in history. Many are those who have fallen under her influence, Fahas. The road will not be easy."

"I am the one who will do your will, master! I will destroy her once and for all!"

"Don't be in such a hurry, priest. Your mission is different, and for that purpose, I will arm you with the knowledge and tools that your strong will deserves. Come closer!"

Fahas' steps faltered as he approached, his eyes fixed on the figure before him. At last, his hour had come. Greatness awaited him!

With a sudden burst of energy, the figure enveloped Fahas in darkness. His body contorted in pain, and he cried out. 

The figure smiled while the human was transforming into his new form. It brought back memories. Its hidden face turned north like it could see something far away. "Either join me, or I will take everything from you, Arin Lokkar." The soft whisper was drowned out by the screams of the writhing Fahas.
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Xur'annen, long imprisoned in the abysms of time, was finally set free from his temporal shackles. With a cataclysmic release of arcane energy, he emerged from his prison, his arrival marked by a blue wave of erupting magic in the sky near the towering peaks of the mountains in the south.

Standing at an imposing height, Xur'annen's ethereal form was adorned with dark, swirling robes. His features, partially obscured by the shadows, revealed a face crowned with a pair of majestic, curling horns that glimmered with an ominous glow. They determined his aristocratic origins and symbolized his demonic power and authority.

In his hand, Xur'annen wielded a black sword forged in the depths of Kurn'Ahan and imbued with ancient energies. The blade seemed to drink in the surrounding light, casting a chilling aura that sent shivers down the spines of even the bravest warriors. Its jagged edges hinted at the countless lives it had claimed in its insatiable thirst for blood.

The demon army was slowly appearing at Xur'annen's side, a legion of monstrous beings bearing the mark of their realm. With their twisted physiques, leathery wings, and gnarled horns, they exuded an aspect of pure malice. Each horde member was relentless, driven by a desire to exact revenge upon the world that had dared to imprison them.

As Xur'annen surveyed his assembled forces, his crimson eyes glinted with a sadistic gleam. Elaine Crowell had succeeded. Xur'annen had no idea of ​​the time that had passed, but at least the crossbreed had been helpful. Addressing his lieutenants, his voice resonated with a chilling power that commanded fear and obedience.

"Behold, my loyal servants, the time of reckoning is at hand," Xur'annen declared, his voice echoing through the mountainous expanse. "The time of imprisonment is over, and the world that dared to defy us shall know the full extent of our wrath and revenge. By the will of the Demon Lord!" Thousands of shouts greeted his words with bloodthirsty eagerness.

His first lieutenant, Azuth, a hulking creature with a maw filled with serrated teeth, stepped forward, his voice a deep growl. "Emperor Arin Lokkar believed he could seal us away forever but underestimated our resilience and thirst for vengeance. The time has come to unleash our pent-up fury upon this feeble realm. We will follow you to victory, General!"

The second lieutenant, adorned with razor-sharp spikes protruding from his armored form, hissed with delight. "Our horde has grown restless in the prison of time, craving the taste of conquest and bloodshed. The Empire that flourished in our absence will crumble beneath our feet, and their champions will beg for mercy that shall never come."

Xur'annen's voice dripped with spite as he declared. "We shall reduce their cities to ash, their champions to dust, and their hope to a mere flickering flame. This world shall bear witness to the unstoppable might of the demon army. Our revenge will be swift, merciless, and eternally remembered in the annals of despair. Where are the scouts?! Report!"

A winged demon creature, its form twisted and monstrous, soared through the sky and descended before Xur'annen and his lieutenants. Its leathery wings spanned wide, casting an eerie shadow upon the ground, while its elongated, serrated tail flickered with anticipation.

Xur'annen, his eyes narrowing with curiosity, regarded the creature before him. "Speak, scout. What tidings do you bring from the lands that lie ahead?"

The scout bowed its misshapen head, its voice a grating rasp. "My lord, the passage of time has transformed the world beyond recognition. Millennia have passed since our imprisonment, and civilizations have risen and fallen in our absence. I bring word of a city to the north, probably a bastion of feeble mortals who know not of our impending arrival."

