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Kaelorin and the Ninth Oath is a work of fiction.

All characters, kingdoms, cultures, civilizations, organizations, magical systems, locations, creatures, events, dialogue, and historical accounts portrayed in this novel are fictional or have been created solely for the purpose of storytelling.

Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, historical figures, organizations, governments, places, events, cultures, or belief systems is entirely coincidental and unintended.

The world of Aethria, its history, mythology, political institutions, magical traditions, and all associated names, symbols, and narratives are original fictional creations of the author. They are not intended to represent, reinterpret, or depict any real-world nation, religion, culture, or historical event.

This novel contains fictional depictions of warfare, political conflict, betrayal, violence, death, and mature romantic relationships. These elements are presented solely within the context of an imaginative fantasy narrative and should not be interpreted as historical, scientific, legal, philosophical, or religious fact.

The opinions, beliefs, decisions, and actions expressed by the fictional characters are their own and do not necessarily reflect the views of the author, editor, or publisher.

This novel is intended for mature readers.

P.K. Gopala Krishnan
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​​​​​​​​​Dedication
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For every dreamer who has ever believed that courage is born in the darkest hour.

For those who have loved without certainty, fought without guarantee, and stood unbroken when the world demanded surrender.

May you always find the strength to keep your oath.

And may your story never be forgotten.

P.K.Gopala Krishnan
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​Epigraph
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"Empires are not destroyed by armies.
They are destroyed by a single soul who refuses to kneel.
Beware the heir who carries no crown,
for the Ninth Oath remembers every promise written in blood."
— Ancient Prophecy of Aethria
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The Ninth Oath

Five centuries before the rise of the Empire, when dragons ruled the skies and the stars still answered the prayers of mortals, the continent of Aethria stood upon the edge of oblivion.

The heavens bled.

For thirteen days and thirteen nights, a crimson light devoured the constellations. Rivers reversed their course, forests withered overnight, and mountains trembled beneath unseen forces. Across the kingdoms, oracles spoke in terrified whispers of an ancient darkness returning from beyond the Celestial Gate.

No king possessed the strength to face it.

No army could stand against it.

When hope had nearly vanished, nine warriors answered a call that echoed through the soul of the world.

They came from different kingdoms, different bloodlines, and different beliefs. Some were kings, others wanderers. One was a priest, another a dragon-rider, another a woman whose name became legend. None sought glory. Each understood that the journey would demand everything they possessed.

Together they climbed the sacred peaks of Vaelor, where the oldest temple in existence crowned the mountain like a throne carved from the stars themselves.

There, before the Celestial Gate, they faced a power older than memory.

The battle shook the foundations of Aethria.

Steel shattered. Magic burned.

The sky split open with thunder that echoed across the world.

When victory seemed impossible, the First Guardian stepped forward. Raising a blade forged from celestial fire, he spoke words that had never before been uttered by mortal lips.

Nine sacred vows. Nine eternal promises. Nine Oaths.

Each oath bound a fragment of the ancient darkness until its power could no longer escape. The Gate closed, and silence fell upon the mountain.

The world was saved.

But salvation carried a terrible price.

Before the Guardians departed, the First Guardian carved a final prophecy into the stone beneath the Gate.

"When the Nine Oaths are sought again, kingdoms shall burn beneath blackened skies. Brothers shall become enemies. Crowns shall fall into blood. The last heir of the First Guardian shall stand where all others have failed, and the choice made in that final hour shall decide whether Aethria is reborn—or forgotten forever."

The prophecy was sealed. The temple was abandoned. The names of the Guardians faded into legend. Centuries passed. Empires rose and collapsed.

Kings crowned themselves as masters of history while scholars dismissed the Nine Oaths as nothing more than a beautiful myth told beside winter fires.

Only a handful of secret keepers remembered the truth.

They watched. They waited.

And they feared the day when the ancient prophecy would awaken once more.

Far to the south, beneath snow-capped mountains, an ordinary blacksmith's hammer struck glowing steel.

The sound echoed through the quiet valley.

It was a simple rhythm.

Steady.

Unremarkable.

Yet somewhere beyond the reach of mortal sight, an ancient sword stirred after five hundred years of silence.

The Ninth Oath had begun to awaken.
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​ACT I - THE FALLEN HEIR
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For five centuries, the Iron Empire has ruled Aethria through conquest, fear, and absolute authority. Entire kingdoms have been erased from history, ancient bloodlines have been hunted to extinction, and every whisper of the legendary Nine Oaths has been condemned as dangerous heresy. Yet beneath the ashes of forgotten wars, destiny has remained alive, hidden within an ordinary mountain village where a young blacksmith has lived his entire life unaware of the truth flowing through his veins.

When Emperor Varkor discovers that the last descendant of the First Guardian still lives, he unleashes the full might of the Empire to eliminate the final obstacle standing between him and the greatest power ever created. A peaceful village is transformed into a battlefield, families are slaughtered, homes burn beneath a rain of arrows, and Kaelorin is forced into a desperate escape that shatters the life he has always known.

As relentless imperial hunters close in from every direction, Kaelorin encounters allies who challenge his beliefs, enemies who seem impossible to defeat, and secrets capable of changing the fate of every kingdom. The awakening of the legendary sword Vaelbrand marks the beginning of a journey that will lead him from an anonymous blacksmith to the center of an ancient prophecy. Before the first act ends, Kaelorin will discover that survival is no longer enough. He must embrace a destiny that generations have died to protect while learning that the greatest threat to Aethria is far older, darker, and more patient than the Empire itself.

Act I establishes the principal characters, the political landscape of Aethria, the growing menace of Emperor Varkor, the awakening of the ancient prophecy, and the first steps of the quest for the Nine Oaths. Every chapter intensifies the danger, expands the world, and raises the emotional stakes, ending with Kaelorin's first irreversible commitment to a war that will determine the future of the continent.

Chapter 1 - The Forge of Ashes

A peaceful morning in the mountain village ends in unimaginable horror when imperial soldiers launch a brutal surprise attack searching for a mysterious relic hidden beneath the village forge. Kaelorin loses everything he has ever known and unknowingly awakens the legendary sword Vaelbrand while fighting to survive. The chapter ends with his escape into the wilderness as his home burns behind him.

Chapter 2 - The Emperor's Decree

Inside the Black Citadel, Emperor Varkor learns that the heir has escaped. Rather than displaying anger, he calmly mobilizes the Empire's most feared commanders and places an enormous bounty upon Kaelorin's head. Across Aethria, assassins, mercenaries, spies, and soldiers begin the hunt while the political balance of the continent starts to shift.

Chapter 3 - Blood on the Mountain Road

Exhausted and wounded, Kaelorin attempts to cross the northern mountains but is cornered by imperial trackers. His life is saved by the arrival of the veteran knight Ser Garran, whose extraordinary combat skills reveal that the old warrior is far more than a wandering swordsman. During their escape, Garran begins to uncover the truth about Kaelorin's hidden heritage.

Chapter 4 - Guardian of Vaelor

While seeking refuge inside the ancient forests surrounding Vaelor, Kaelorin and Garran encounter Princess Elyra during a deadly battle against imperial assassins. Their first meeting is filled with suspicion, sharp words, and clashing ideals before circumstances force them to fight side by side. Although neither is willing to trust the other completely, they recognize that survival demands an uneasy alliance.

