
        
            
                
            
        



    
        
          Magic Of The SOul

        

        
        
          The Fifth God, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Dalibor Kovačec

        

        
          Published by Dalibor Kovačec, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MAGIC OF THE SOUL

    

    
      First edition. September 6, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Dalibor Kovačec.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1326160821

    

    
    
      Written by Dalibor Kovačec.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


	The Fifth God

MAGIC OF THE SOUL

(Book two)

 

 

Dalibor Kovačec

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright

 

 

Title: Magic Of The Soul (book two)

Original title: Magija Duše (knjiga druga)

Series title: The Fifth God

Issued: 2025. Velika Gorica

Copyright © 2025 Dalibor Kovacec

Cover Image: Midjourney AI

Prompt design for Midjourney: Dalibor Kovacec

Cover design: Dalibor Kovačec

Translated from Croatian: Dalibor Kovacec

 

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded, reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the author's written permission, except in cases of brief quotations used in critical reviews and analyses.

This work is a piece of fiction, and the opinions expressed herein are solely the responsibility of the author. Likewise, certain characters, places, and events are products of the author's imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, or to real events or locations is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-1-326-16082-1

 


I - Spring Celebration

20.03.4885.

 

The Tournament at Martin’s Creek concluded with an unexpected outcome that surprised many. It became the main topic of conversation, among both the nobility and the common folk. That evening, Janosh hosted a banquet for the nobility and invited guests in his castle.

The grand hall was filled with numerous tables, most of which were already occupied. Servants darted between them, carrying large trays laden with pitchers, tankards, and goblets. At the central seat of the head table sat King Robas. To his left was his wife, Queen Irineja, and beside her, on her left, sat Princess Elenora.

To the king’s right was Janosh, with Queen Ondine seated to Janosh’s right. Although this seating arrangement did not strictly adhere to protocol, Janosh had ceded the place of honor to the king and took the seat typically reserved for a distinguished guest, in this case, King Robas. However, part of the protocol was respected: Queen Ondine sat to Janosh’s right as tradition dictated.

The walls of the hall were adorned with banners representing all the great noble families of Kardiga, along with several banners belonging to families from Rohamara. Every family had a representative at this banquet; some even had several. In fact, everyone whom Janosh had invited responded to his summons. He had been particularly surprised when the blue elves from Vanima Thatalh announced their arrival. Raz Sunflame represented these elves.

The forest elves from Alenoth also attended. There were several of them present, including Duke Arbelladon Shadowcrown, the current ruler of that duchy. Unexpected guests included two dark elf women from Rothilmath who accompanied two blue elves from Vanima Thatalh. Most guests were wary of them and avoided their company. Janosh, however, did not shy away and used the opportunity to acquaint himself with them. It was evident that they were of high status. One was named Amara Firesoul, and the other Talija Darkshade. Their companions were blue elves: Run Flamecarver and Vina Crystalbrook.

At one of the tables directly in front of the royal family sat Count Kasper Sidor. His arm and left shoulder were bandaged, though the priests had healed him considerably well. He appeared visibly content and no longer bore any grudge against Janosh. They had crossed paths earlier in the hallway, where Kasper had already mentioned that they must arrange trade agreements and other matters between their counties. He kept glancing at Princess Elenora throughout the evening.

It was clear that many considered this event significant and made an effort to attend. In addition to the high nobility from Kardiga and Rohamara, representatives of noble families from Dragonia also came, invited out of courtesy, though Janosh had no time to engage with them tonight. The hall was packed to capacity. As the celebration of spring’s arrival was scheduled for the following day, it promised two days filled with revelry and festivities.

The music had already begun, though it was barely audible over the hum of conversation. Since the king did not take to the dance floor, others had already started. Count Sidor immediately asked the princess for a dance, and she agreed, though she stole a furtive glance at Janosh.

Janosh sat out the first song but joined in as the second began, asking Ondine for a dance.

They danced. Queen Ondine kept her emerald-green eyes fixed on him, radiating an aura of brilliance. Janosh likewise did not take his gaze off her, failing to notice that Princess Elenora frequently glanced their way despite dancing with Sidor.

When they returned to their seats, the king signaled to Janosh that they needed to discuss the matter. They rose and headed toward the hallway outside, hoping for some privacy. In the corridor, Janosh gestured to the servants and guards to leave them alone.

The king began pacing slowly through the hallway.

"I don’t know if I should be disappointed," he started. "I must admit, I expected you to take care of Kasper Sidor."

"I gave it my all," Janosh replied. "I’m sorry if I have let you down."

"You haven’t let me down. I mean, you pierced Sidor’s shoulder; that was clearly a sign that you intended to deal with him, but perhaps it was divine will that he managed to unseat you despite such an injury."

"Perhaps. I don’t know how his lance struck through; I was certain I could withstand the blow."

"You realize that in a few years, he will be king? Now, if he wishes, I must give him Elenora’s hand."

"I know," Janosh said quietly.

"I had hoped it would be you, but it seems fate has other plans."

"I’m sorry."

"Don’t worry about it. Perhaps the gods believe that you’ll have enough troubles of your own and that taking over Kardiga would simply be too much."

"My own troubles?"

"Don’t think I’m unaware of what’s happening around you. Queen Ondine has relocated more than half her kingdom to your lands, not elsewhere. She didn’t choose territories with strong, long-standing families or larger armies. She chose Dragonia, a region with a new, young ruler who has only just begun building his county. And besides, I see how she looks at you."

"Your Majesty?"

"Don’t play innocent; I wasn’t born yesterday. I know you love her. Half the hall can see it on you. Unfortunately, so can my daughter," said King Robas.

Janosh remained silent, unsure of what to say.

"If you marry her, you become the king of Rohamara. In a strange way, you’ll unite our two kingdoms. In such a situation, I wouldn’t even know whether Dragonia would belong to Kardiga or Rohamara afterward," the king continued.

"I haven’t thought about that. She came because she had to save her people from certain ruin. And she didn’t save everyone. Many perished. The prophecy told her she had to come here, to Dragonia."

"A prophecy? What prophecy?" asked the king.

"Their prophetess had a vision before the attack, foreseeing how Rohamara would be destroyed and how it could be saved."

"Alright. And what happens after they come to Dragonia? Does the prophecy have a continuation?"

"It does. There were two possible outcomes, at least according to what the prophetess saw. Queen Ondine only knew of one outcome; I know both."

"How do you know this?"

"I went to see the prophetess myself. She showed me visions."

"What did you see?" the king asked immediately.

Janosh sighed and sat down on one of the stone benches in the hallway.