A wicked smile curled upon Xur'annen's lips as he comprehended the magnitude of the revelation. "Ah, the hands of time have woven their tapestry well. This city shall be our first target. Their ignorance and vulnerability make them ripe for conquest."

The scout continued its report, relaying the city's fortified walls. "My lord, the city boasts defenses and warriors who still believe in their feeble resistance. But they shall crumble beneath the weight of our demonic might."

Xur'annen's voice dripped with malevolence as he spoke, his eyes ablaze with anticipation. "We shall make an example of this city, a testament to the futility of mortal defiance. Bring forth the keepers and the Hand Of Despair!"

A group of demons, adorned in crimson robes, strained against the weight as they pushed forward a menacing contraption on wheels. Their contorted forms and glowing red eyes indicated the dark power that coursed through their veins. 

The magical device that the demons presented to Xur'annen was a remarkable fusion of arcane machinery and infernal craftsmanship. As a result of the twisted ingenuity of its creators, it exuded an aura of dark enchantment.

The device comprised a gnarled, blackened framework adorned with intricate, runic etchings that glowed with a sinister hue. Wickedly sharp spikes protruded from its metallic surface, resembling the claws of some vicious creature. In the center, a pulsating gemstone, deep crimson and veined with shadowy tendrils, served as the focal point of its power.

A series of interconnected conduits and filaments crackled at the device's heart with raw energy. The atmosphere around it seemed to distort, as if reality recoiled from its ominous presence.

Three vials of potent magical essence extracted from the souls of thousands of beings were securely fastened to the device, shimmering with a wicked radiance. They contained the remaining charges that fueled the device's cataclysmic power. Each charge could unleash destruction upon anything unfortunate enough to be in its path.

The red-robed demons approached their leader, and bowed before him.

"Lord Xur'annen," one of the demons said, "we bring forth the Hand of Despair as you requested. It carries the remaining three magical charges, waiting for your decision."

Xur'annen growled with delight as he surveyed the device. "Excellent. Aim its power towards the city beyond the mountains. Let them witness the true depths of our wrath."

The crimson-robed demons positioned the device with meticulous precision, their hands trembling with both fear and reverence. With each careful adjustment, the machine hummed with energy.

However, amid their preparations, a sudden black lightning flashed from the device, and one of the demons turned to dust. His life force disappeared, mingling with the dark energies that permeated the air.

Undeterred by the loss, Xur'annen commanded his loyal minions to press on. The remaining demons redoubled their efforts, determined to fulfill their master's bidding. Fueled by the dark sun looming in the sky, the device crackled with an intensity that matched the fury in the General's eyes

At last, the moment arrived. The device channeled power from the celestial body above, drawing upon its essence. A beam of terrifying magic surged forth from the Hand of Despair, slicing through the heavens with a deafening roar.

The beam, a wrathful cascade of destruction, descended upon the city beyond the mountains. It tore through the defenses, incinerating towers and reducing stone walls to rubble. The very fabric of magic trembled in the wake of its devastation.

The beam continued and cut through the lands after the city like a knife, tearing through everything in its path all the way to the distant mountains. Even from that distance, the rumble reached the demons, causing howls of pleasure and ecstasy.

Xur'annen's eyes narrowed with sadistic satisfaction. "Our conquest has begun. March, my army, and let nothing stand in our path."

The demon army surged forward, a relentless tide of destruction. Their presence alone exuded an overwhelming feeling of power, their forms imposing and fearsome. Clad in dark, spiked armor adorned with macabre symbols, their bodies seemed to ripple with raw, otherworldly energy.

Their numbers were staggering, a force beyond comprehension. More than twenty thousand demons marched in perfect formation, their ranks stretching as far as the eye could see. Groups of flying scouts soared above them. Each demon, a distinct entity in its own right, united under the banner of Xur'annen, their collective might amplifying their potency.

Horns of various shapes and sizes adorned their heads, curling and spiraling like wrenched tendrils of darkness. Some demons possessed multiple sets of horns, while others bore fangs and tusks that gleamed with a predatory menace. Their eyes, aglow with fiery hues ranging from crimson to sickly green, pierced through the shadows, revealing an insatiable hunger for conquest.