Chapter 5 - The First Oath

Guided by High Priest Malrec, the companions enter an abandoned temple concealed beneath the mountains. There, Kaelorin learns the truth about his ancestry, the legacy of the First Guardian, and the existence of the Nine Oaths. As Vaelbrand fully awakens in his hands, the ancient prophecy begins to unfold, while Emperor Varkor prepares to unleash the first great campaign of a war that will consume the entire continent.
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​Chapter 1 - The Forge of Ashes
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The first rays of dawn spilled over the snow-capped peaks of the Frostspire Mountains, bathing the secluded valley of Ravenshollow in a warm golden glow. Wisps of mist drifted lazily above the River Vael as they wound their way between ancient pine forests and fertile fields that had nourished generations of villagers. The settlement rested peacefully beneath the towering cliffs, sheltered from the outside world by nature itself. Travelers often described Ravenshollow as a forgotten corner of Aethria where time moved more slowly, untouched by the wars and political rivalries that consumed the great kingdoms beyond the mountains.

At the northern edge of the village, where the sound of flowing water blended with the steady rhythm of hammer against steel, stood Brennor's Forge. Built from weathered granite and heavy oak, the forge had served Ravenshollow for nearly a century. Farmers relied upon it for ploughshares and horseshoes, hunters brought broken spearheads to be repaired, and merchants from neighboring villages often waited weeks for Brennor's finely crafted blades. The forge was more than a workshop. It was the heart of the village, and no morning truly began until smoke rose from its chimney.

Inside, heat shimmered above the blazing furnace while molten iron glowed like captured sunlight. Kaelorin stood before the anvil with the confidence of a craftsman who had spent years mastering his trade. His broad shoulders and powerful arms spoke of countless hours spent shaping stubborn metal into useful tools, yet his movements carried an elegance uncommon among ordinary blacksmiths. Every strike of the hammer landed with measured precision, guided by instinct as much as experience. Sparks burst into the air with each blow before fading into darkness against the soot-blackened walls.

Across the workshop, Brennor watched in silence while polishing the edge of a hunting axe. The old blacksmith's beard had turned completely silver long before Kaelorin was born, but neither age nor hardship had diminished the strength hidden beneath his weathered frame. His hands were scarred by decades beside the furnace, and his calm gray eyes seemed capable of measuring both steel and men with equal accuracy.

"You are thinking too much," Brennor said without lifting his gaze from the axe. "A sword cannot become what it is meant to be if its maker doubts every strike."

Kaelorin smiled faintly and rested the glowing blade upon the anvil. "You say that every time I begin a new weapon."

"And you ignore it every time."

"I still finish the weapon."

"You finish it," Brennor replied, "but you make the steel work harder than it should."

Kaelorin laughed softly before raising the hammer again. "Then perhaps the steel is as stubborn as its master."

A rare smile crossed Brennor's face.

"That," he admitted, "is entirely possible."

The familiar exchange eased the quiet morning. For years their conversations had followed much the same pattern, with Brennor offering wisdom disguised as criticism and Kaelorin answering with respectful humor. Few people realized how deeply the old blacksmith cared for the young man who had entered the forge as a curious orphaned boy and grown into the finest apprentice he had ever trained.

Outside, Ravenshollow stirred to life as families prepared for the annual Harvest Festival. Women decorated the village square with colorful ribbons woven from mountain flowers while children raced between the cottages, laughing as they carried baskets filled with apples and freshly baked bread. Farmers guided wagons loaded with grain toward the communal granary, and musicians tuned their instruments beneath the ancient oak that stood at the center of the square. The festival marked the end of another successful harvest and the beginning of preparations for the coming winter. It was a day of gratitude, celebration, and unity, eagerly awaited by every household in the valley.

Captain Edric crossed the square wearing polished leather armor instead of his usual work clothes, drawing amused smiles from the villagers who knew him better as a hunter than a soldier. He stopped beside the forge entrance and leaned against the heavy oak door.

"If Brennor keeps you imprisoned in here much longer," he called, "the musicians will finish every song before you reach the festival."

Kaelorin looked up from the anvil.

"I promised Captain Edric a sword," Brennor answered before Kaelorin could speak. "A promise made by a blacksmith is stronger than any festival."

Edric chuckled. "Then tell your apprentice to stop admiring his work and finish it."

Kaelorin lifted the unfinished blade and examined its straight edge. "You will have it before noon."

"I hope so," Edric replied. "I intend to impress at least one widow before sunset."

"You'll need more than a new sword for that," Brennor muttered.

Edric placed a hand dramatically over his heart.

"You wound me, old friend."

"The truth usually does."

Laughter filled the forge before Edric tipped his head in farewell and returned to the square. Kaelorin watched him disappear into the growing crowd, grateful for the ordinary rhythm of village life. Nothing ever changed in Ravenshollow, and that constancy had always felt like a blessing. News from the outside world arrived only a few times each year, usually carried by merchants traveling through the mountain passes. Stories of distant wars, ambitious kings, and imperial conquests belonged to another life, one separated from the valley by forests, rivers, and snow-covered peaks.

Kaelorin lowered the blade into a barrel of cool water. Steam erupted around him with a sharp hiss as the glowing metal surrendered its heat. He lifted the sword again and studied its reflection. For an instant, the polished surface seemed to shimmer strangely, as though another face looked back at him from beneath the rippling water. The image vanished before he could focus upon it, leaving only his own puzzled expression mirrored in the steel.

"You saw it again, didn't you?" Brennor asked quietly.

Kaelorin turned in surprise.

"Saw what?"

"The reflection."

Kaelorin hesitated.

"It was probably the steam."

Brennor did not answer immediately. Instead, he placed the finished axe upon the bench and walked toward the forge entrance. His gaze lingered upon the mountains beyond the valley, where thick clouds had begun gathering despite the clear morning.

"The world has a habit of speaking before it changes," the old blacksmith said. "Most people simply fail to notice."

Kaelorin followed his gaze. The mountains appeared exactly as they always had, silent and unchanging beneath their crowns of snow. Yet something felt different. The breeze that usually carried the scent of pine through the valley had disappeared, and the forest beyond the river stood strangely still.

"What are you looking at?" Kaelorin asked.

Brennor answered without taking his eyes from the distant ridge.

"I was hoping I was wrong."

Kaelorin frowned. Brennor rarely spoke in riddles, and when he did, experience had taught him to listen carefully. He stepped out of the forge and allowed his eyes to travel across the valley. The Harvest Festival continued without interruption. Children laughed as they chased one another through the square, merchants arranged their stalls with practiced efficiency, and women hung colorful garlands between the old oak and the village hall. Nothing appeared unusual, yet the silence surrounding the forest pressed heavily upon him. Every morning the mountains echoed with birdsong, but today the trees stood unnaturally quiet. Even the river seemed to flow more softly, as though the valley itself had paused to listen.

"The birds have gone," Kaelorin observed.

Brennor nodded slowly. "They left before sunrise."

"They may have found food farther south."

"They have never abandoned this valley during the harvest."

Kaelorin looked toward the dense forest bordering the northern ridge. The towering pines stood motionless beneath the pale morning sky. Not a raven circled above their branches. Not a single hawk drifted upon the mountain winds. The stillness was unsettling because it felt deliberate rather than natural.

Before either man spoke again, the sound of galloping hooves shattered the silence.

Both turned toward the mountain road.

A lone rider burst from the forest, urging his exhausted horse down the steep path with reckless desperation. Dust and loose stones flew behind the animal as it thundered toward the village. The horse's flanks were soaked with sweat, and white foam spilled from its mouth with every desperate breath. The rider leaned low over the saddle, glancing repeatedly over his shoulder as though expecting death to emerge from the trees at any moment.

Captain Edric reacted first.