"The vision was horrifying, so many dead, so much suffering. You cannot imagine what happened to her people who stayed behind, and Queen Ondine saw it all beforehand. Then Dragonia appears as the salvation for her people because here rules a man protected by two dragons, a black dragon and a silver dragon. A land governed by the queen’s future husband, a man who bears the black dragon on his chest. That was the prophecy given to the queen."

"So, practically speaking, you are destined for her, whether you want it or not. But you say there’s another version," the king pressed on.

"This version ends with Ondine marrying me, and everything turns out well for her and her remaining people. The other version, which was shown only to me, reveals that I win the tournament, during which Count Kasper Sidor dies from a lance strike to his neck, and I become betrothed to Elenora. Shortly afterward, both of them die in terrible agony, even before we can marry."

"So, you lost in order to save them both?" asked the king quietly.

"I love them both. I’ve loved Elenora for a long time, but I’ve grown close to Ondine recently. I know this isn’t easy for the father of one of them to hear, but I couldn’t bear for either of them to die. I’m not even sure if I wanted to lose that fight or not. All I tried to do was avoid killing Kasper."

"Even though I might not want to hear it, did you see in the vision how they die?"

"Ondine would be burned alive by dragon fire in her castle, while I saw Elenora lying dead with massive scars from dragon claws on a square in Goldburg."

The king sat down beside Janosh and stared at the floor. Silence reigned for a few moments.

"You must not tell anyone about this. No one," the king said firmly. "As far as everyone is concerned, you lost fairly to Count Sidor. Promise me."

"I promise, Your Majesty."

"Elenora isn’t happy with the situation; in fact, she’s furious, but she liked Kasper before you came along, so perhaps, over time, her old feelings will return. Don’t worry about her. I’ll handle it. She might be a bit hostile toward you for a while, but everything will settle down eventually."

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

"You should find happiness with Ondine, if that’s possible. I’ve heard about the attack on Farout. It’s a miracle you survived."

They heard footsteps approaching down the hallway.

"What are you two doing here?" asked Queen Irineja as she appeared. "Everyone is asking where you are."

"Can’t I have a peaceful chat with the man who’s saved my life twice?" the king replied with a laugh. "Here we are; we’re heading back inside now. I need a drink. Let’s go."

They returned to the hall. The room was loud and lively; some guests were already drunk, singing folk songs that didn’t sound quite right, though no one seemed to care. Even the elves were singing, all except the blue ones.

After dinner, Ondine returned to her room, overjoyed. A smile refused to leave her face as she thought about that kiss with Janosh and their dances that evening. For once, she stopped dwelling on the tragedy that had befallen her people and allowed herself to think about something entirely different.

He had chosen her. She felt as though she were floating, butterflies swirling in her stomach, filled with exhilaration. Overcome with a desire to spread her arms and dance, she was interrupted by a knock at the door.

She quickly composed herself and walked toward the door. Slowly, she opened it. Standing before her was Princess Elenora, looking directly into her eyes. Her expression was serious and restrained, though the veins on her neck and forehead betrayed an inner struggle to contain herself.

"Your Highness, may I come in?" she asked calmly, though tension simmered beneath her tone.

"Of course, Princess," Ondine replied as she stepped aside to let Elenora enter the room. "What can I do for you?"

The princess turned toward her, and the seriousness vanished. She struggled to contain her emotions. Her face grew pale, and her eyes filled with tears.

"How did you do it? What did you do?" she asked in a trembling voice.

"I don’t know what you mean."

"How did you make Janosh stop wanting to be with me? Did you cast some curse on him or something?" Elenora’s voice grew louder and more uncertain.

"I did nothing. I’m neither a sorceress nor a witch capable of such things."

"Then why did he lose? I love him, and now I’ll have to be with Count Sidor," said the princess, holding back tears that threatened to stream down her cheeks.

"Did you ever tell him that?"

"What?" Princess Elenora asked, confused.

"That you love him."

A moment of silence followed as Elenora pondered the question.

"I didn’t say it outright. I thought it was implied by everything that had happened. Besides, I wasn’t allowed to say such a thing before an event like the tournament."

"I did," Ondine said quietly, sitting down to calm herself after speaking almost instinctively.

Elenora’s eyes narrowed, her lips pressed into a thin line, and the center of her forehead furrowed deeply. Her fingers, once delicate like petals, now threatened to clench into fierce fists. The strong rhythm of her heart echoed in the silence like the tolling of an ancient bell. It was clear that anger was rapidly building within her. Yet their titles forbade such behavior, and she remembered that Queen Ondine’s guards stood outside the door, ready to intervene at the slightest sound of raised voices. She struggled to compose herself.

"What did you say?" she forced through gritted teeth.

"I told him that I love him."

"When?"

"A few weeks ago."

At this, Elenora had to sit down. This revelation carried immense weight, and countless thoughts swirled simultaneously through her mind.

"If he chose you, then why did he go through this entire charade? He could have forfeited the fight immediately."

"I know, but he didn’t. I think he couldn’t make a choice. He loved you, but in the meantime, he also fell in love with me. By fighting, he left the decision in the hands of the gods; if he won, he’d be with you; if he lost, with me."

"But that’s not fair! Now I can’t even be angry at him because it turns out it wasn’t his decision at "Perhaps that’s true, Princess, but don’t forget that he risked his life in that fight. And so did Count Sidor. He wanted you so much that he stayed on his horse with a pierced shoulder."

"True. I didn’t expect that from him. Somehow, it was comforting to see what he endured for me."

"Princess Elenora, do you feel anything for Sidor?"

"I don’t know. I used to. He courted me before Janosh. He’s always been considerate toward me, even when we were children."

"Princess Elenora, please don’t misunderstand me, but it seems to me that you’re not entirely certain of your feelings. If, alongside Janosh, you still feel something for Sidor, then perhaps this is how things were meant to be. I don’t feel for anyone what I feel for Janosh. I love him, and he has given my people something no one ever expected from him. I am prepared to give up my throne for him if my nobility does not accept him. Are you ready for something like that?"

"I don’t know. I truly thought I loved him. My heart would leap every time I saw him."

"But you felt something for Count Sidor today as well."

"I did. I was afraid he might die in the duel. It was clear he was prepared for that."

"Doesn’t that tell you something? You sound as though you have the same conflict as Janosh. For him, the choice was determined by the result of the tournament, at least as far as you’re concerned. He’s no longer permitted to court you."

"But that is, Your Highness, also a solution for you. Now he’s yours."

"No, not yet. Even though he lost the tournament, he hasn’t proposed to me. Nor has he shown any intention of doing so yet. I know he feels something for me, but I’ve been queen long enough to know that I must be cautious. Organizing this tournament is a far greater gesture for you than anything he’s done for me."