With every step they took, the ground quivered beneath their weight. Their strides were purposeful and determined, propelled by an unnatural force that defied the limits of mortal endurance. They moved as a singular entity, an unstoppable power driven by their shared desire for vengeance.

Their weapons, wrought from the darkest of metals and infused with wicked enchantments, gleamed ominously in the dim light. Serrated blades were carried, dripping with green ichor, awaiting the moment of their use. From massive battle axes to serrated polearms, each weapon reflected the ruthless nature of its bearer and the destructive potential it possessed.

As they marched, their battle cries echoed through the air, a chorus of unearthly roars that would struck fear into the hearts of any who dared to stand in their path. The air thickened with an oppressive aura, suffused with a palpable sense of doom.

They were an embodiment of relentless evil and untamed power that threatened to consume all in their path. A threat, long forgotten, that now continued its pursuit dusted off from the annals of ancient history. The world quivered in anticipation of their wrath, for no force could withstand the demon army.

––––––––
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Viggin Ironguard sat back in the spacious tent, filled his pipe, and tried to gather his thoughts. It was as if the numerous eyes focused on him in anticipation didn't bother him at all. Some were annoyed and could barely hide it, but the authority of the Dwarven King was enough not to let them speak their mind so casually.

"Where to begin... I'm not really sure myself." He spoke for the first time after a long silence.

"You made me evacuate all of Darlon, and you don't even know where to begin? What kind of nonsense is this?" Lana's voice thundered in the tent. The few light-up candles flinched as if in fear of her words.

"If I may speak, Your Majesty. You have to be patient. The Dwarven King is not someone who will want to harm our people, and his warnings could only be of help to us. Please listen to his wisdom." A white-haired warrior said.

"I will listen, uncle." Lana Darkmoor, Queen of Darlon, said in a softer voice. "And you never have to ask for my permission to speak. I'm only concerned for our people who left their homes behind. We are moving north without a goal or a reason, yet here we are in this tent, waiting for a long overdue story." Lana finished, and her eyes lost focus for a moment. She was looking at something that only she could see.

"We are only a few days away from Darlon, Your Majesty! Perhaps we can turn back, and I can rebuild my tavern?" A man, whose name Lana still didn't know, said this. Interestingly, he was always in the company of the Dwarven King's son - Randal, who was unusually quiet lately.

"Do you doubt the Goddess's decision, innkeeper? Does your faith only go so far? Did you not witness her ascendance and your undeserving life granted back?" Katherine's sharp tongue raised the tension in the air. "Do you want the justice of the righteous to strike you down?"

"I may not be so just, but my hammer can strike you down well enough, human," Randal said and stepped forward, raising his weapon. Jason's hand grabbed his shoulder and stopped him in his tracks.

"Calm down. With everyone's nerves on the edge, this is not a good idea." Jason whispered.

"You should listen to him!" Sisgsara shouted, becoming the center of attention. "This beautiful lady is very dangerous! And I can vouch for that! I learned it the hard way last night. My balls barely held from falling off!"

A symphony of laughter echoed in the tent as Katherine's turned red.

"If I find you sneaking into my tent again, I will cut it off, mercenary!"

"Oh, such a shame! The desire is so big, yet the danger increases every day!" New waves of laughter followed while Katherine's face turned ever redder.

"Good job lowering the tension," Bamadis whispered.

"I'm just explaining my life's grief. Don't know what you are talking about." Sisgsara whispered back and winked.

"Perhaps, our Goddess should trust her instincts more." A man at the back of the crowd said. His shaved head reflected the candles' light in a weird, almost comical way. "It is She who united us and saved us. Her words broke the skies and led us to victory against the darkness."

"And it is YOU, Rein, who led your people into battle against her! It is YOU who made her suffer!" Jim Walters grabbed his mace tightly. His eyes were full of rage.

"It is as if faith led us and also changed us." The man said and crossed his arms in prayer before the outraged Captain.

"Calm down!" Lana's voice erupted again. "If someone wants to argue, go outside, or I will..."