He stepped into the middle of the square and raised one hand, signaling several hunters to clear the road. Villagers stopped what they were doing and turned toward the approaching horseman. Conversations faded into uneasy whispers as the rider crossed the wooden bridge and pulled violently upon the reins. The exhausted horse stumbled before collapsing onto its knees.

The rider slid from the saddle before the animal had completely stopped moving.

His clothes were stained with mud and blood.

His breathing came in ragged gasps.

For a long moment he struggled to speak.

Captain Edric caught him by the shoulders before he collapsed completely.

"What happened?" Edric demanded.

"The... the pass..." the messenger whispered between desperate breaths. "The northern pass..."

"What about it?"

The young man looked around the square as though afraid someone else might overhear his words. His face had turned pale beneath the dirt covering his skin.

"They're coming."

A heavy silence settled across the gathering.

Edric tightened his grip.

"Who is coming?"

"The Empire."

The words spread through the square like a sudden winter wind.

Some villagers stared without understanding.

Others immediately crossed themselves in silent prayer.

Brennor's expression became unreadable.

Kaelorin stepped closer.

"That isn't possible," he said quietly. "The Empire has never marched this far north."

"They have now," the messenger replied. "They crossed Black Wolf Pass yesterday. Every village along the river has already fallen."

Captain Edric's jaw tightened.

"How many?"

"I stopped counting after the first thousand."

The square fell completely silent.

Even the children stopped laughing.

Edric released the messenger and looked toward the northern mountains. "You must be mistaken. A force that large cannot move through the pass without weeks of preparation."

"They did."

"Who commands them?"

The messenger swallowed hard.

"The Black Ravens."

Several older villagers inhaled sharply.

Kaelorin noticed Brennor close his eyes for the briefest moment.

The name meant little to him, but it clearly carried weight among those who remembered older wars.

"What are the Black Ravens?" Kaelorin asked.

Captain Edric answered without looking away from the mountains.

"They are Emperor Varkor's personal legion."

The words carried no emotion.

They did not need to.

Everyone standing nearby understood their meaning.

Kaelorin searched Brennor's face.

"I've never heard you speak of them."

"Because I hoped you never would."

The old blacksmith's voice had grown strangely distant.

"They leave no survivors."

Fear spread through the villagers with frightening speed. Mothers hurried to gather frightened children while merchants abandoned their stalls to secure wagons and livestock. Several hunters disappeared into their homes before returning with bows and quivers that had not been used for anything more dangerous than deer in many years. The cheerful decorations prepared for the Harvest Festival fluttered forgotten in the morning breeze as celebration gave way to uncertainty.

Captain Edric immediately began issuing orders.

"Move everyone inside the stone buildings. Bring every barrel of water to the square. Hunters, report to the watchtower. I want eyes on every trail leading into the valley. Ring the chapel bell if you see anything unusual."

The villagers obeyed without hesitation.

Years of peaceful living had not erased the discipline of mountain communities accustomed to surviving harsh winters and dangerous wildlife. Men and women worked together with remarkable speed, carrying supplies toward the center of the village while older children helped lead livestock into sheltered barns.

Kaelorin watched the sudden transformation in disbelief.

Only moments earlier the valley had been preparing for a festival.

Now it prepared for war.

He turned toward Brennor.

"What should I do?"

The old blacksmith looked at him for several seconds before answering.

"Come with me."

Without another word Brennor walked back into the forge.

Kaelorin followed, puzzled by the urgency in the old man's voice. As soon as they entered, Brennor closed the heavy oak doors and dropped the iron bar into place. The familiar warmth of the workshop suddenly felt suffocating. The old blacksmith crossed the room without hesitation and knelt beside an ancient oak chest resting beneath the staircase. Kaelorin had seen the chest almost every day since childhood, yet Brennor had never once opened it in his presence.

The old man reached beneath his leather apron and withdrew a small iron key suspended from a worn leather cord around his neck.

His hands did not tremble. His eyes did.

The lock clicked softly.

For the first time in decades, the chest opened.

Inside the chest rested a bundle wrapped in dark leather that had faded with age. Brennor unfolded the covering with extraordinary care, revealing a sword unlike any Kaelorin had ever seen. Its scabbard was fashioned from black leather reinforced with silver fittings that bore symbols neither of them had ever used in the forge. The crossguard curved outward like the spread wings of a raven, while a deep blue gemstone rested at the center of the hilt. Although centuries of dust had settled upon the scabbard, the weapon seemed untouched by time. It carried no trace of rust, and the leather retained the faint scent of cedar despite the years it had spent hidden from the world.

Kaelorin stared at the sword in silence. During his years beside Brennor's forge he had crafted hunting knives, axes, ploughshares, and dozens of swords, yet none possessed the quiet authority of the weapon resting before him. It did not glitter like polished steel, nor did it display elaborate decorations worthy of a king. Instead, it possessed a restrained elegance that seemed to command respect without asking for it.

"I've never seen this before," Kaelorin said softly. "Why was it hidden?"

Brennor rested both hands upon the chest before answering. "Because there are men who would burn kingdoms to possess it, and others who would slaughter innocent people simply to prevent it from ever being found."

Kaelorin looked at the old blacksmith with growing confusion. "What kind of sword is it?"

"It is not merely a sword."

"Then what is it?"

Brennor drew a slow breath. His weathered face reflected the burden of a secret carried for far too many years.

"It is called Vaelbrand."

The name stirred no memory within Kaelorin, yet Brennor spoke it with the reverence usually reserved for ancient prayers.

"I've never heard of it."

"I expected that. Nearly every record of its existence was destroyed centuries ago."

Kaelorin reached toward the weapon but stopped before his fingers touched the hilt.

"May I?"

"You may."

His hand closed around the leather grip.

The instant his skin touched the hilt, a strange warmth spread through his arm. It was neither painful nor pleasant. It felt alive.

Kaelorin instinctively released the sword and stepped backward.

"What was that?"

Brennor's eyes never left the weapon.

"It recognized you."

"Recognized me?" Kaelorin laughed uneasily. "It's a sword."

"It is far more than that."

Before Kaelorin could question him further, the chapel bell began ringing outside.

Not once.

Not twice.

It rang continuously.

The alarm echoed across Ravenshollow with such urgency that every conversation in the village ceased.

Brennor closed the chest immediately.

"They're here."

Both men hurried outside.

The atmosphere within the square had changed completely. Villagers crowded behind carts and stone walls while Captain Edric stood near the entrance to the village with barely forty hunters and woodsmen armed with bows, axes, and old hunting spears. They were courageous people, but no one mistook them for soldiers.

Kaelorin followed Brennor's gaze toward the northern road.

A long line of black banners emerged from the forest.

The banners moved with frightening precision, carried by disciplined ranks of armored infantry whose polished breastplates reflected the morning sun. Behind them marched archers in perfect formation, followed by cavalry mounted upon enormous warhorses clad in black steel. Farther back rolled heavy wagons carrying supplies, ladders, and siege engines that no village should ever have to witness.

The army seemed endless.

Captain Edric's estimate had been generous.

There were not hundreds.

There were thousands.

The earth itself trembled beneath the synchronized march of boots and horses.

Children clung to their mothers.

Old men silently lowered their heads.

Even the village dogs stopped barking.

The imperial army halted beyond bowshot with remarkable discipline. Commands echoed through the ranks, and within moments every formation stood perfectly aligned. No soldier spoke. No weapon moved. The silence carried by such a massive force was somehow more terrifying than any battle cry.

