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CHAPTER 1 – CHAINS
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THE FIRST BREATH CAME out as a rasp. With the second, Elka felt a sharp pain explode in her chest. She opened her eyes into darkness, her limbs aching, her knees pressed into a damp, freezing floor. The air was suffocating, a mixed smell of iron, mold, excrement... and something worse. Corrupted magic.

Instinctively, she tried to move her arms. The sharp clang of metal froze her blood. She was in chains. 

She forced herself upright, ignoring the stab of pain in her wrists and ankles. A faint greenish glow filtered in from distant torches, just enough to reveal stone walls crusted with mold and strange symbols carved into the rock.

“Balù,” she whispered hoarsely. “Balù, come...”

Nothing.

She closed her eyes, trying to attune herself to her inner beast, as she had done a thousand times before. The bond between them had always been strong, instinctive. Now there was only silence. 

She lowered her gaze to the manacles. The runes engraved on them glowed faintly with a reddish light, as if reacting to her attempt.

“Unfortunately, magic doesss not work here.”

The voice came from the next cell.

Elka jolted. “Orlik!”

A weak, broken laugh. “In the flesssh... more or lesss.”

Relief made her shoulders tremble. “Are you okay?”

“I’m alive... a kind of sucesss in a place like thisss one.”

They fell silent for a moment, both trying to piece together what they remembered. The abduction. The darkness... Kane.

They were awakened by the sound of slow footsteps echoing through the cold, damp stone corridors. A figure appeared before the cells, illuminated by the flickering glow of a lantern. It was Professor Arkos Malvern.

His cloak was immaculate, untouched by dust. His face clean and composed, as if he were not standing in the dungeons of a demonic castle but in the corridors of the university. His eyes were cold and impassive, like carved marble.

“You damned traitor!” Elka exploded, springing to her feet. The chains bit into her wrists, but she didn’t care. “Coward! Sellout! May you be cursed down to your very bones!”

Malvern observed her the way one observes a passing nuisance. He waited for her outburst to fade, then spoke with almost offensive calm.

“Good morning to you, and welcome to the dungeons of Kane’s castle.”

Elka’s fury flared. “How could you?” she shouted. “You were our professor for years! You betrayed the school, the students... and you killed Professor Daron!”

For the first time, a flicker crossed Malvern’s face. “A side effect,” he replied curtly. “Nothing personal. The world moves on just fine without him.”

He paused briefly. “If anything, he has finally stopped praising his abysmal students.”

Elka ground her teeth. Daron hadn’t just been a professor. He had been a mentor. An ally. A brother-in-arms.

“Ends and intentions don’t matter,” Malvern continued. “Only results do. And those are achieved by using whatever means are necessary.”

“Pathetic,” Elka hissed.

Malvern turned to leave, then paused again, without looking back.

“I hope your friend Albert is making good progress. You’re still alive only because you’re useful as bait.” He lowered his voice slightly. “But Kane is not known for his patience. Soon he will realize there is no need to keep you both alive.”

When he was gone, silence fell like a sentence.

Elka let herself slide against the damp wall. Despair tried to creep in, seeping through the cracks of her courage. But it took her only a moment to drive it back. 

“Do you think we’ll make it?” Orlik asked quietly.

Elka lifted her gaze. A stubborn fire burned in her eyes. “Yes. I am sure Albert is already on his way. And when he gets here...”

“He will do exactly what I want.”

Another presence had emerged silently from the shadows. The voice was calm, deep, terribly controlled.

Kane’s crimson gaze settled first on Orlik, then on Elka, studying them with cold interest, as if they were laboratory specimens.

Elka looked up, a low growl in her throat. 

“If you’re going to kill us, just do it.”

A thin smile curved Kane’s lip. 

“Kill you?” he repeated, as if amused by the idea. “No. If I had wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have brought you here.”

Elka clenched her fists against the chains. “What do you want from Albert?” she asked, her voice strained but steady.

At the mention of the name, Kane’s eyes gleamed.