"If he loves you, he’ll do something about it. My father believes he’s a good and honorable man, one of the few among the nobility. My father told me that if he didn’t love you, he would have already made it clear to you. I’ll leave now; it seems we both have much to think about. Forgive me for my boldness. Good night."

"Good night," Ondine said and opened the door for her to leave.

Although the feeling of happiness still lingered within her, Ondine was nevertheless overtaken by worry over her own words. She had lied to Elenora about Janosh not making a choice; she knew he had made one. And although he hadn’t officially proposed to her yet, she sincerely hoped that he would soon.

 

 

* * *

 

 

Uto, Hagala and Turna were studying the map of Thar-Okrats. Black figurines marked the military forces of the Empire of the Shattered Star, as the territory conquered by Uto’s armies was now called. The name came from the symbol Uto bore on his armor. In just a few months, he had conquered the entire eastern coast of the continent and a third of its interior. He had utterly destroyed Rohamara, thereby gaining total control over navigation from the eastern shores.

However, much of Thar-Okrats' interior remained unconquered, with vast regions and major cities still to be subdued. The heart of his empire was Burgthar, the first city he had captured. Though not the largest, it occupied an excellent strategic position, nearly at the center of his conquered lands. This city was marked on the map with a small black castle figurine. The City of Fire, Artavthar, was represented by a black tower. Other major cities also had their own figurines, but they were not currently of importance to him.

"To achieve our plans, we must conquer the entire northern continent of Thar-Okrats, or at least control enough territory so that the remaining regions dare not challenge us," said Hagala.

"You mean your plans," Uto replied.

"They should be your plans as well. Do you think everything you’ve conquered will remain yours as it is? Our rapid conquests, largely thanks to me and the dragons, have been noticed across the world. All kingdoms are arming themselves and building armies. They’ll attack you at the first opportunity, if only to prevent you from attacking them."

"And when do we get to enjoy ourselves a little?" Uto asked. "For weeks now, we’ve done nothing but ride around and conquer."

"When the continent is fully subdued, or when we’ve destroyed every remotely organized military force that could pose a threat to you here. Only then can we rest for a while. After that, we focus on the true goal."

"And what is your true goal?"

"You’ll find out when the time comes," Hagala said as she caught a knife flying toward her face with her hand. She turned her gaze toward Uto, who was smirking. She knew he had thrown it. "You think this is funny? Perhaps you should stop testing me before I grow tired of you."

She extended her hand toward Uto and lightly clenched her fingers as if gripping an invisible throat. Uto clutched at his neck and struggled to breathe. Hagala slowly raised her hand, lifting Uto into the air as though an unseen force held him by the chin. With her other hand, she gestured toward Turna, who had drawn his sword and charged at her; he was flung across the room like a rag doll, crashing into a distant wall. 

"If everything I’ve demonstrated so far hasn’t been enough for you, perhaps I should pull your brain out through your ears or your guts through your mouth. The only reason you’re here is because the sword chose you. I wouldn’t have chosen you. Half of your soldiers would obey me better than you. Just as a reminder, here’s a little pain you’ll remember," Hagala said, slowly moving her fingers.

Uto began screaming in agony, and the sound of bones cracking echoed through his body. Blood trickled from his mouth as his ribs broke one by one. He could no longer even cry out; he simply hung limp as he lost consciousness from the pain. Hagala lowered her hand, and Uto collapsed to the floor like a sack of grain. She approached him and placed her hand on his chest. A red light glowed between her hand and his chest. Suddenly, he gasped deeply and stared at her, his wide eyes conveying exactly how he felt in that moment.

"Get up and pull yourself together. You too, Turna. We need to plan the attack on the Kvakvani prairies and then on Potavatar’ru. We must move out the day after tomorrow."

"Why are we attacking those regions?" Turna asked as he slowly rose from the floor. "There aren’t any major cities or significant resources there."

"But those regions are home to nomadic tribes with vast numbers of horses. If those tribes were to unite, they could form a cavalry army numbering tens of thousands of riders," she replied coldly. "We’ll march into those areas and destroy every settlement we come across. Burn everything."

"But if they have so many horses, wouldn’t it be more useful to try to bring them to our side?" Uto asked quietly. 

"Those tribes revere nature and various animal spirits; they would never join you. Right now, they live scattered in small tribes across those two regions, and we need to exploit that."

"Alright, what’s your plan?" Uto asked while wiping blood from his mouth.

"I intend to send the dragons out the day after tomorrow to begin their attacks from the western side. They’ll slowly fly eastward toward us, burning everything in their path. Turna, you will lead the cavalry and infantry through Potavatar’ru, which lies further north toward the west, destroying every village you encounter. Uto, you’ll take our griffon units and head west across the Kvakvani prairie, annihilating every settlement or town you come across. What do you think of this plan?"

"It doesn’t sound bad. If I’m not mistaken, and if we don’t encounter significant resistance, we should be able to clear out that entire area in two to three weeks," Uto said.

"That’s roughly what I thought as well. Turna, you need to be cautious in Potavatar’ru. Although it’s a vast, flat expanse, it’s filled with large, dense forests. There’s a legend among the people that somewhere out there lives a green dragon."

"Cavalry and infantry can’t fight a green dragon," Turna said.

"I know. That’s why you’ll carry this," Hagala said, handing him a medallion on a chain. The medallion was golden, large, and round, with an engraved dragon symbol. "If you encounter the dragon, hold this medallion in your hand and call for Bhi’anaka. He will come to your aid immediately."

Turna placed the medallion around his neck.

"Alright, then that’s settled. We need to inform the soldiers, prepare supplies, and let everyone relax and enjoy themselves a bit before we set out," Uto said.

"One more thing. When you come across villages or groups of people, I want you to send me all the young unmarried girls under armed escort," Hagala added.

"What do you need them for?" Uto asked.

"That’s none of your concern."

"You know those girls are particularly appealing to soldiers. They call them the 'spoils of war’ and believe they must be claimed."

"They are not to be touched. If I find out that any of those girls who survived the initial attack weren’t sent to me or were harmed in any way, I will personally pull each offending soldier’s testicles through his mouth. Is that clear?" she said with perfect calmness.

"Understood. Where should we send them?" Turna asked.

"To Shawatano, to my tower. Place them in carriages with plenty of food for the journey so they arrive healthy. Also, make it clear to the soldiers that they are not to harm them en route."

"We’ll send them to you. But you need to understand that this kind of entertainment is very important to many of our soldiers. If you forbid it, we could face a rebellion soon," Uto warned.

"That’s your problem," Hagala replied.

"No, it’s your problem because you wanted us to quickly form an army of mercenaries. Those attracted killers, butchers, and rapists; the worst scum on this continent makes up our army now. And you want to take away their entertainment?" Uto retorted.