From the center of the formation rode a commander mounted upon a massive black stallion. His armor was unlike that of the soldiers surrounding him. Every plate had been forged from dark steel polished until it reflected almost no light. A crimson cloak flowed behind him, and the silver raven emblazoned across his breastplate marked him as an officer of extraordinary rank.

He guided his horse several paces ahead of the army before bringing it to a halt.

His cold gray eyes swept across the village.

When he finally spoke, his voice carried effortlessly across the valley.

"People of Ravenshollow, by decree of His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Varkor, this village is commanded to surrender the relic hidden beneath its forge. Comply immediately, and those who offer no resistance shall be granted a swift death."

A murmur of disbelief spread through the villagers.

Kaelorin exchanged another confused glance with Brennor.

"They're searching for Vaelbrand," he whispered.

Brennor gave the slightest nod.

Captain Edric stepped forward with his sword still sheathed.

"You have crossed into free territory," he called back. "There is no relic here, and you have no authority in this valley. Leave now before innocent blood is spilled."

The commander listened without interrupting.

His expression never changed.

When Edric finished speaking, the officer slowly removed a folded parchment from within his cloak and held it before him.

"The Empire has no interest in your village," he replied calmly. "We seek only the heir and the relic. Deliver both, and the remainder of you will not suffer unnecessarily."

Kaelorin felt every eye instinctively turn toward the forge.

His pulse quickened.

"They know," he murmured.

"They suspect," Brennor corrected quietly. "Do not confirm it."

Captain Edric drew his sword.

"There is no heir here."

The commander sighed almost imperceptibly before returning the parchment to his cloak.

"I was hoping you would choose wisely."

He slowly raised his right hand.

Across the valley, hundreds of archers lifted their bows in perfect synchronization.

Captain Edric's expression hardened.

"So be it."

He turned toward the villagers and shouted with every ounce of strength his lungs could muster.

"Take cover! Protect your families!"

The commander's hand descended.

A deafening chorus of bowstrings cracked through the morning air.

The sky darkened beneath the first storm of arrows.

The first wave descended with terrifying speed. Arrows screamed through the air before crashing into rooftops, market stalls, and the wooden palisade surrounding the village. Glass shattered. Timber splintered. Horses reared in panic as terrified villagers scattered in every direction. Within seconds the peaceful square dissolved into chaos.

Kaelorin instinctively threw himself behind the stone well as three arrows struck the ground where he had been standing only moments earlier. Another slammed into the forge door with enough force to bury half its shaft in solid oak. The sharp smell of burning pitch filled the air as flaming arrows ignited thatched roofs throughout the settlement.

"Stay down!" Brennor shouted, dragging an elderly woman behind an overturned wagon just before another volley swept across the square. Several arrows struck the wagon so hard that the entire cart shuddered under the impact.

Captain Edric organized the hunters with remarkable speed despite the overwhelming assault. "Archers, the rooftops! Spears to the barricade! Keep them away from the children!" His voice carried above the screams and the roar of spreading flames, giving frightened villagers something to hold on to amid the confusion.

The imperial archers released a second volley before the defenders had fully recovered from the first. This time the arrows struck with devastating accuracy. A hunter standing atop the watchtower pitched backward without a sound as an arrow pierced his throat. Another villager collapsed while trying to shield his daughter, and both disappeared beneath the wreckage of a burning market stall as its roof gave way.

Kaelorin felt helpless. He had spent years forging swords for other men, yet he possessed nothing except a blacksmith's hammer and the desperate instinct to survive. He searched frantically for anyone who needed help and spotted two frightened children trapped beneath a collapsed timber beam near the bakery. Ignoring Brennor's shouted warning, he sprinted across the open square while arrows continued to rain from the sky.

A shaft struck the ground so close that dirt sprayed across his face. Another tore through his sleeve without touching his skin. He reached the children, seized the heavy beam with both hands, and lifted with every ounce of strength he possessed. The timber shifted just enough for the children to crawl free. They ran toward their mother without looking back.

Kaelorin had barely turned when a thunderous crash echoed through the valley.

The imperial cavalry had begun their charge.

Dozens of armored horsemen surged forward in perfect formation, their lances lowered as they galloped toward the village entrance. Behind them marched disciplined ranks of infantry carrying tall shields and heavy axes, advancing with relentless confidence. They moved like a single living machine, each soldier trusting the man beside him without hesitation.

Captain Edric met the charge at the narrow bridge crossing the river. The position offered the defenders their only advantage, forcing the cavalry to funnel through a confined space. Hunters loosed volley after volley from behind stone walls while woodsmen hurled spears into the advancing riders. Two horses collapsed before reaching the bridge, throwing their riders violently onto the rocks below.

For a brief moment, hope flickered.

Then the imperial commander raised his hand once more.

Heavy crossbows positioned behind the infantry discharged simultaneously. Massive iron bolts crashed through the wooden barricades protecting the defenders, tearing men from their feet and shattering the village's fragile line of resistance. Before the hunters could recover, the first cavalry unit thundered across the bridge and slammed into Captain Edric's exhausted fighters with crushing force.

Steel rang against steel.

Men screamed.

Horses crashed into splintering timber.

The battle had truly begun.

Brennor gripped Kaelorin's shoulder with surprising strength. "Listen to me carefully. Whatever happens next, you must not let them take Vaelbrand."

Kaelorin stared at the old blacksmith in disbelief. "We're abandoning everyone?"

"We are trying to save everyone."

"I don't understand."

"You don't have time to understand."

Another explosion shook the forge as a flaming projectile smashed through the roof. Burning beams crashed onto the workshop floor, scattering sparks across the ancient oak chest.

Brennor's face hardened.

"They know exactly where to strike."

Without another word he pushed the chest toward Kaelorin.

"Take it."

Kaelorin hesitated.

"Brennor—"

"Take it!"

The old blacksmith had never raised his voice at him before.

Kaelorin seized the handles just as another impact rocked the building. Dust poured from the ceiling while flames spread rapidly through the dry wooden rafters. Outside, the sounds of battle grew closer with every passing heartbeat.

Then a shadow filled the shattered doorway.

An imperial soldier stepped through the smoke, his black armor streaked with ash and blood. He surveyed the room with cold efficiency before his eyes settled upon the chest at Kaelorin's feet.

"There it is," he said quietly.

His hand closed around the hilt of his sword.

"The relic."

The soldier advanced.

Brennor reached for the heavy forge hammer resting beside the anvil.

The distance between them vanished in seconds.

The imperial soldier advanced with measured confidence, his boots crunching across shattered glass and scattered embers. He was taller than Kaelorin by nearly a head, and the black plate armor covering his body bore the scars of countless battles. His expression remained calm, almost indifferent, as though killing frightened villagers had become nothing more than another duty assigned by the Empire.

Brennor stepped between the soldier and the chest without hesitation. He lifted the forge hammer from the anvil with both hands and planted his feet firmly upon the stone floor. For the first time in Kaelorin's life, the old blacksmith no longer resembled an aging craftsman. He stood like a veteran who had once known war intimately and had hoped never to face it again.

"You will go no farther," Brennor said.

The soldier smiled faintly.

"Move aside, old man."

"I've spent my life shaping steel."

Brennor tightened his grip.

"I still remember how to break it."

The soldier lunged without warning. His sword flashed through the smoky air in a swift horizontal cut aimed at Brennor's neck. The old blacksmith moved with astonishing speed, bringing the heavy hammer upward to meet the blade. Steel crashed against iron with a deafening clang that echoed through the forge. Sparks burst in every direction as the impact forced the soldier backward.

Kaelorin stared in disbelief.

He had never imagined Brennor could fight.