“Albert...” he murmured, savoring each syllable. “He is far more important than he believes. And the two of you are the key to bending him.”

He stepped closer to the cell, lowering himself until he was level with Elka’s face. She could feel his warm, unnatural and steady breath.

“He’s coming to save you,” Kane said with certainty. “I know it. And when he arrives, he will do exactly what I desire.”

Elka shook her chains violently. “You don’t know him,” she shot back. “Albert will never bow to you.”

Kane straightened slowly. “Oh, but I know him very well,” he replied. “I know his guilt. His need to protect those he loves. And I know that right now he is willing to sacrifice anything – even his foolish moral principles – to avoid losing you.”

He turned, walking back into the darkness.

“Rest now. The game has just begun.”

The shadows swallowed him, leaving behind only the harsh certainty that their true imprisonment had yet to begin.
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CHAPTER 2 – THE TRAVEL PLAN 
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THE WALLS OF ERYNDOR rose dark against a purple sky, the last glimmers of the dying sun dancing over damp tiles and the sharp rooftops of the houses. The city – the last stronghold of the kingdom of Xandoria along the northern border – seemed to watch the horizon with weary yet vigilant eyes. By the time the group crossed the drawbridge, the day was nearly spent.

A few drowsy guards at the entrance cast them distracted glances, too tired or disillusioned to stop a mismatched, dust-covered party.

Kaelion, the rector, was the first to speak. “Let’s split up. Time is not on our side. We need supplies, weapons, horses... and a detailed map. Mr. Albert, with me.”

Albert nodded. The thought that had haunted him for days burned inside him: Kane had kidnapped Elka and Orlik, two of his dearest friends, and dragged them into the demon lands. That was their destination. The very heart of darkness.

Before reaching Eryndor, Albert had asked the group to make a detour to his home. He needed to speak with his father. Once there, he told his parents about everything that had happened after the tournament and, with effort, voiced the thought tormenting him: “If I learn how to master black necromancy... could I get rid of Kane once and for all?”

His mother had stared at him, stunned. His father, grim-faced, had replied sharply, “Perhaps. But in doing so, you would deny who you are, becoming exactly like the one you hate and wish to defeat.”

Albert had shaken his head. His father looked at him sternly and added, “We had an agreement: you would learn and use only white necromancy. You gave me your word. I expect you to keep it.”

At those words, Albert clenched his fists. 

“I’ve always tried to act with respect and according to the values you taught me. But now the lives of two people I love are at stake. I’m willing to do anything to save them,” he said, meeting his father’s gaze.

“If you resort to black necromancy,” Achillus had replied, “you will not only dishonor me and yourself; you will become a pale copy of Kane. Face him with everything you’ve learned over the years... but do not turn into a dark shadow.”

Albert had said nothing more. He went up to his room, retrieved a few items, then left without another word.

“Help your brother stay on the right path,” Achillus had told Axel and Ariel, worried. 

“And make sure you all come back safe,” their mother, Angela, had added.

Two days had passed since then, and Albert could still feel the tension coiling inside him. What should he do? Listen to his father and limit himself to white necromancy, or use every means to save his friends? After all, he was fighting for a just cause...

“Mr. Albert, are you listening to me?” Kaelion asked for the second time, watching him sternly.

Albert snapped back to the present. “Where are the others?” he asked, only now realizing he had been left alone with the rector.

“Ah,” the rector sighed. “Axel and Ariel went to the shops and markets for provisions. Tempras, Thrain, and Lyra are handling arrows, knives, potions and anything else useful in battle. Veylon, Lyrelis, and Thalrian are tasked with acquiring horses. As for Cedric... I have no idea. That paladin is not particularly talkative, nor especially social.”

Albert followed Kaelion down a side street, far from the main roads, where the signs were old and faded and the lantern light flickered as if afraid of the dark. The air was colder here, thick with smoke and unspoken secrets.