"Rape is not entertainment," she said with a hint of anger in her voice.

"You sound like someone speaking from experience."

"My past is none of your concern. But what you can know is that I need many virgins for a very important ritual. If I don’t complete it, someone very powerful will be furious, and you know what that could mean. Just imagine if I were to lose control over our dragons, for example. Is a little casual violent sex worth turning an effective ally into a brutal enemy?"

"No. You’ll get your virgins," Uto conceded.

 

 

* * *

21.03.4885.

 

It was early morning, the first day of spring. Janosh was already up and in the stables, grooming his horse. After faithfully carrying him through the tournament, the animal deserved some care. Its sleek black coat gleamed in the light of the early morning sun.

Unlike the others, Janosh hadn’t drunk himself into a stupor. He had literally carried the king to his room, and afterward, he didn’t return to the hall. Still, he didn’t mind that the others continued drinking. His soldiers and servants had carried many others to bed as well, leaving some to sleep on tables or floors in the hall itself.

He noticed Count Sidor approaching him. His left arm was bound to his side so that he couldn’t move it. He appeared to be in good spirits; clearly, he hadn’t drunk much either and had gotten a good night’s sleep. 

Count Kasper Sidor was a young man of about twenty-five years, standing out from the crowd with his darker complexion, burnished gold in hue, and his strong facial features, from prominent cheekbones to a defined jawline, that exuded determination and confidence.

His dark brown eyes held a depth and mystery, like windows into a soul filled with experiences despite his relatively young age. The light in his gaze revealed great ambition. Thick locks of dark brown hair fell messily to his shoulders, carrying an air of untamed freedom. This young man radiated energy and resolve with every step, and his athletic build revealed physical strength and vitality.

Dressed in simple yet well-tailored clothing, he carried an aura of ease while simultaneously projecting versatility. His appearance suggested someone who had learned life’s lessons but still retained a youthful passion and enthusiasm. Janosh could understand why Kasper had been a successful suitor for Elenora’s affections.

"Good morning, Count of Dragonia," Kasper said in a deep voice.

"Good morning, Count Sidor," Janosh replied. "I hope your shoulder isn’t troubling you too much."

"Don’t worry about that. They patched me up well. So, what do you say we drop the formalities and talk casually? This protocol nonsense sometimes really gets on my nerves."

"Sure, Kasper. I have to admit, it bothers me sometimes, too."

"Now that this tournament is over the way it is, I think there’s no reason for any animosity between us."

"There isn’t. And since we’re being honest, I have to admit that I still like Elenora. But I’ve lost all chances. You were the better man."

"I was only slightly better. It could have ended differently."

"Please, take care of her. Dark times are coming, and she’ll need protection."

"Don’t worry. I’ve loved her for years, ever since we were children. Everything was fine between us until you messed things up with that dance."

"I know. However, I was truly unaware about your relationship. I hope this resolves things and sets them back to how they were."

"I hope so, too."

"How do you feel now that the royal throne is within your reach?"

"Honestly, Janosh, I couldn’t care less about the throne. And now I’m risking saying this to you, but it’s the truth. I want to marry the princess, but becoming king doesn’t interest me at all. I only want her. Taking over the kingdom is my father’s wish and that of the rest of my family, not mine."

"I can understand that," Janosh said.

"I thought you might, especially now that Queen Ondine is in the picture."

"What do you mean by that?" Janosh asked, looking at him in confusion.

"Janosh, we’re not children anymore. I’ve seen how she looks at you and how you look at her. Your gestures around her remind me of the ones you used to make toward Elenora at the beginning."

"Is it really that obvious?"

"I noticed it, and probably others did too. In fact, the entire hall likely saw it. And think about it: the queen sat to your right, that’s the place of honor, and she isn’t married. You’ve already made a statement to everyone without saying a word. Now everyone expects to see a proposal soon."

"Isn’t that a bit too fast?"

"You’re still green when it comes to nobility," Kasper said with a laugh. "Queen Ondine has moved half her kingdom to your shores, three large islands with several counties each. That alone is so extraordinary that rumors are flying among Kardigan noble families: about how powerful her magic must be, how vast her wealth is for employing so many sorcerers, her connections with flying elves, and so on. If you don’t propose to her, I can think of at least five men who will try by tomorrow morning. Whoever marries her will become part of the second most powerful family in Kardiga."

"Politics, nothing but politics. That doesn’t interest me at all."

"It doesn’t interest me either, but that’s how things work. That’s why I don’t care about the throne; it’s all a game of territory and trade, foolish arbitrations and royal decrees, because certain families can’t come to an agreement. But you’ve been handed an enormous gift on a silver platter, a gift that comes with a massive fleet of ships."

"But I don’t want to be with Ondine because of her lands, I want to be with her."

"Just like I want to be with Elenora for who she is. Propose to her today, and deal with the county and her kingdom afterward. I’m going to propose to Elenora anyway; I don’t want this dragging on longer than necessary."

"Kasper, you’ve given me much to think about. And I urgently need to take care of something before heading off to the procession. See you later," Janosh said as he hurried off briskly.

 

 

* * *

 

 

The first day of spring brought a celebration to Dragonia that echoed throughout the county and beyond. The sacred moment of spring’s arrival was illuminated by joy, vibrant colors, and the rhythm of nature, as people celebrated in ways that reflected their deep connection to their surroundings.

The spring festivities began early in the morning with processions and other religious events. In the morning hours, villagers gathered in clearings beneath the canopies of lush trees and flower gardens adorned with fresh spring blossoms and colorful ribbons. In the central square, a large wooden pavilion had been erected, decorated with hazel branches and bright fabrics, creating a colorful atmosphere. The celebration commenced with a ceremony of gratitude toward nature, where a priest or priestess expressed thanks for the abundance of spring’s bounty and the beauty of awakening nature.

Livestock, fields, orchards, and even streets were blessed, all in hopes of a fruitful season ahead. Dressed in clothing embroidered with floral patterns, people wore wreaths of fresh spring flowers in their hair. The air was filled with the scent of violets, magnolias, and freshly cut grass, while the spring breeze carried the melodies of birdsong and joy.

The first part of the day was mostly peaceful, filled with prayers, chants, and cheerful religious music from two faiths: Albina and Fera. Singers and musicians wove musical tapestries that harmonized with the sounds of spring.

After attending to some matters in town, Janosh joined the procession led by Marcijan. Silvio was there as well. Both Janosh and Silvio knew they needed to participate in events important to the people, Janosh because of his position, and Silvio to bring sorcerers closer to the common folk. Silvio’s arm was held by Giada Pontesse, and it seemed their relationship was somewhat more complicated than that of teacher and student.