The soldier recovered immediately and attacked again, delivering a rapid series of strikes that would have overwhelmed most trained fighters. Brennor met every blow with calm precision, using the weight of the forge hammer to deflect the sword rather than matching its speed. Years of shaping glowing iron upon the anvil had given him extraordinary strength, and each collision sent painful vibrations through the soldier's weapon.

"You've done this before," the soldier observed, circling cautiously.

"Long before you were born."

Outside, the village continued to burn. The roar of flames blended with the clash of steel and the desperate cries of people fighting for their lives. Smoke poured through the broken windows until the forge became a haze of drifting ash and glowing embers.

Kaelorin knew he should help.

His body refused to move.

Every instinct told him to seize the chest and flee as Brennor had ordered, yet abandoning the man who had raised him felt impossible.

The hesitation cost them dearly.

A second imperial soldier entered through the rear doorway, cutting off any escape. Unlike the first, this man carried a broad axe instead of a sword. His eyes settled immediately upon Kaelorin.

"There is the heir."

Kaelorin's heart lurched.

The words struck him harder than any weapon.

"The heir?" he repeated.

The axeman smiled.

"Your face matches the description."

He charged.

Kaelorin instinctively snatched the nearest object within reach.

It was the blacksmith's hammer.

The axe descended with terrifying force.

Kaelorin barely managed to raise the hammer in time. Metal slammed against metal, nearly tearing the weapon from his grasp. The impact drove him backward into the workbench, scattering chisels and tongs across the floor.

The soldier attacked again.

Kaelorin stumbled aside as the axe buried itself deep within the wooden bench. Without thinking, he swung the hammer with every ounce of strength he possessed.

The hammer struck the soldier's helmet.

The sound resembled a bell cracking beneath a lightning strike.

The soldier collapsed instantly.

Kaelorin stood frozen, still gripping the hammer.

He had never struck another human being before.

His breathing became ragged.

His hands trembled uncontrollably.

Before he could gather himself, the first soldier forced Brennor backward with a powerful kick that sent the old blacksmith crashing against the anvil. The forge hammer slipped from Brennor's hands and clattered across the stone floor.

The soldier raised his sword.

"Brennor!" Kaelorin shouted.

The blade descended.

At the last possible instant, Brennor twisted aside. The sword sliced deeply across his shoulder instead of his chest, sending him sprawling beside the ancient oak chest. Blood stained his leather apron almost immediately.

Kaelorin rushed toward him.

"No!" Brennor barked through clenched teeth. "The sword!"

Kaelorin looked down.

The chest had burst open during the struggle.

Vaelbrand lay exposed upon the stone floor.

Its blue gemstone pulsed faintly beneath the smoke.

The imperial soldier saw it as well.

His expression changed for the first time.

Not to triumph.

To fear.

"Don't touch it," he whispered.

Kaelorin did not understand the warning.

He reached for the hilt.

The moment his fingers closed around the leather grip, an overwhelming surge of warmth raced through his body. The forge vanished from his awareness. For the briefest instant he saw towering mountains crowned with stars, nine warriors standing before a gate of brilliant light, and a figure cloaked in white extending the very sword he now held. Ancient voices echoed through his mind in a language he had never learned, yet somehow understood.

The blood remembers.

The vision shattered.

A wave of brilliant blue light erupted from Vaelbrand, sweeping through the forge with explosive force. Every window burst outward. The burning beams overhead splintered as though struck by invisible lightning. Both imperial soldiers were hurled violently across the room, crashing through the shattered doorway into the courtyard beyond.

Silence followed.

Even the roar of the fire seemed distant.

Kaelorin stared at the sword in stunned disbelief.

The blue gemstone had become brilliantly luminous, casting rippling light across the smoke-filled forge.

Brennor looked at him with a mixture of relief and sorrow.

"It has awakened," he said quietly.

Outside, a deep war horn echoed across the valley.

The imperial commander had seen the light.

He slowly raised his gaze toward the burning forge.

"There," he said to the officers beside him. "The heir has found Vaelbrand."

Hundreds of soldiers turned toward the forge at once.

Their commander drew his sword and pointed directly at the building.

"Take him alive."

Kaelorin heard the order as dozens of armored soldiers broke formation and began sprinting toward the forge through the burning streets of Ravenshollow.

Brennor struggled painfully to his feet despite the blood flowing from his shoulder. He gripped Kaelorin by both arms and looked directly into his eyes.

"There is no time left. Listen to me. Leave this village. Cross the eastern forest before sunset and never take the King's Road. Find Ser Garran. He will know what to do."

"What about you?"

"My path ends here."

"I'm not leaving you."

"You must."

Brennor forced the sword into Kaelorin's hands.

"From this moment, your life no longer belongs to you. It belongs to Aethria."

The old blacksmith shoved him toward the rear doorway just as the first imperial soldiers reached the forge.

Kaelorin looked back only once.

Brennor lifted the forge hammer from the floor and stood alone between the advancing soldiers and the only exit. Flames surrounded him. Smoke curled toward the shattered roof. Yet his posture remained unbroken.

The last thing Kaelorin heard before disappearing into the forest was the thunderous clash of steel against iron and Brennor's voice rising above the battle.

"Run!"

Kaelorin ran.

Behind him, Ravenshollow disappeared beneath fire, smoke, and the banners of the Empire. Ahead lay only the dark forest, an ancient sword in his hand, and a destiny he neither understood nor wanted.

His old life ended with the village.

His new life began with the first step into the trees.
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Kaelorin did not stop running until the sounds of battle faded behind him. His lungs burned with every breath, and his legs felt as though they might collapse beneath him, yet the memory of Ravenshollow drove him onward. Smoke rose above the treetops in a thick black column, marking the place where he had lived every day of his twenty-four years. The familiar valley had vanished behind fire and steel, swallowed by an army that had descended without warning and destroyed everything in its path.

Branches whipped across his face as he forced his way through the dense forest. The ancient pines stood so close together that sunlight barely reached the moss-covered ground. Fallen trunks, tangled roots, and jagged rocks slowed his progress, but he dared not reduce his pace. Every instinct warned him that the soldiers would not abandon the hunt simply because he had escaped the village.

Vaelbrand remained tightly gripped in his right hand.

The sword felt strangely weightless despite its size, as though it had been forged specifically for him. Its blue gemstone had dimmed since the blinding light that erupted inside the forge, yet a faint pulse still shimmered beneath the polished crystal. Whenever Kaelorin tightened his grip, he imagined he could feel the weapon responding, not as lifeless steel but as something quietly aware of his presence.

He tried to dismiss the thought.

Swords did not possess minds.

The vision inside the forge had been born from exhaustion and fear.

Nothing more.

He slowed beside a narrow stream flowing between moss-covered stones and finally allowed himself a moment to breathe. The cold mountain water reflected a face he barely recognized. Ash streaked his dark hair. Soot covered his clothes. Tiny cuts crossed his hands and forearms where splintered wood and flying debris had struck him during the attack. His eyes carried a haunted emptiness that had not existed when the morning began.

He knelt beside the stream and splashed water across his face.

The image of Brennor standing alone inside the burning forge refused to leave his thoughts.

The old blacksmith had raised him.

He had taught him to shape iron, to honor his word, and to judge a person's worth by character rather than wealth or birth. Kaelorin had never known his parents, and Brennor had never spoken about them beyond saying they had died before he was old enough to remember.

Now nothing seemed true anymore.

Vaelbrand.

The heir.

The Empire.

Every answer Brennor might have given had vanished behind the flames consuming Ravenshollow.

A distant horn echoed faintly through the forest.