The Buried Lantern appeared at the end of the alley like a forgotten wreck. The building was low and slanted, almost sunken into the ground, as if the city itself were slowly swallowing it. Its blackened stone walls were cracked and covered in moss, and a rusted iron lantern hung above the entrance, half-buried in wax from dozens of long-melted candles.

The dark wooden door was carved with ancient symbols, so worn by time they were nearly unrecognizable. Narrow, clouded windows let through only a faint glow.

Kaelion didn’t knock. He simply pushed the creaking door open and stepped inside. Albert followed.

The interior was dim and cluttered with objects that seemed too old to be real and too strange to have a purpose. A scratched gramophone in the corner spat out warped notes. A strangely hypnotic melody, distorted, almost venomous in its continuous return.

Perched on the counter was a peculiar creature. At first glance, it resembled a simple crow: black, plump, with bright eyes and a tarnished silver beak. But two additional limbs sprouted from the upper part of its body, ending in small, deformed hands. A grotesque detail that shattered the illusion of an ordinary animal, making the creature unmistakably unnatural.

“Garrick Ironbeak,” Kaelion announced.

The crow lifted its head and squinted. “Rector Kaelion. It’s been a long time, time, time.”

Albert raised an eyebrow. “A... talking crow?”

Kaelion gestured lightly. “Garrick is more than that. He’s an echo. An old, twisted summoning... that never chose to fade.”

Garrick chuckled. “True. I’ve grown fond of this world. There’s... an interesting disorder here, here, here.”

Albert looked to Kaelion for clarification, but the rector moved on. “We need a map. We must reach Velmara, then the Semon Lands to the north.”

“A map like that does not exist, exist, exist,” croaked Garrick.

Without a word, Kaelion pulled four gold coins from his pocket and placed them on the counter.

“But I can draw one for you, you, you,” the crow added at the sight of the gold.

He turned, grabbed a blank parchment with his small hands and a peacock-feather quill with his beak. Without hesitation, Garrick dipped it into ink and began sketching. His movements were astonishingly quick for a bird, each stroke precise and confident, as though he knew exactly where every mountain, river, and ruin lay. Within minutes, the empty parchment filled with intricate, vivid details.

Watching with curiosity, Albert recognized several places he had only heard of: Velmara, the great port city; Eldrimar, the forest of the elves and Lyrelis’s homeland; and the border of the demon lands, where they would try to rescue Elka and Orlik.

Kaelion leaned beside him. “I have great faith in our group, Mr. Albert, but alone we would not be able to face Kane’s demonic hordes. That is why we must pass through the elves of Erindor and ask for their aid. They may prove decisive.”

Albert nodded, but his eyes were fixed on another point on the map – between the forest of Erindor and the Demon Lands – labeled the Forgotten Steppes. While the rest of the map was rich in detail, that area showed nothing: no city, no ruin, no road. Only a single oak tree, drawn at the center. Around it, nothing.

“Why is there only a tree there?” Albert asked.

“Because it’s all that matters in that forsaken place, place, place,” Garrick replied.

“Reassuring,” Albert muttered.

Once the map was complete, they assessed their options. The first step was reaching the port city of Velmara. Garrick outlined three routes.

“The first: through Valmaris, a friendly kingdom, kingdom, kingdom. Long, but safe. Ten days on horseback, horseback, horseback.”

Albert shook his head. “Too long.”

“The second,” Garrick continued, “is shorter: the haunted lands, lands, lands. Four to five days across the hills. By day, the journey is calm, calm, calm. By night...” He paused theatrically. “Undead, restless spirits, and damned souls, souls, souls.”

Albert stiffened. During the Totem challenge in the Twelve Labors tournament, they had spent a night at the edge of those lands. He knew what it meant to face them and he wasn’t ready to drag the entire group into that nightmare. Even if they survived, they would suffer losses, or at best emerge exhausted, forced to travel by day and fight by night.

Not an option.

“The third,” Garrick said, lowering his voice, “follows the coast and crosses the Swamp of Sorrow, sorrow, sorrow. About two days on horseback, then two on foot. Territory of the lizardfolk. Over eight thousand, thousand, thousand.”