Ondine held Janosh’s arm as they walked together. She had gladly accepted his invitation to join him in the procession. She wore the fur coat Janosh had gifted her since, despite spring being at hand, the morning was quite cold. Marcijan wore a long green robe and sang various prayers. Beside him walked a local priest of Albina in a white robe, singing alongside him, a rare occasion where a priest of Albin and a Feran druid could be seen together.

After passing through several streets while occasionally blessing animals and buildings along the way, it was time for the procession to split into two groups. One column followed Marcijan to his temple on the outskirts of town, while the other headed toward the old church of Albin in the center of Martin’s Creek. Janosh went with Ondine toward the church, while Silvio and Giada followed Marcijan toward the druidic temple.      

They arrived at the church. Seats for Janosh and Ondine were reserved at the front on the right side, as was customary, and there was plenty of other nobility seated there as well. The king, queen, and Princess Elenora were seated on the left side. Janosh noticed that Count Sidor was now sitting next to Elenora. Elenora glanced at Janosh with a look that carried a hint of wistfulness but also a sense of understanding. Then she turned her gaze forward to the priest, who was just beginning the mass.

The ceremony wasn’t long; the priest, from experience, knew that after lengthy processions, people disliked extended services and might simply leave the mass prematurely. When the mass concluded, he gave everyone Albina’s blessing and ended the service.

By midday, it was time for the feast. The town grew quiet for a short while as most people were indoors eating. Although some took their meals from various food stalls, everything proceeded relatively calmly and with dignity. The same was true in Dragon’s Keep. Nobles who wished to participate in processions could do so and then return to the castle as they see fit. Lunch was organized for all castle guests.

The nobles who had participated in the processions mostly returned to the castle for lunch. Once they settled into the hall, servants hurriedly began bringing out food and drink. The atmosphere grew lively. Alongside the sounds of sipping, chewing, and munching, loud conversations spread as wine began loosening tongues. Entertainers soon appeared to add to the merriment.

Once everyone had finished eating, it was time for celebration. Across Dragonia, it was well-known that this day was one for revelry. After enduring harsh winters that were difficult to survive, people always needed a good celebration, and this day promised just that. Dancing and merriment lasted all day, culminating in large bonfires under the open sky in the evening. Around these fires, people sang, danced, and shared stories under the stars.

The celebration of spring’s first day was not only an expression of gratitude toward nature but also an opportunity for communal joy, memory-making, and strengthening their bond with the environment surrounding them. This year’s festivities were larger than ever before since the town had grown significantly, and many Rohamarans were deeply grateful to have survived their first harsh winter here.

The celebration at the castle moved from the hall to the courtyard, where a large bonfire burned brightly. Around the fire, people sang, danced, and relaxed.

At one point, Janosh led Ondine aside, away from the noise.

"Ondine," he began, gazing into her beautiful green eyes that sparkled in the firelight. "I’m not a man of many words, but after these past few days, I know what I feel in my heart. And I know what I want." He knelt before her and opened a small box containing a ring. "Your Highness, will you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?"

Ondine’s eyes filled with tears as she bent down and embraced him. "Yes," she said, and kissed him.

Their lips met with tenderness and passion, creating a moment where only the two of them existed in the world. The kiss was like a gentle dance, where light and shadow intertwined to form a harmony of passion. They felt each other’s warmth, deeply immersed in a moment where all senses blended into an indescribable ecstasy. Their passionate exchange of breath carried the sweet scent of freedom and love, creating a memory that would remain etched in their hearts forever.

He slid the ring onto her finger. In the soft glow of the firelight, which refracted off every jewel, a stunning golden ring now adorned her hand. The centerpiece of the ring was a magnificent diamond, encased in patinated gold. The diamond, clear and radiant, resembled a frozen star captured in a time capsule.

Its transparency revealed a brilliance that seemed to have shone for decades. Surrounding the central gem, the golden band of the ring was crafted with extraordinary care and precision. The relief patterns resembled braids from centuries past, each detail showcasing the jeweler’s mastery. The edges of the ring were adorned with tiny diamonds, like twinkling stars accompanying the main star.

Janosh pulled her close and kissed her once more. For a moment, time stood still, and the world existed only within that perfect, passionate kiss. Their souls intertwined, creating an indescribable bond that transcended words. And as they parted, they felt invisible threads of passion lingering between them, binding them together in that magical moment of love.

 

 

II - Mission

24.03.4885.

 

On the green plains of a vast expanse in Potavatar’ru, at the break of dawn, a mighty army rose like waves before a storm. Hundreds of cavalrymen advanced slowly, their armor gleaming in the morning sun like blood-red rubies, while their swords flashed with the brilliance of death. Their helmets were adorned with soft feathers swaying in the wind, heralding the arrival of knights, the masters of mounted power.

Behind them, like an endless sea, marched the pikemen. Holding their spears firmly in hand, they created a forest of sharp points that defiantly reached toward the sky. Their gray uniforms were as somber as the sky before a storm, and the sound of their boots echoed like the prelude to a war symphony.

Strategically positioned within the formation were archers, their bows ready to unleash a rain of arrows that could blot out the sun. Their eyes, artists of death, searched for targets between the forest of spearheads, prepared to unleash their deadly dance upon enemy ranks.

In this dramatic moment, the army resembled a dark gray wave surging forward, a harbinger of a fierce storm that would consume everything in its path. The cavalry brought with them the sound of wild thunder; the pikemen stood immovable like a forest before a hurricane; and the archers were like witches dancing to foretell impending doom.

As the eyes of their enemies met this dark horizon, the air grew thick with tension. It was the moment before chaos descended upon the world, a moment where destiny would be written with swords, spears, and deadly arrows.

Opposite Turna’s army stood the cavalry forces of the native tribes who lived on Potavatar’ru’s plains and forests. They embodied a power that was both elegant and awe-inspiring in its presence. Their horses, strong and resilient, were chosen partners of these warriors, and their natural connection with their riders formed the foundation of an impressive military force. The colors of their horses reflected nature’s diversity, from golden hues reminiscent of desert sands to shades of brown and black, all the way to amber tones inspired by forest landscapes.

The riders wore traditional attire richly adorned with leatherwork, feathers, and various beads. Leather and feathers intertwined in colorful patterns, creating a blend of desert elegance and arboreal natural beauty. Warrior masks, decorated with tribal and clan symbols, concealed their identities as the wild wind carried their battle cries across the plains.

They were armed with longbows crafted from flexible wood and leather, carrying arrows tipped with feathers and leather strips for added precision. Additionally, short swords hung from their belts, perfect for close combat engagements.