Kaelorin froze.

The sound came from somewhere behind him.

Imperial search parties had already entered the woods.

He immediately rose, crossed the stream to hide his trail, and continued deeper into the mountains.

...

Far behind him, Ravenshollow burned.

Flames consumed the last remaining cottages while thick smoke drifted toward the gray afternoon sky. Imperial soldiers moved methodically through the ruined village, extinguishing isolated pockets of resistance with ruthless efficiency. Wagons loaded with supplies rolled slowly through the shattered streets as engineers dismantled the few barricades Captain Edric's defenders had managed to construct.

The battle had lasted less than an hour.

The conquest required even less time.

Near the remains of the forge, the imperial commander stood silently beside the bodies of fallen soldiers. The explosion unleashed by Vaelbrand had hurled several men across the courtyard with enough force to shatter stone walls. Those who survived remained visibly shaken, whispering among themselves whenever they believed their officers were not listening.

One captain approached cautiously and bowed.

"The village has been secured, Commander."

"And the heir?"

"He escaped into the eastern forest."

"The sword?"

"Taken with him."

The commander neither shouted nor displayed anger.

Instead, he removed one of his black gloves and studied the faint burn mark across his palm. Although he had stood nearly fifty paces from the forge, the burst of blue light had scorched his skin through layers of steel and leather.

"So..." he murmured.

"It has awakened."

The captain shifted uneasily.

"Should we continue the pursuit?"

The commander looked toward the forest where Kaelorin had disappeared.

"No."

The officer blinked.

"My lord?"

"He is frightened, exhausted, unfamiliar with the wilderness beyond these mountains, and carrying the one object every ambitious fool in Aethria would gladly murder to possess. We need not chase him."

A faint smile touched his lips.

"The world will do that for us."

He extended his burned hand.

"Bring me the messenger raven."

The captain hurried away.

Minutes later, a soldier presented a black bird fitted with a small silver message cylinder attached to its leg.

The commander wrote only one sentence.

The heir lives. Vaelbrand has awakened.

He sealed the message with black wax impressed by the Imperial Raven.

"Fly," he whispered.

The bird launched into the sky, climbing steadily until it disappeared beyond the smoke drifting above the mountains.

Its destination lay hundreds of miles to the south.

The Black Citadel awaited.

The raven flew without hesitation, cutting through the smoke-darkened sky until it became nothing more than a distant shadow against the clouds. The imperial commander watched it disappear before turning his attention back to the ruined forge. Soldiers were already searching the wreckage, overturning broken beams, digging through collapsed stone walls, and examining every corner of the workshop. They worked with disciplined efficiency, yet each passing minute confirmed the same disappointing truth. Vaelbrand was gone.

One of the engineers emerged from the ruins carrying several scorched pieces of parchment. He knelt before the commander and placed them carefully upon a broken barrel. "We found these beneath the forge floor, my lord. The fire destroyed most of them."

The commander picked up one of the brittle fragments. Nearly every word had vanished beneath soot and burn marks, but a single symbol remained clearly visible. It depicted nine interlocking circles surrounding a blazing star.

His eyes narrowed.

"So Brennor truly was one of them."

The engineer looked up uncertainly.

"One of whom, my lord?"

"The Keepers."

The man wisely asked no further questions.

The commander handed the charred parchment back without another word. Some knowledge belonged only to the Emperor, and he had no intention of discussing ancient secrets with ordinary officers.

Another captain approached at a hurried pace and saluted.

"Our scouts recovered three survivors hiding beneath the mill."

"Were they questioned?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"They claim the young blacksmith knew nothing about the relic until today. They insist Brennor kept the sword hidden his entire life."

The commander nodded slowly.

"That confirms our reports."

He turned toward the burning forge once more. Brennor's body had not yet been found, but the commander felt little doubt regarding the old blacksmith's fate. Men who chose to stand alone against an imperial assault rarely survived long enough to be taken prisoner.

"Leave nothing standing," he ordered. "Every building must be destroyed. Every written record must be collected. If any monument, shrine, or family archive survives this day, burn it."

The captain bowed.

"It will be done."

The commander mounted his horse with effortless grace and looked once toward the eastern forest. Somewhere beyond those endless mountains, a frightened young man carried the greatest secret remaining in Aethria.

The hunt had begun.

...

Nearly seven hundred miles to the south, beyond fertile plains, crowded cities, and the winding River Tharos, the Black Citadel dominated the capital of the Empire. Rising from a mountain of black granite, the fortress towered above every surrounding structure like an extension of the cliffs themselves. Massive walls surrounded the citadel in three concentric rings, each guarded by disciplined soldiers whose polished armor reflected neither pride nor fear. Hundreds of black banners bearing the silver raven fluttered from the towers, reminding every visitor that the Emperor's authority reached far beyond the horizon.

The throne hall occupied the highest level of the fortress.

Its vaulted ceiling disappeared into darkness high above polished obsidian columns. Giant braziers burned with smokeless blue flames that illuminated the chamber without providing warmth. Between the towering columns stood statues of long-forgotten kings whose kingdoms had fallen to the Empire centuries earlier. Their crowns rested at the feet of the final statue dominating the far end of the hall.

Emperor Varkor.

Unlike the carved rulers surrounding him, Varkor did not wear a crown.

He had never needed one.

The living Emperor sat upon a throne carved from a single block of black stone, its smooth surface untouched by gold, jewels, or elaborate decoration. Power did not surround him because of ornaments. It radiated from his presence alone. He appeared no older than a man in his middle forties, yet his calm gray eyes carried the weight of centuries. Dark hair rested neatly upon his shoulders, and the black robes covering his tall frame were embroidered only with a single silver raven across the chest.

Silence ruled the throne room.

Ministers stood motionless.

Generals waited without speaking.

Even the servants moved so quietly that their footsteps disappeared beneath the vastness of the chamber.

No one wished to disturb the Emperor while he read.

Varkor slowly closed the ancient manuscript resting upon the arm of his throne and placed one gloved hand across its weathered cover. The book contained maps older than the Empire itself, detailing forgotten temples, vanished kingdoms, and roads abandoned long before most nations had been founded.

A chamberlain entered the hall, knelt, and lowered his head.

"Your Majesty, a priority raven has arrived from Commander Cassian."

Only then did Varkor raise his eyes.

"Bring it."

The chamberlain approached carefully, carrying the black bird upon a leather perch. The raven remained perfectly still until the Emperor removed the small silver message cylinder from its leg. Breaking the seal, Varkor unfolded the narrow strip of parchment and read its contents without changing expression.

The chamber remained silent.

Several heartbeats passed.

Then Varkor folded the message once more.

"It lives," he said quietly.

None of the ministers dared respond.

"The heir survived."

He rose from the throne with deliberate calm. Although no anger crossed his face, every person within the hall instinctively lowered their eyes. The Emperor descended the broad obsidian steps one measured stride at a time until he stood before an enormous map carved directly into the stone floor. The entire continent of Aethria stretched beneath his feet, every kingdom outlined in silver and every imperial fortress marked with black obsidian.

Varkor's gaze settled upon the northern mountains.

"For five centuries," he said, speaking more to himself than to those assembled, "the bloodline remained hidden."

He touched a single point upon the map.

"Today, it revealed itself."

The assembled ministers remained perfectly still. No one mistook the Emperor's composure for mercy. Those who had served within the Black Citadel long enough understood that Varkor became most dangerous when his voice remained calm. Rage clouded judgment. Silence sharpened it.