"It had happened ages ago, during the reign of Arin Lokkar. First Emperor of not just humans but all races. Even some beyond our world." Viggin Ironguard spoke, and everyone stopped talking and listened to the old dwarf. "The stories tell of a man with many talents, some outside the realm of possibility. Beyond the Red and Blue Honor Guard, he commanded nine legions of men and women born and trained to fight to an extent bordering the supernatural. Different races composed them, but the most numerous were the humans. So the Emperor had created five legions of humans, two legions of dwarves, and two legions of elves to fight the battles that a regular army couldn't. These were terrifying times, and the lands were full of living nightmares walking in broad daylight. Despite everything, the Emperor and his legions subdued the horrors, and peace reigned." The Dwarven King lit his pipe and exhaled circles of smoke thoughtfully. 

"Eleven portals the Empire had to eleven realms where alien races lived, and the Emperor ruled them all. But then... he opened the twelfth portal. This is how they met the demons of Kurn'Ahan for the first time."

"Demon are bedtime stories for children!" Jim Walters said. "Even my daughters wouldn't believe that." Lana's scorching eyes shut him up immediately. Viggin Ironguard took another drag from his pipe and continued.

"The portal they couldn't close, and the demons sent army after army in our world. Two invasions the Emperor stopped with his legions, but a third one appeared. And the number of lives lost was terrible. So, he made a decision. To seal them away along with all portals. Of course, that is not a simple feat. Arin Lokkar borrowed powers that no mortal should possess. After sealing away the third demon army, he paid the price by losing himself in darkness and unleashing an enemy that threatens us yet again today." The dwarf looked at everyone's faces in the dim light of the candles. "The portals are long gone, but the horror that was sealed away is now free."

"The blue light explosion in the south?" Lana asked.

"Yes." The dwarf looked up at her. "We don't have legions or the Emperor at our side. I'm glad you listened to my advice to withdraw north, Lana Darkmoor." The Dwarven King looked like he had aged ten more years during the last few days.

"The Emperor... perhaps..." She started but stopped. "These legions. What happened to them?"

"Of the five human legions, the first moved north into the endless mountains, and it was never heard from again. Only barbarians torment the northern border of the Kingdom there. Harsh people with even fiercer laws.

The second legion was placed to protect the mighty capital of the Empire back then. Now known as the Burned Lands. After the battle of the Six with the Betrayer, the world experienced a cataclysm. Landmasses sunk under the sea, and others became utterly uninhabitable. Not much is known about the fate of this legion in our history, but it is presumed they are dead.

The third legion sought to protect people and founded a small city where they could enforce the law and establish peace. It grew in time and started its own Empire. Its name was Agosall, and it became its capital. In time, the legion transformed into an organization named The Red Brotherhood, as you know it, in its twisted state today.

The fourth legion moved south." Viggin Ironguard looked Rein in the eyes. "And founded the city of Warex. Its General's name was Nozier."

"No... this is impossible," Rein said, struggling with his newfound fate and old understanding of the world. "He descended... to tell us the truth and... his teachings..." His mumbling became incoherent.

"He made a codex to keep his legionaries and future generations from forgetting, for he held the seal that kept the demons away. Yet time passed, and memories faded, scattered by the wind of change. The Church was formed, and its long-dead General pronounced a prophet and a god. The irony is that the most essential task was forgotten. The duty so crucial, as we see, failed." The Dwarven King stopped for a moment. Dead silence fell in the tent. No one had heard this side of history, yet it sounded genuine. Rein fell to his knees, looking at the ground with empty eyes. His inner world shattered.

Lana was staring at the dwarf intensely, almost without breathing, as he continued.

"The fifth legion also moved south however, it did not seek to consolidate power, but to spread among the villages and protect as many as possible. Three cities were founded as a result. Mahara, Yuksil, and..." Viggin looked Lana in the eyes. "...Darlon. General Darkmoor himself founded the last, and his line has ruled ever since."

"Impossible," whispered Jason behind Lana.

"Such a story would be told along the generations! How is it possible for us to not know?" Lana argued.

"How indeed. A question only your mother could have answered perfectly, my dear." The dwarf sighed.

