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The Trial of the Living Forge
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The courtyard of blackened stone was silent, save for the crackling embers of the fire-pit at its center. The Living Forge loomed above it all, a towering behemoth of iron and flame, its eyes glowing like molten coals. Around it stood the soldiers of the Order, their helmets reflecting the eerie light. No one spoke. No one moved. Only the condemned dared break the stillness.

"I am innocent!" the man cried, his voice hoarse from days of pleading. His wrists were shackled in rusted iron, and his thin frame was battered from interrogation. He collapsed to his knees in the dirt, but his defiance did not falter. "You are all cowards to let this thing decide for you!"

Young Oran stood among the soldiers, gripping the pommel of his sword so tightly his knuckles ached. He wasn’t sure if it was the prisoner’s words or the Forge itself that made his stomach churn. He had seen the Forge awaken twice before, and each time, it had burned the guilty to ash. Its judgment was final. Divine, the priests said. But now, staring at the trembling figure of the condemned, Oran couldn’t shake the gnawing doubt in his gut.

“The accused has been heard,” boomed Captain Rhel. His voice was a blade, slicing through the prisoner’s protests. “The Forge will judge.”

Two priests stepped forward, their faces hidden beneath heavy hoods. One carried a staff etched with glowing runes; the other held a black iron chain that trailed into the Forge’s massive hand. The priests muttered a low chant, their words like the rumble of distant thunder. The Forge stirred. Its joints groaned, and its head tilted down toward the prisoner, ember-eyes flaring brighter.

Oran swallowed hard, sweat dripping down the back of his neck. He had grown up hearing tales of the Forge—how it was created by the gods to protect the innocent and punish the wicked. It was said that the Forge could see into the soul, that its fire burned only those who carried darkness within them. But looking at the prisoner now, Oran didn’t see a monster. He saw a man. And for the first time, he wondered if the Forge could be wrong.

The chanting grew louder. The prisoner struggled to his feet, his chains clinking, and shouted, “You call this justice? A machine built by men pretending to be gods! You fear the truth, so you hide behind this—this thing!” He spat at the ground, his eyes blazing with fury. “I curse you all!”

The Forge’s arm moved with a thunderous creak, raising its massive, gauntleted hand. In its palm, a fiery glow began to swirl, growing brighter with each passing second. Oran felt the heat on his face, even from a dozen paces away. The fire in its hand grew into a roaring inferno, and the priests stepped back, their chanting complete.

“Let the fire cleanse you of your lies,” Captain Rhel declared.

“No!” the prisoner screamed. “No, please—”

Before the Forge could release its flames, the prisoner shouted a name. It wasn’t a plea to the gods or a curse upon his judges. It was a name Oran didn’t recognize, but the moment it was spoken, the Forge stopped.

Its fire dimmed.

The soldiers around Oran exchanged nervous glances. The priests hesitated, their hands clutching their staffs. The Forge let out a deep, metallic groan, and for the first time in Oran’s life, it seemed... uncertain.

The prisoner staggered back, eyes wide with shock at his own survival. “You see?” he cried. “Even your precious Forge knows the truth! You’re condemning an innocent man!”

“Impossible,” one of the priests hissed. He stepped forward, raising his staff. “The Forge does not falter. It cannot falter!”

And yet, it had. Oran felt his heart hammering in his chest. The Forge’s eyes dimmed, the fiery glow within them flickering like a dying torch. It lowered its hand, the flames in its palm vanishing entirely. For a moment, the courtyard was silent again, the tension thick enough to choke on.

“The ritual must have failed,” Captain Rhel said, his voice hard with denial. “The prisoner’s soul—”

“The prisoner’s soul is clean,” the prisoner interrupted, standing taller now despite his shackles. “This machine knows it. And so do you.”

Oran could feel the unease rippling through the ranks of soldiers. The Forge had never failed in its judgment before. If it hesitated now, what did that mean for the Order? For the gods? For the soldiers who carried out its will?

One of the priests stepped forward, his voice trembling with barely concealed fury. “You dare question the will of the Forge? This is a trick—a foul magic! The gods do not err!”

But Oran wasn’t so sure. His hand drifted to the hilt of his sword, a thousand doubts swirling in his mind. He thought of the prisoner’s eyes, the way they had burned not with malice but with desperation. He thought of the Forge’s hesitation, the way its fire had faltered as if recoiling from something pure.

“Enough,” Captain Rhel barked. He turned to the priests. “The Forge will complete its judgment. Restart the ritual.”

“No,” Oran said.

The word left his mouth before he could stop it. Every head in the courtyard turned toward him. Captain Rhel’s eyes narrowed, and Oran felt the weight of the man’s authority like a blade pressed to his throat.

“What did you say, soldier?”

Oran stepped forward, his legs trembling but his voice steady. “The Forge has spoken. If it will not burn him, then the gods have found him innocent. To force its judgment would be... blasphemy.”

The captain’s face darkened, and the priests began to shout over each other, their voices rising in anger. But Oran didn’t hear them. He was staring at the Forge, at the faint glow in its eyes. For a brief moment, he thought he saw something there—something almost human. A flicker of approval.

“Enough,” Captain Rhel growled. He strode toward Oran, his hand on the hilt of his blade. “You will not defy the Order. Stand down.”

“No.” The word was louder this time, firmer. Oran stepped between the captain and the prisoner, drawing his sword. “If the Forge hesitates, then so must we.”

For a moment, no one moved. The courtyard was filled with the sound of labored breathing, the creak of armor, and the distant crackle of dying embers. Then, slowly, the Forge straightened. Its eyes flared once more, brighter than before, and it turned away from the prisoner. The chains binding it to the priests shattered like glass, and the machine took a single, earth-shaking step forward.

The soldiers and priests scattered as the Forge walked past them, its massive frame disappearing into the shadows beyond the courtyard. It left behind only silence—and the weight of its decision.

Oran sheathed his sword, his heart pounding. He turned to the prisoner, whose face was a mixture of relief and disbelief.

“Thank you,” the man whispered.

Oran didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure if he had done the right thing. But as he watched the Forge vanish into the night, he knew one truth: the gods—or whatever powered that machine—had spoken. And he would carry the burden of their judgment, whatever it meant.
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The Virtual Crown
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The medieval castle stretched endlessly around them, its stone walls glowing faintly from torchlight. Two young avatars stood side by side, their detailed tunics and belts swaying as if caught in a faint breeze. Magnus, taller and with a regal air, wore an embroidered golden robe. His younger brother, Theo, sported a simpler gray-and-blue outfit befitting a knight-in-training.

“This is it,” Magnus said, gripping the hilt of his ornate sword. “The Crown of Everhold is at the top of the Great Tower. All we need to do is get past the King's Sentinels, beat the final challenge, and I win.”

Theo rolled his eyes. “We win. Unless you want to forget who helped you get this far?”

“Helped?” Magnus raised an eyebrow. “I carried you through the Marsh of Eternity and the Ice Wastes. If anything, you’re my sidekick.”

“Sidekick?” Theo shot back. “Who figured out the riddle of the Five Bells? Without me, you’d still be stuck in the Undercrypt, getting eaten by spiders.”

A booming horn echoed through the hall, cutting their bickering short. The Great Tower loomed ahead, its spiraling staircase lined with statues of ancient kings. The challenge was close, and their sibling rivalry would have to wait.

“Let’s move,” Magnus said, taking the lead.

They ascended the staircase cautiously, their leather boots clicking against stone. Despite their usual banter, an unspoken trust guided their steps. As they climbed, faint whispers echoed in their earpieces.

“Player Magnus.” The voice was smooth and clinical
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