Grand Chancellor Merovan cautiously stepped forward from the line of ministers and bowed. His white robes brushed the polished stone floor as he lowered his head in respect. Although he governed much of the Empire's civil administration, even he chose his words carefully in the Emperor's presence.

"Your Majesty, should we mobilize additional legions to reinforce Commander Cassian?"

Varkor continued studying the map.

"No."

The answer surprised nearly everyone in the chamber.

"The heir is alone," Merovan continued carefully. "He possesses the relic we have sought for centuries. If we deploy three legions into the northern mountains, he can be captured before he reaches another kingdom."

Varkor slowly shook his head.

"An army is the poorest instrument for hunting one frightened man."

The Chancellor hesitated.

"Then what do you propose?"

The Emperor's hand drifted across the map until it rested above the neighboring kingdoms surrounding the Frostspire Mountains.

"Fear travels faster than soldiers."

He looked toward the chamberlain.

"Send imperial envoys to every court before sunset. Inform each ruler that a reward of one million imperial crowns shall be granted for the capture of the heir. If he is delivered alive, the reward shall be doubled. Any kingdom that shelters him will be considered an enemy of the Empire."

Several ministers exchanged uneasy glances.

One million crowns could purchase entire cities.

Two million could tempt kings.

"The proclamation will spread across Aethria within days," Merovan observed.

"It will spread before nightfall," Varkor corrected. "Merchants love gold. Nobles love influence. Mercenaries love both. By tomorrow every tavern, every marketplace, every guild hall, and every royal court will know the heir still lives."

He paused briefly before continuing.

"They will hunt him without realizing they serve me."

A low murmur passed through the ministers before dying almost immediately.

General Arcturus, commander of the Imperial High Legions, stepped forward in polished black armor that bore the marks of decades spent upon battlefields. His scarred face reflected neither doubt nor fear, but curiosity.

"Your Majesty, forgive my question, but if the heir truly carries Vaelbrand, why not destroy him immediately? Why risk allowing him to escape?"

Varkor regarded the general for several moments before answering.

"Can Vaelbrand be wielded by another?"

"No."

"Can it be forced from its rightful bearer?"

"No."

"Can the bloodline be recreated once it is extinguished?"

Arcturus lowered his eyes.

"No, Your Majesty."

"Then killing him accomplishes nothing."

The Emperor's voice remained quiet.

"The sword awakened because it recognized him. If the heir dies before fulfilling his purpose, Vaelbrand may vanish from history for another five centuries."

He looked once more toward the northern mountains carved into the map.

"I have not waited this long merely to begin another cycle."

The words carried a weight that none present fully understood.

Most believed Emperor Varkor had ruled for several decades.

Only a handful knew the truth.

Only three living people had stood beside him when the Empire was founded.

None dared speak of it.

The chamberlain returned, carrying a long ebony case secured with silver locks. He knelt before the Emperor and carefully opened the lid. Inside rested dozens of parchment scrolls bound with ribbons of different colors, each bearing the personal seal of a powerful guild, noble house, or mercenary company scattered throughout Aethria.

Varkor selected seven scrolls.

"These messages are not for kings."

Merovan frowned slightly.

"Then for whom, Majesty?"

"The people who never fail."

The Emperor handed the first scroll to the chamberlain.

"Deliver this to the Crimson Blades."

A second followed.

"The Silent Brotherhood."

Then another.

"The Night Falcons."

One after another he selected the names of organizations feared throughout the continent.

"The Ashen Wolves."

"The Veiled Hand."

"The Black Lotus."

"The Iron Covenant."

Each name represented an elite company of assassins, bounty hunters, trackers, or mercenaries whose services could be purchased only by the wealthiest rulers. They competed with one another fiercely, yet every one of them respected a contract issued directly from the Black Citadel.

General Arcturus watched the growing collection of scrolls with obvious interest.

"You intend to let them compete."

Varkor inclined his head.

"Competition breeds determination."

"They may interfere with one another."

"They will."

"They may even kill one another."

"They certainly will."

The Emperor's expression remained unreadable.

"While they struggle for the reward, the heir will have no moment of peace. Every stranger will become a potential enemy. Every innkeeper, merchant, traveler, and guide will wonder whether helping him is worth more than betraying him."

He closed the ebony case himself.

"A hunted man eventually stops trusting the world."

The Emperor walked toward the enormous window overlooking the capital. Thousands of buildings stretched beneath the Black Citadel, their rooftops disappearing into the afternoon haze. Beyond the city walls, roads radiated across the continent like the branches of an ancient tree, connecting every kingdom, fortress, and trading port under the Empire's watchful gaze.

"He believes he escaped Ravenshollow," Varkor said quietly.

His reflection stared back from the glass.

"In truth, he has only entered a much larger prison."

Far from the Black Citadel, Kaelorin continued climbing through the eastern wilderness with no knowledge that his name was already spreading across the continent. The dense forest gradually gave way to steeper terrain where enormous granite outcrops rose between ancient pine trees. Narrow animal trails twisted through the mountains, forcing him to climb over fallen trunks and slippery rocks while keeping a constant watch behind him. Every unfamiliar sound made him pause. The crack of a broken branch, the distant cry of a hawk, or the rush of water over stone seemed capable of concealing another imperial patrol.

The afternoon sun had begun its slow descent when he reached a ridge overlooking the valley. Against his better judgment, he turned to look behind him.

Ravenshollow was gone.

The village that had once been filled with laughter, music, and the smell of fresh bread had become a blackened scar upon the landscape. Thick columns of smoke still climbed into the sky while scattered flames continued consuming the last standing buildings. From that distance the people appeared no larger than insects moving among the ruins, yet Kaelorin knew many of those figures were imperial soldiers searching for anything the fire had not destroyed.

He remained motionless until the reality finally settled upon him.

There would be no home to return to.

No familiar forge.

No Harvest Festival.

No Brennor waiting beside the anvil with another lesson disguised as criticism.

Everything that had defined his life had disappeared before midday.

The weight of that realization struck him harder than the battle itself. His knees weakened beneath him, and he lowered himself onto a weathered boulder overlooking the valley. For the first time since escaping the village, he allowed himself to grieve. The tears came silently, carried not only by sorrow but also by helplessness. He had survived while countless others had died, and he could not understand why fate had spared him when so many better people had fallen.

Vaelbrand rested across his lap.

The sword appeared strangely untouched by the destruction surrounding it. No soot stained its polished scabbard, and the blue gemstone remained brilliantly clear despite the smoke and ash covering Kaelorin's clothes. He studied the ancient weapon for several moments before carefully drawing it from its scabbard.

The blade emerged with a clear metallic whisper.

It was unlike any steel he had ever forged.

Its surface reflected the fading sunlight with a faint silver-blue sheen that seemed to flow beneath the metal rather than across it. Delicate runes extended from the guard almost to the tip, so finely engraved that they appeared woven into the blade itself instead of carved afterward. Kaelorin traced one of the symbols gently with his fingertips.

The rune glowed.

He immediately withdrew his hand.

The light vanished.

His heartbeat quickened.

The same thing happened when he touched another symbol. A faint blue radiance shimmered beneath his fingers before fading once more.

"What are you?" he whispered.

The forest answered only with silence.

He slid the sword back into its scabbard and rose to his feet. Brennor's final words echoed through his thoughts with painful clarity.

Find Ser Garran.

The name meant nothing to him. Brennor had never mentioned such a man, nor had anyone in Ravenshollow spoken of him. Whoever Garran was, the old blacksmith had trusted him enough to entrust Kaelorin's life to his care.

That alone was reason enough to continue.

As he adjusted the sword across his back, movement caught his attention below the ridge.