"What about the other races?" An elf with blonde hair asked. Asfelin looked at him with her piercing eyes.

"I will not speak of your debt, my elf friend. You don't have to worry about it." Viggin smiled sadly, and the elf visibly relaxed. "And the dwarf legions returned to the mountains. They were led by a woman. She said she was a guardian and entrusted us with the task of remembering. Until the southern sky turns the color of the sea when night should be starting its rule. Then, you will lead those who were once mighty north to face their fate against the storm of darkness. This prophecy has been handed down from father to son since the time of my great great great grandfather."

"You passed nothing on to me," Randal mumbled.

"That's because you're more interested in booze than history." His father gave him a disapproving look, and Randal lowered his head.

"I hate prophecies," Lana said. "The more I learn, the more I understand they are everywhere and are leading our world to... something. Not necessarily good."

"My Queen." Katherine looked at her with eyes full of worship. "Only you can lead us to the righteous path!"

"Or to the end of it all," Bamadis muttered.

"I thought you had rediscovered your faith." Sigsara raised an eyebrow.

"That doesn't stop me from being a realist. Demons, legions, and prophecies. None of this fills me with much optimism."

"Enough." Lana's voice rose and snapped everyone out of their thoughts. "Let's focus on the most pressing issues. We have thousands of civilians and an army that need supplies. Let's continue in the direction of the dwarf mountains and..."

"That would be a mistake." The voice of the man in crimson robes drew the eyes of everyone in the tent. The portal behind him was just closing after his companions passed through. The colossal figure of an orc with many scars stood out from the other humans.

"Kasil!" Lana exclaimed and walked up to him, meeting his sad eyes. It didn't take long for her to know something was wrong.

"Lana..." Kasil started but somehow couldn't find the words to continue.

"If even the Archmage appeared, then the signs were correct." Viggin nodded to himself.

"More than you can imagine, King of the Dwarves. I'm afraid hard times are coming." He bowed. "Queen Lana Darkmoor." He bowed again. "The road you should seek is to the Kingdom. The great wall there should be able to hold against the power you are about to face."

"The last time I saw that wall, it couldn't stop a shepherd and his herd, and you want us to use it for some kind of heroic stand?" Bamadis asked. "It is more of a ruin than a structure. You haven't been out much of your tower, wizard?"

"The Kingdom has never been particularly attached to the maintenance of this old ruin," Sigsara confirmed.

"The magic and runes embedded in the wall's stones are old but still strong. Demons are a magical race. Their strength will be reduced there," argued the Archmage.

"The Kingdom? This is madness! They will spear our people and seize our lands! Nothing good will come of this." One of the nobles of Darlon screamed. More people followed, scared of moving toward the Kingdom.

"Oh no. My tavern." Oswyn cried, and Randal patted him on the shoulder in understanding.

"Lady... I mean, Your Majesty!" Lana turned to the two men behind Kasil. Darlon's colors were barely visible under all the dirt they were covered with. "Sergeant Deral Warren, Your Majesty. I believe you have seen my report? I had sent it through one of my men."

"Sergeant... No report has come to the castle at any point."

"Runo..." Deral's gaze clouded for a moment, but he quickly collected himself. "Shum and I have a long report for you, Your Majesty."

"As soon as we get the situation under control, we'll talk at length." She looked at the crowd. Everyone was shouting. The Dwarven King and the Archmage watched the situation calmly and waited for things to settle down. Runo was joined by a despondent Oswyn looking at the floor for some reason. Bamadis and Sigsara were arguing about the topography of an area and who had fought more there, and Katherine had her sword in both hands, ready to slash some unfortunate noble. Lana sighed and raised her hands angrily, prepared to shout. That didn't happen.

The earth shook. Screams followed, and then the sound of a thousand lightning bolts combined in one ear-shattering second. Lana slowly lifted herself off the ground. She felt dizzy. Her eyes met the gazes of others, just as confused as she was.

"Your Majesty! Lana!" Katherine's voice pierced her deafened ears, and with it came other sounds. Cries that were familiar to her. Cries of fear.

"Katherine, is everyone alright?"