Potavatar’ru was a region few dared to attack. Its cavalry’s ability for rapid mobilization, precise archery, and constant connection with nature made it a unique and formidable force. This army reflected a deeply rooted bond with the environment and respect for tradition. Defeating these horsemen on their home turf was an exceptionally difficult task.

On the beautiful green plains, two opposing worlds and two different approaches to warfare collided. On one side stood an army of heavily armored knights on horseback, phalanxes of pikemen, and skilled archers. On the other side was a light and versatile cavalry force composed of warriors from several tribes.

The battle began with the movement of the pikemen’s phalanxes. Their organized maneuvers created an impenetrable wall with their large shields. Two rows of pikemen layered their shields in overlapping rows, forming a solid barrier through which only two lines of spears protruded forward at an angle, perfectly positioned to impale charging horsemen. Behind them stood a line of seasoned soldiers armed with swords and standard shields, while several rows of archers waited further back, bows ready to fire.

The armored cavalry stood behind these formations but positioned on both flanks to quickly move in front of the pikemen or protect them from side attacks if necessary.

Impatient and overconfident, the Potavatar’ran cavalry charged forward, shouting battle cries and drawing their bows. To less disciplined armies, this mass of seemingly chaotic riders would have appeared terrifying, but Turna’s army was well-organized. The arrows fired by the Potavatar’rans were largely blocked by the shield wall; only a few soldiers fell behind it. Turna’s archers quickly drew their bows and released them in perfect synchronization over the shield wall. It looked like a black rain falling upon the charging cavalry.

Wounded horses collapsed as if mowed down, their riders crushed beneath them if they hadn’t already been struck by arrows. It was a horrifying sight. After just the first volley, a significant portion of the cavalry was no longer charging, and then came another wave of arrows. By this point, half the enemy force had either lost their mounts or had horses fleeing wildly without riders. What had initially been an intimidating wave of cavalry now resembled an inexperienced army charging headlong into its own destruction.

Those still charging reached the shield wall and tried to leap over it, but for most, it was a futile effort. The well-trained pikemen directed their spears so effectively that many horses and their riders ended up impaled on them. A few managed to force their horses onto the shields or slip between the spears to cross over, only to be met by veteran soldiers with swords who finished the massacre.

The heavy cavalry on Turna’s flanks moved in against those riders who had avoided the spears. Their armor and massive swords now became decisive advantages. The Potavatar’ran horsemen had nowhere left to escape and fell one by one under the blades of Turna’s heavily armed knights, and he was among those knights himself.

Within just a few dozen minutes, the entire battle was over. Although Turna’s army suffered losses, they were negligible compared to the Potavatar’ran forces. The once-green plain was now almost entirely red, soaked in blood. A few of the Potavatar’ran warriors managed to escape, but all others who remained were either dead or gravely injured.

"Finish off all the survivors. Tend to our wounded. Capture all their healthy horses and bring them here. As for the injured ones that can’t recover, put them down, and tonight we’ll feast well," Turna commanded. "Collect all weapons you find. You can keep any gold or jewelry."

His soldiers, mercenaries, and killers of every kind gleefully roamed the field, killing anyone who showed signs of life and scavenging valuables from the bodies. No one bothered to move the corpses; they were left strewn across the field, while flocks of crows and vultures were already circling overhead. This mass of bodies served as a message to anyone who might consider resisting this army.

The troops set up their tents a short distance away from the battlefield, ready for rest and recovery. By tomorrow morning, they would march onward; their next target was to burn down the city from which this enemy force had come.

 

 

* * *

27.03.4885.

 

Hagala stood atop her tower, gazing down at the city below. The mage’s tower dominated the skyline of Shawatano like an elegant giant touching the heavens with its slender peak. Built from mystical stone blocks, the tower shimmered in a kaleidoscope of colors, thanks to the enchantments woven into its walls. Its structure was intricate yet surprisingly airy, adorned with exquisite stained-glass windows that brought the walls to life like portals to another world.

The tower was the tallest structure in the city, and its uppermost floors opened onto spacious balconies offering breathtaking views of the streets and houses below. And now, it was hers. During the conquest of the city, the tower’s former owner, a venerable wizard with a handful of apprentices, had been the only real resistance they encountered. But he was no match for her. All that remained of him and his students were bloodstains on the courtyard beneath the tower.

Beyond claiming the tower itself, Hagala had also taken over several nearby buildings and ordered a wall to be constructed around them, creating the appearance of an enclosed courtyard surrounding the tower. She needed space for her plans.

She wasn’t alone in the tower. Many women had chosen to join her, seeking to learn magic under her tutelage. Some had come simply because it spared them from the merciless soldiers, but Hagala didn’t mind. Even if their sole intention was to learn magic to avenge themselves against soldiers who had violated them, Hagala found that perfectly acceptable.

She focused her thoughts on Bhi’anaka.

'Bhi’anaka, can you hear me?' she thought.

'I hear you,' a deep, draconic voice resonated in her mind. Though they communicated through thoughts, it still sounded in her head as if he were standing nearby and speaking aloud.

'I’ve sent the other dragons to burn and destroy Potavatar’ru and Kvakvani, but I have a special task for you.'

'What do you need me to do?'

'Go to Kardiga across the Great Ocean. To the place we visited recently.'

'Yes, I remember,' he hissed. His voice carried a hint of anger, as he vividly recalled the day he had nearly met his end.

'Don’t linger in the County of Dragonia; instead, move further into other regions. And create chaos.'

'Chaos as I desire?'

'Yes, the greater the destruction, the better. Do your utmost to cause as much damage as possible there. Enjoy it.'

'With pleasure,' Bhi’anaka replied, sounding as though he was smiling.

'But be careful, there are several other dragons there. Some you’ve already encountered, but there are more.'

'You sound like you’re worried about me. That’s unlike you, Hagala.'

'I know, but you carry out your tasks exceptionally well. I don’t have the patience or time to train another dragon in everything that’s necessary.'

'Don’t worry; I know how to protect myself. And that land you call Kardiga, it will burn,' he said, and their connection abruptly ended. Hagala could have sworn she heard him laughing loudly before the link broke. She turned and summoned one of her apprentices.

"Kalista!"

"Yes, Mistress?" A young woman in a red dress came running.

"Summon the others and bring the red and white dresses. New girls are arriving, and we need to welcome them. Meet me at the entrance in a few minutes."

"At once, Mistress," Kalista said and hurried off.

Hagala slowly made her way toward the stairs and began descending. There were many steps, but she didn’t mind.

In the courtyard, several carriages stood, carrying young girls inside. There were about twenty of them. Around the carriages stood a handful of soldiers who had escorted them to Hagala’s tower. The young girls were visibly frightened by everything. They didn’t look like city women. They were dressed in simple linen and cotton dresses with various vests over them. A few carried small woven bags, and that was all they had. Many were barefoot.