Albert exhaled. None of the paths seemed ideal.

That was when Kaelion spoke. “And this is the fastest route?”

“It is,” the crow confirmed. “And there is a secret path, path, path. It will keep you away from the main encampments. The risk remains... but it is contained, contained, contained.”

Albert thought for a moment. Then an idea struck him. “Rector Kaelion, why don’t we use teleportation? During the Twelve Labors tournament, we traveled that way. We’d save a lot of time.”

Kaelion sighed. “Only Orzathar the Whisper and Tibralt Stormveil can open portals like those used in the tournament. Neither of them is here. And even if they were, it would require an intimate knowledge of both the departure and destination. Kane managed to teleport to the Demon Lands because he knew them well... and because he is a Dominus. The difference between a Master and a Dominus...” he paused, “...is far greater than you imagine, Mr. Albert.”

A dark thought crossed Albert’s mind. Kane was a Dominus of Demonology. Albert was only a third-level necromancer, a title earned from the recently concluded tournament. Even if he reached him... would he stand any chance at all?

He shook his head. This was not the time for doubt.

“Then we’ll go through the swamp,” Albert said at last, pointing to it on the map.

Kaelion nodded.

Garrick folded the map with his claws and handed it to Albert. “Then may the swamp welcome you, you, you.”

When they left the shop, night had already fallen. They had a plan and a map.

Their journey to the Demon Lands had officially begun. 
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CHAPTER 3 – THE SWAMP OF SORROW
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THEY SET OUT AT DAWN the next day. Veylon and the others had already prepared the horses by the time Albert stepped out of the tavern where they had stayed. They left Eryndor after a frugal breakfast.

Albert had never left the kingdom of Xandoria. Now he was about to travel farther than his imagination had ever dared. Even if this was no pleasure journey, the idea of crossing unknown lands stirred an unexpected excitement within him.

The first day on horseback passed without incident. Following well-known trails winding through forests and plains toward the coast, they encountered only a few traveling merchants and a small group of hunters. For the rest of the journey, they rode in silence; each lost in thought, forced to face inner demons no road could outrun.

He hadn’t told anyone, but Albert hated riding horses. Though he considered them fascinating and noble creatures, he had always preferred to keep his distance. Only his mother’s insistence had convinced him to complete basic training. Now his inexperience was painfully obvious. While the others rode with ease, Albert felt a chill crawl over his skin every time they broke into a gallop.

“Let the swamps come soon”, he thought that first night as they rested, his back completely wrecked.

They had camped near a quiet clearing where the forest opened to a sky heavy with stars. Before turning in, they had gathered around the fire, yet a strange coldness lingered between them. Albert was exhausted and in no mood for conversation. Kaelion, seated a short distance away, seemed lost in thought.

Veylon, Lyrelis, and Thalrian finished their meal in silence and went to lay down without a word. Cedric had withdrawn to kneel in prayer. Axel and Ariel, after cooking an excellent boar, carefully cleaned the utensils. Thrain the barbarian snored loudly, sprawled on the ground after draining two flasks of wine. The only one speaking nonstop was Tempras, though his attention was entirely focused on Lyra, who was also somewhat tipsy.

Albert thought again of Elka and Orlik. “I wonder if they’re alright”, he thought, a knot tightening in his stomach as the image of Kane abducting them continued to haunt him.

Then he lingered on the tiefling’s words: “I need your necromancer magic... to summon the Dark Lord.” Who was the Dark Lord? No one had ever heard that name before, not even his father. And yet, to Kane it seemed something indispensable, as if everything depended on it...

It was at that moment that Kaelion approached him.

“Is something troubling you, Mr. Albert?” he asked, looking down at him.

Albert hesitated for a moment before answering.

“I have too many thoughts in my head... images I can’t seem to shake.”

He paused, then added, “Actually, I also have a question to ask you...” he said with some hesitation. It was a question he had carried with him for a long time but had never found the courage to ask. 
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