"Yes, Lana! Are you hurt somewhere?" Her wide eyes scanned her from head to toe.

"I am fine. You finally got the title off my name, eh? I am glad."

"I'm sorry, Your Majesty!"

"For what? I asked you to do it a long time ago. Let's see what's going on outside and what that was." Katherine stepped forward and held aside the entrance to the tent for Lana, who came through and nodded her thanks.

The endless sea of ​​tents was in utter disarray. Many had fallen, and there were also fires that people struggled to put out. The majority of the people, however, were looking southward in disbelief. Towards the place, they had left days ago.

"Your Majesty!" Katherine's voice trembled. "What is this?" Lana couldn't answer. Something inside her struggled and refused to believe her eyes. It was as if this was a nightmare that she would wake up from at any moment.

Where Darlon had stood proudly for centuries, now there was nothing. The vast crater was visible even from this distance. Powerful fires raged all around it. From Darlon ran a line of destruction extending all the way to the mountains. The home of the dwarves, which was still shaking from powerful earthquakes. What force could cause such devastation?

"NO!" Viggin Ironguard hobbled up to them. "I assumed it would be bad, but I had no idea."

"I hope your people were not harmed," Lana said sincerely.

"My people are tough, Lana. Something like that couldn't kill them." He said, but she could feel his trembling voice. "I will lead my army home. We need to assess the damage and... the casualties. You must decide whether to come with us or do as the Archmage says. We are leaving tonight. Good luck, Lana Darkmoor, Queen of Darlon."

"Thank you, Viggin, King of the Dwarves. Bring home the gratitude of my people. You saved us not once but twice. Let us fight again as allies in the future." She smiled.

Lana continued looking south for a long time, lost in thought.

"I think you've already made up your mind." The Archmage found her in the same place Viggin had left her. Staring at the crater that was once her home, barely visible through the extensive smoke. The fires continued to advance in all directions.

"Archmage. Your persona is shrouded in countless legends, and until a month ago, I wouldn't have hesitated calling you fiction. Well, today is another fairy tale come to life." Kasil, Shum, Callum, and Deral silently joined the small group. Katherine glanced at the commotion, but she too, remained quiet. Lana had her back to them, standing on the hill, her blonde hair blowing in the gentle breeze. The distant fires formed a background like a halo around her. "We will move toward the Kingdom. Messengers will be sent to other cities as well. Is there any hope for us, Archmage? What do these prophecies lead us to?" Lana turned to him. Their eyes met.

"Does the breeze shape the butterfly's course, or does it reach its goal by its own will? Only time will tell." After a faint smile, his face became serious again. "We need to talk somewhere more private. I have information to share, Your Majesty."

"Let's move to my tent. Follow me." As she made her way, more and more people looked at her with hope and a hint of despair. Darlon's destruction and the unknown magic that caused it dismayed her. How could she give them hope when the enemy possessed such powers? Well, now she had powers too... Powers she was sure to use no matter what the cost.

"Your Majesty!" Jason stopped her. Eimir stood behind him. "We need to talk as soon as possible. There is..."

"Just come with us, Jason." She interrupted him. "I want us to be on the move, and we can't do that if we're to have a series of meetings." He nodded and followed her.

A few minutes later, she sat in her tent and sighed, looking at the guests. Jason sat on a nearby chair, relaxed as if he was at home, and their city had not been blown into pieces scattered throughout the entire continent. Eimir was behind him, looking at the entrance for possible threats.

Kasil and Callum stood straight, almost hiding the short wizard behind them. Near Shum stood a beautiful woman with a worried expression. Sergeant Deral Warren remained to guard the entrance with a thoughtful face. This meeting was far from private with so many people. The Archmage stood in the middle of the tent, leaning on his staff. Apparently, he didn't mind everyone hearing what he had to say. Everyone? A shocking thought crossed her mind.

"Where is Arin?"

"He is gone. I don't know where he is." The Archmage began. "Others as well are missing. Probably went after him."

"Hannah and some others, I guess." Lana retorted.

"Hannah is dead."

"What?!" Lana's jaw dropped.