Three riders.

They emerged from the southern trail and paused beside the stream where Kaelorin had rested earlier that afternoon. Their horses wore no imperial armor, yet every rider carried weapons. One dismounted and knelt beside the muddy bank, carefully examining the ground before pointing toward the mountains.

Kaelorin's tracks.

He instinctively stepped backward until the rocks concealed him from view.

The men did not resemble ordinary travelers. Their cloaks blended almost perfectly with the surrounding forest, and each moved with the deliberate caution of experienced hunters. One carried a powerful hunting bow. Another wore two curved swords instead of the straight blades favored by imperial soldiers. The oldest among them studied the trail only briefly before nodding toward the eastern slope.

"He crossed here," the gray-haired rider said.

His companions mounted immediately.

"There cannot be much distance between us now."

Kaelorin's pulse quickened.

These were not imperial soldiers.

They had found him anyway.

He waited until the riders disappeared beneath the trees before quietly retreating from the ridge. Every lesson Brennor had taught him about tracking suddenly became invaluable. He began crossing rocky ground whenever possible, choosing routes where his footprints would leave little trace. Whenever the trail descended into soft earth, he altered direction again, weaving through streams and dense undergrowth in the hope of confusing anyone following behind.

Twilight settled over the mountains with surprising speed.

The shadows beneath the towering pines deepened until the forest seemed transformed into another world entirely. Strange calls echoed from unseen creatures awakening with the coming night, reminding Kaelorin that the wilderness possessed dangers beyond the Empire.

Yet for the first time since leaving Ravenshollow, he no longer feared the darkness.

He feared the people hunting him through it.

The last traces of daylight disappeared behind the Frostspire Mountains, leaving the forest beneath a blanket of deepening shadows. Kaelorin continued eastward until he reached a narrow ravine where towering cliffs concealed the fading glow of the western sky. A cold wind drifted through the rocks, carrying the scent of damp earth and pine resin. It also carried another smell.

Smoke.

He immediately crouched behind a fallen cedar and listened.

The forest remained quiet for several moments before the unmistakable crackle of a campfire reached his ears. It was close, perhaps no more than a hundred paces ahead.

Kaelorin's hand instinctively settled upon Vaelbrand's hilt.

He moved cautiously through the undergrowth, placing each foot carefully to avoid snapping dry branches beneath his boots. The ravine gradually widened until he reached a rocky ledge overlooking a small clearing. There, beside a modest fire sheltered beneath an overhanging cliff, sat four men wearing travel-stained cloaks. Two cleaned their weapons while another sharpened a hunting knife upon a whetstone. The fourth unfolded a parchment and spread it across a flat stone illuminated by the flames.

Kaelorin remained hidden.

The parchment immediately caught his attention.

Even from a distance he recognized the black seal impressed upon the wax.

The Imperial Raven.

The gray-haired leader broke the seal and read aloud.

"The Emperor grants a reward of one million imperial crowns for the capture of the fugitive known as Kaelorin. Two million shall be paid if the heir is delivered alive to the Black Citadel. Those who knowingly aid or shelter him shall be treated as enemies of the Empire."

Silence settled over the clearing.

One of the younger men whistled softly.

"Two million crowns."

"Enough to buy a castle," another replied.

The oldest man slowly rolled the parchment closed.

"It is enough to start a war."

The youngest hunter smiled.

"Or retire."

The leader looked directly into the fire.

"You fools are thinking about the money."

"What else should we think about?"

"The reason the Emperor is willing to pay it."

None of the others answered.

The old hunter continued speaking.

"Emperor Varkor has ruled half the continent for longer than any of us have been alive. He has crushed kings, destroyed entire armies, and conquered cities that once believed themselves impossible to defeat. If a man like that offers two million crowns for one blacksmith, then the reward is the least dangerous part of this hunt."

The fire crackled softly between them.

Another hunter shrugged.

"Danger pays well."

"It also buries men."

The conversation ended there.

Kaelorin slowly withdrew from the ledge before any of them noticed him. Every word confirmed what Brennor had feared. The Emperor had not merely sent soldiers after him. He had invited the entire continent to become part of the hunt.

He continued deeper into the forest without lighting a fire despite the growing cold. Hunger gnawed at him, but survival mattered more than comfort. He found a narrow crevice between two massive boulders and settled inside, using fallen branches to conceal the entrance before allowing himself a few hours of rest.

Sleep came reluctantly.

When it finally claimed him, it carried no peace.

He stood once more before the enormous gate from his earlier vision. This time the towering structure was clearer. It stretched higher than any castle wall, forged from white stone that shimmered beneath a sky filled with unfamiliar stars. Nine figures stood before the gate with swords raised toward the heavens. Their faces remained hidden beneath flowing cloaks, yet Kaelorin somehow sensed they were watching him.

One of them stepped forward.

The figure removed its hood.

Kaelorin gasped.

The man looked exactly like him.

Not merely similar.

Identical.

The stranger raised Vaelbrand toward the sky.

"The blood remembers," he said.

The gate trembled.

A deep, thunderous sound echoed from beyond it, followed by countless whispers speaking in voices too ancient to understand.

The warrior looked directly into Kaelorin's eyes.

"Find the Ninth Oath before the Gate is opened again."

The ground shattered beneath his feet.

Kaelorin jerked awake.

His heart hammered violently against his ribs.

Cold sweat covered his face despite the freezing mountain air.

For several moments he remained motionless, struggling to separate dream from reality.

Then he heard it.

Footsteps.

Someone moved quietly through the forest outside the rocks.

Kaelorin slowly reached for Vaelbrand without making the slightest sound. The footsteps stopped only a few paces from his hiding place. Whoever stood outside possessed remarkable discipline. No armor rattled. No branches snapped. Only silence remained.

A calm voice finally broke the darkness.

"You hide well for a blacksmith."

Kaelorin tightened his grip upon the sword but did not answer.

The stranger spoke again.

"If I had come to kill you, you would already be dead."

The words were neither threatening nor boastful.

They sounded like a simple statement of fact.

Kaelorin slowly drew Vaelbrand.

Blue light shimmered faintly along its edge.

Outside, the unseen stranger laughed quietly.

"So," the voice said. "The stories are true after all."
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​Chapter 3 - Blood on the Mountain Road
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Kaelorin remained perfectly still within the narrow crevice, his fingers tightening around Vaelbrand as the blue glow along its blade gradually brightened. Every lesson Brennor had taught him urged caution. Never reveal your strength before understanding your enemy. Never strike first unless there is no other choice. Never mistake confidence for honesty. The stranger beyond the rocks had approached without making a sound, had discovered a hiding place that should have remained invisible, and had spoken his name without hesitation. None of those things inspired trust.

The forest lay silent around them.

A cold wind drifted through the pines, carrying the scent of wet earth and fallen leaves. Somewhere farther down the ravine an owl called once before disappearing into the darkness. Apart from those quiet sounds, nothing disturbed the stillness.

"You have remarkable discipline," the stranger said calmly. "Most frightened men would already have charged into the darkness. You chose to wait."

Kaelorin did not answer.

"You also understand that speaking reveals position."

Still he remained silent.

The unseen man laughed quietly.

"Brennor taught you well."

The mention of the old blacksmith struck Kaelorin harder than any threat could have. He slowly rose from the narrow opening between the rocks, keeping Vaelbrand raised before him. Moonlight filtered through the towering pines as he stepped into the clearing, revealing the stranger standing nearly twenty paces away.

The man appeared to be in his early forties, though years of hardship had weathered his face beyond easy judgment. His dark traveling cloak
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