On their faces, Hagala could see bruises. The soldiers had not been gentle with them and had taken everything from them. They likely hadn’t eaten in days.

"Step down from the carriages and come to me," Hagala said, extending her hands toward them.

The girls quickly climbed down from the carriages and instinctively gathered in front of her. Among them, Hagala noticed one girl with slightly darker skin and strikingly large blue eyes whose face was more than half-covered in bruises, with one eye bloodshot, clearly from being struck. She approached her.

"What is your name?" Hagala asked.

"Mani," the girl replied in a trembling voice.

"I need to check something. I won’t hurt you; I’ll just place my hand on your forehead."

Mani flinched instinctively when Hagala raised her hand, but then calmed down and allowed her to place her hand on her forehead. Hagala briefly closed her eyes for a moment before removing her hand and turning toward the soldiers.

"Didn’t I say these girls were not to be touched?" Hagala asked the soldiers.

Some of them merely smirked, while one, chewing on a toothpick between his teeth, said with a rough laugh:

"We were just having a little fun, weren’t we, girls?" He chuckled as Hagala noticed fear flash in the eyes of several of the girls at his words.

She looked at that soldier and made a light slicing motion through the air with her hand as though cutting something with her palm. The soldier screamed, his face twisting into an expression of agony. The toothpick fell from his mouth as he clutched his stomach with both hands. His shirt was suddenly soaked in blood as his intestines spilled out onto the ground through his fingers. He collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath. Hagala walked up to him slowly and gripped his throat with her fingers.

A moment later, he fell to the ground, and in her hand was his torn-out larynx. She dropped it onto the floor without a second glance.

"Did any of them do anything else to you?" Hagala asked the young girls.

One of them shakily raised her hand and pointed at a soldier with a long, scruffy beard. He immediately turned pale but didn’t have time to feel fear for long; within moments, he was hurled into a wall and then collapsed onto the floor like a sack of grain. His head was crushed, blood pooling beneath him. The remaining soldiers stood frozen in terror, unsure of what to do next.

"I will repeat this one last time," Hagala said coldly to those who remained standing, "the girls you bring to me are not to be touched by anyone under any circumstances. Is that clear?"

The soldiers nodded in agreement.

"Now leave this place and tell your comrades what happens to those who disobey me. And take this trash out of my courtyard," Hagala commanded. The remaining soldiers grabbed the corpses by their legs and began dragging them out through the courtyard gates.

Hagala muttered a brief spell, and the blood on her hand vanished. The girls watched her with awe.

"Which of you has been violated?" she asked. Aside from Mani, several other girls raised their hands. Hagala nodded toward Kalista, who handed red dresses to those girls. The others were given white dresses.

"My name is Hagala. This is Kalista, my diligent apprentice. She will show you where you’ll sleep and where you can freshen up. Welcome to my school of magic. If you don’t wish to learn magic, no one will keep you here against your will; you are free to leave. The doors are not locked. But I must warn you that once you leave, you’ll again be at the mercy of soldiers like those. Beyond these walls, I cannot protect you. My suggestion is that you stay with me, at least until you learn how to defend yourselves against such filth."

"Are you hungry?" Kalista asked them. All of them nodded affirmatively in response. "Follow me," she said, leading them toward a building from which the smell of cooked meat wafted.

Hagala returned to her tower. This was the first group of girls, but she needed more, many more. Still, she was certain that after word spread about today’s events, others would start coming voluntarily.

Soon, she would have to perform the first ritual of many. She had to fulfill her mission; otherwise, she would face a fate worse than death.

 

 

III – Fires of Sliasthorp

01.04.4885.

 

Bhi’ānaka used translocation to immediately appear above Sliasthorp, the capital of Frosnejord, a land of barbarians in the distant frozen north. As soon as he arrived, he began circling the city to observe it more closely. This would be the place where he would begin his chaos.

It wasn’t a particularly developed city, despite its large area. At its center, perched on a raised hill, stood a modest fortress built from rough stone blocks. It had only four towers connected by walls. Within the fortress walls were several buildings that were essentially part of the fortress itself, as they were directly integrated into its structure.

Surrounding the fortress were houses of various sizes, mostly constructed from stone, with thick layers of straw covering their roofs. Among these houses, Bhi’ānaka saw numerous people running in panic in all directions. They were dressed in a variety of ways, some covered in furs, others in colorful fabrics, and some even wearing metal pieces, likely warriors of some kind. Bhi’ānaka couldn’t suppress his laughter as he imagined what his breath would do to these houses and these barbarians.

Although his world didn’t have such a culture, Bhi’ānaka was old and wise enough to understand why these people were universally called barbarians.

He turned his attention back to the fortress and its towers. Nowhere did he see any significant siege weapons like giant crossbows or similar devices. Thus, he didn’t need to worry about weaponry. Perhaps they had a sorcerer among them, but in his more than three thousand years of existence, only one sorceress had ever managed to pose a threat to him, so he wasn’t particularly concerned.

He folded his wings tightly against his body and began diving toward the city, rapidly gaining speed. A moment before deciding to spread his wings, he took a deep breath. Then he extended his wings, shifting into a sweeping flight over the rooftops and unleashing a fiery inferno from his mouth onto the houses below. He could hear the horrific screams of adults and children burning alive within seconds. Numerous animals, cows, horses, and others, also let out agonized cries as the fire consumed building after building.

Bhi’ānaka gloated in satisfaction; it had been a long time since he’d had the chance to destroy cities like this on his own. On his home world, there were no cities left anymore.

As his breath ended, he sharply veered left to perform another pass and repeat his fiery attack. Once again, flames poured out over the houses ahead while he simultaneously admired the flaming devastation on his left from his first attack. Due to his high speed, he didn’t even need to flap his wings; the inertia carried him forward, making the experience even more enjoyable.

Suddenly, he lost speed and crashed full-length onto the houses below him. His massive body crushed stone walls and obliterated everything beneath him. Since his breath hadn’t immediately stopped upon impact, it enveloped him in flames that ignited everything flammable, straw, fabrics and wood beams. His fall caused almost as much destruction to the city as his earlier fiery assault had done.

Bhi’ānaka felt the impact acutely; it was very painful. At first, he didn’t understand what had happened; for a second or two, he was dazed. Then it all became clear; something had grabbed hold of his tail and stopped him almost instantly. But what could possess such strength?

On this world, there were other dragons, but as far as he knew, only one was as large and powerful as himself, and even a dragon of that size wouldn’t be able to halt him like this. Rage coursed through his veins and jolted him into action; he immediately rose up again. As he lifted himself off the ground, a massive cloud of dust rose with him, along with chunks of stone that had fallen onto his body during the crash. But this dust was insignificant compared to the thick plumes of flame and black smoke surrounding him now.