"A heavy price was paid to stop the lich, Your Majesty." The Archmage sighed.

"All squad members are dead as well, Your Majesty." The Sergeant intervened. "I'm prepared for any punishment as you see fit. It is all my fault."

"Shut up, Deral!" Eimir shouted. "We faced the impossible; it is a miracle we are alive! Jefor and the rest will turn in their graves if they hear you."

"Still, I'm ready to take the responsibility..."

"Silence, Sergeant. We will discuss this where there is no threat at hand, so great that our extinction seems imminent." Lana interrupted him, and he saluted and remained silent.

"There are two."

"Archmage?" She looked at him, confused.

"There are two threats. Hannah was not killed by the lich. That was just a medium for another being. Someone who had planned everything a long time ago. The second sun will go dark as well. Soon, there will be no living beings on the entire planet."

Silence followed. Lana looked everyone in the eyes. No, this was not a joke of bad taste.

"WHAT?! How? Who?" There were so many questions for her to ask. "When will this happen?"

"I don't know for sure... but our time is running out." The Archmage scratched his left hand where a tiny energy line was located. His blue eyes found it somehow repulsive, and he glared with hatred toward it for a second. "We can ask for help from the University for both threats, but honestly... Only one person can deal with the sun problem. And he already refused on his way out of Mahara, carrying Hannah's corpse to bury it."

"He did?" Lana looked at him curiously. "If we can't do anything about it, we can work on the demon threat."

"Your Majesty?" The Archmage was surprised. "Aren't you discouraged by his response?"

"I know pain and suffering, Archmage. But I also know Arin Lokkar. He will be there for us if he is the only one to deal with such a problem. I believe... in the Emperor." The Archamge's eyes widened briefly, but nothing else showed his surprise.

"You are the one who awakened, aren't you?" He whispered to himself. "Lead us then, Queen Lana Darkmoor. No. Goddess of light!

Before she could respond, Katherine and Asfelin burst into the tent, ignoring the pitiful attempts of the Sergeant to stop them. Behind them, Bamadis and Sigsara followed. The tent erupted in the chaos of voices. Lana ignored them all and looked at something that only she could see. One thought didn't give her peace. How did he know?
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"Lana?" The deep, orcish voice took her out of her thoughts.

"Kasil, you probably will want to go to your people. Don't worry, I understand that. Having you by my side would be great, but I won't hold you back."

"No, you don't understand." Kasil ran a hand over his face, visibly worried. It was the first time Lana had seen him like this. "I can already hear the Call."

"The Call?"

"Yes. My people would be hearing it as well. Lana, the orcs may not be the allies you hope for. In fact, few would be able to resist it. I'm not even sure for myself. They call for us to aid them."

"Who, Kasil? Who is calling for you."

"The demons." Kasil trembled. "The demons are calling their slaves to war, Lana."
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The portal pulsed with energy as the demon army surged, a relentless tide of hatred. Like an endless sea, they spilled out, their forms bent and corrupted by their vicious nature. The air crackled with unnatural electricity as if the very fabric of reality recoiled in their presence.

Following in the wake of the demons were the orcs, their red eyes burning with a feral intensity. They were a relentless force, undeterred by pain or fear, driven by their berserk state.

Emperor Lokkar, perched atop his mighty steed, observed the unfolding chaos with a mixture of concern and determination. The weight of responsibility pressed upon him heavily. However, he held firm in his conviction, his belief in the necessity of this course of action.

"I hope your protection will be enough. Turning against our allies will be a great dishonor."

"Chieftain Zhul," Emperor Lokkar addressed the hulking orc on his left, his voice carrying the weight of authority. "I understand your concerns. Trust that I have weighed the consequences carefully. We must stand strong and protect our people from this impending threat."

Chieftain Zhul, a formidable presence in his own right, nodded solemnly, his eyes filled with admiration and gratitude for Emperor Lokkar's unwavering trust. The Call still urged them but was far less potent than before. Pity their brethren coming through the portal were not under the same protection.

Emperor Lokkar's gaze shifted back to the advancing enemy, his jaw clenched tight. The legions of his Empire engaged the
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