Bhi’ānaka turned around energetically, smashing the remaining buildings beneath him with his feet and tail, trying to locate whatever had stopped him. Out of the smoke emerged a creature made entirely of stone. Its stone head, with two hollow openings for eyes, was level with his own. The body was a rough humanoid shape with two massive stone arms.

Bhi’ānaka immediately recognized it as an earth elemental. Such beings were always constructed from the strongest natural material available, which in this case was black granite. The dragon charged at it with the same ferocity as the elemental advanced toward him. He unleashed his flames at full strength upon the creature, but they had no effect; it was entirely unfazed and struck him moments later with a powerful punch to the head.

The blow sent Bhi’ānaka flying backward and dazed him. For a brief moment, he felt concern; while he knew what an elemental was, he had never encountered one this large before, and its granite composition clearly made it immune to his fire.

The elemental swung its massive arms at the dragon, trying to land another hit, but Bhi’ānaka skillfully dodged each strike. He flapped his wings and briefly lifted himself into the air before diving down onto the elemental, clawing at it with all four of his legs. The sound of his claws scraping against stone was deafening, and shards of rock broke off from the elemental’s body. However, this opponent was clearly no fool and immediately seized the opportunity presented to it. It wrapped both of its enormous arms around Bhi’ānaka’s torso, just below his wings.

The elemental began squeezing tightly, and Bhi’ānaka found it difficult to breathe. He tried to push away with his legs, but they were poorly positioned and slid downward without leverage. He flapped his wings furiously in an attempt to break free, but the stone arms continued to constrict him relentlessly. Despite exerting all his strength, he couldn’t lift the heavy elemental off the ground.

Bhi’ānaka knew a spell that could kill this elemental instantly, but using it in such close quarters would also kill him in the process. Then he realized: this was stone. With what little air remained in his lungs, he uttered magical words and pressed his snout against the elemental’s head before letting out a roar.

However, what emerged from his mouth wasn’t the familiar dragon roar but a magically altered high-pitched tone that reverberated for several seconds as if echoing within itself. The frequency was so intense that even Bhi’ānaka had to close his eyes from the pain it caused in his own head.

The vibrations of the sound begin to shake the elemental and the ground beneath it. The surrounding houses trembled, and stones started cracking and falling from their walls. He saw fissures forming across the elemental’s body and then braced his legs against it. One of the elemental’s arms broke off, and Bhi’ānaka managed to free himself. Almost in a panic, he took flight, clawing at the elemental beneath him with all his might.

The elemental, now holding its severed left arm at the shoulder with its right hand, collapsed heavily onto the ground. Encouraged by his newfound advantage, Bhi’ānaka inhaled deeply and turned to finish off the fallen elemental.

Out of the corner of his eye, however, he saw another elemental, nearly identical in size, approaching rapidly with loud, earth-shaking footsteps. This one was armed and charging toward him. In its right hand, it wielded an enormous club made of ice.

Bhi’ānaka decided to retreat; that icy club could pose a significant threat to him. Ice alone was dangerous enough, though he could melt it quickly, but a club of this size was clearly magical in origin, and he couldn’t be certain his breath would damage it.

He glanced once more at the fallen elemental struggling to rise and then at the second one closing in fast. Despite his desire to finish them both off, he decided to end this battle another time. He would need to find out where these elementals had come from and who was powerful enough to summon them.

With powerful beats of his wings, he gained altitude. After a few flaps, he hovered in midair, wings beating steadily. Chanting magical words, he summoned fiery meteors that began raining down from the sky across the city. If he couldn’t enjoy destruction up close, he would wreak havoc from a safe distance instead.

He was careful not to target the fortress with his attack; neither his breath nor the fiery meteors touched it, while everything around it burned and crumbled into ruin.

This continued for several minutes before Bhi’ānaka flew off with satisfaction. Using a translocation spell, he vanished from the sky, leaving behind a scorched Sliasthorp and two elementals standing amidst the smoldering ruins.

Once the dragon disappeared from sight, both stone elementals began to pulse with an inner light that radiated outward through the cracks in their bodies like shimmering crystals awakening from slumber. The light grew in intensity, permeating every fragment of stone as if the very rocks themselves had come alive.

The elementals began to shrink and take on human forms, their stone bodies gradually softening and warming. The stone melted like liquid lava, and the light within it shone ever brighter. In the moment when the last remnants of stone disappeared, two men remained, one lying on the ground without an arm, and the other kneeling beside him.

The kneeling man was dressed in fabric mimicking the colors of the earth, with the scent of fresh soil emanating from him. His brown hair cascaded down his shoulders like a waterfall, and his eyes were clear, radiant, and full of life. Traces of stone transitioned into skin on his arms and legs, serving as a reminder of his natural connection to the element of earth.

Before him lay the Great Druid, guardian of the plant kingdom and keeper of ancient wisdom. His body, united with the earth, exuded age and gravity, while a branch-like olive-colored beard wove its way down to his chest. His eyes, like deep forests, glimmered with echoes of distant times.

The ancient cloak he wore, woven from leaves and moss, was adorned with runes that reflected the long history and vitality of the Great Druid. On his shoulder, where an arm once was, there now remained an empty space, a symbol of the sacrifice he had made to preserve nature.

Beneath him, the earth felt his pain. It remembered every step he had taken through its forests, every act of love he had shown toward it. But now he was wounded, and the blood on his chest was as red as the brightest autumn leaves. The Great Druid’s eyes gazed toward the sky, where the forest canopies and mountains met the heavens.

Other wounds intertwined with branches and stones bore testament to battles long past. The arm that once raised living ash and directed nature’s forces was now gone, but the spirit of the Great Druid remained unbroken. Even in his injured state, his presence conveyed a profound bond with nature. He lay there, old and wounded but still vital, a bridge between past and future, between age and the eternity of the forest.

Marcijan began a healing prayer, placing his hand on the Great Druid’s shoulder, but no magic came forth. It was as if their goddess wasn’t listening to him. Marcijan repeated the prayer over and over again, but nothing happened.

"Marcijan, the time has come," said the old druid, looking at him with his warm, aged eyes.

"No, it can’t be," Marcijan replied.

"It is time. I can feel Fera calling me. I’ve lost too much blood to recover without her mercy. And if you cannot heal me, then it is certain, it is my time."

Marcijan rolled up his cloak into a bundle and placed it under the Great Druid’s head, just to give him a little comfort.

"But who will















IV – The Rite
























V – The Grey Council


































































































































































































VI – The Green Dragon
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