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In a world where encroaching darkness menaces all life, the Cursed Wanderer Lilith - once an elven adventurer - embraces her dark curse. Driven by a longing to find her way back home, she leads loyal mercenaries to confront the spreading shadow.

Lilith commands a group of mercenaries: Tuatha Dé Danann Cian, a swordsman apprentice; minotaur Kragor, who provides brute strength; snakeman scholar Sharr; and fallen angel Azael. Slaves, hoping for escape or favor, serve as support and guides as they venture through dark, dire trials into unknown kingdoms of the Dark Continent.

As they battle rising evil, another threat emerges: fomorians seeking revenge against demon kind, guided by their general-gods.

Lilith is caught between demons and ancient evil, with limited power and a curse that is threatening to drive her mad.
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Prologue.
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A man in battered armor pushed open The Broken Mast Tavern's creaky door. Dust and stale air rushed out as he entered. He paused, surveying the interior. The place reeked of sour ale, sweat, and despair. He moved past dim lanterns flickering against soot-stained walls, their glow casting eerie shadows on scarred floorboards as he walked in.

The tavern was nearly empty, except for a handful of weathered men slouched over drinks in the corners. A gaunt serving girl with weary eyes glanced up from scrubbing mugs, and then silently resumed her work.

The tavern was filthy but cheap. That was all he could afford. Graig slipped past rickety tables toward a secluded spot in the back, his boots briefly sticking to the grimy floor. He dragged out a wobbly chair, its legs screeching, and sat with a heavy sigh. The cracked leather groaned beneath him. The place matched his mood: bleak, sullen, abandoned by the world outside.

The former royal knight pulled out a handful of coins and slapped them onto the table. The serving girl appeared promptly, snatching up the money with practiced efficiency.

''Wine,'' Graig grunted, his voice rough from exhaustion: ''And keep it coming.''

As she nodded and left to fetch his drink, Graig leaned back, exhaling deeply as he stared at his hands on the table. The weight of his failures pressed down on him. He drummed his fingers, glancing sometimes at the door, reminding himself this tavern was just another stop in a journey that seemed to be without end. For now, it was as good a place as any to drown his sorrows.

The serving girl returned with a mug of wine. Its deep red hue caught the flickering candlelight as she set it before Graig. He stared at the drink. His mind drifted to simpler times, when pleasure wasn't tainted by failure. Once an archduke's son, Graig had lost it all. Declared a traitor, he was now Ronan's errand boy - a title he resented. Graig sighed and took a sip.

As evening crept closer, shadows lengthened across The Broken Mast's worn interior. A chill breeze slipped through cracked windows. Candles guttered, their light dancing. A figure in black approached Graig's table, weaving around patrons. The stranger met Graig's gaze, pulled out a chair, and sat in silence.

''Good evening,'' the figure murmured, voice muffled by the hood that obscured his face. ''Mind if I buy you a drink?''

Graig gazed up from his half-empty mug, eyes narrowing at the newcomer. The cloaked figure reached out, long fingers exposing smooth, pale skin.

“Show me your face!” barked Graig.

The stranger nodded and removed his hood. Graig's eyes narrowed as the hood fell back, revealing a face that seemed more sculpture than flesh. The stranger's skin was unnaturally pale, stretched taut over angular cheekbones and a sharp jawline. Their features appeared frozen. Full lips curled into a faint smile that never reached their eyes. His eyes were the most unsettling aspect; they glowed with an eerie, almost luminescent quality beneath long, dark lashes.

The stranger cocked his head, scrutinizing Graig with predatory intent. Graig's fingers tightened around his mug, unease tightening his spine.

"Who are you?" he whispered, voice barely audible over the din. "And what brings you to my table?"

''I am here to offer you an opportunity.'' whispered the stranger. ''A chance to regain what has been lost.''

Graig studied the stranger in silence. The figure leaned back, his voice was honey-smooth and full of promise. Despite lingering unease, Graig leaned forward, unable to resist curiosity.

"What do you mean?" he asked cautiously. "How could someone like me possibly be of use?"

The stranger smiled, reached into his cloak, and pulled out a heavy coin pouch. He placed it purposefully on the table, its clink echoing in the quiet.

"There are some who would pay handsomely for an introduction to hero Ronan," the stranger murmured, setting the bag on the table between them. "And I believe you can arrange that?"

Graig's eyes widened, his mind racing with possibilities.

"Why me?" he muttered. "Surely others are better suited for the task?"

The stranger leaned in, his breath warm against Graig's cheek. "Because I have seen what lies within your heart, and I know that you will do whatever it takes to reclaim honor, which was stolen away from you."

In realm where fates entwine,

Beneath starlight's silver shine,

A hero rises - born anew:

Lilith of the Mark.

Through battles dark and dire,

She fought 'gainst odds entire.

With power ancient, wild and free -

She carved her destiny.
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Chapter 1. Erden.
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Erden was a labyrinth of marble and stone, shaped from dreams. Golden sunlight danced over grand buildings, casting long shadows.

Intricate mosaics show mythic scenes - gods and heroes locked in an eternal battle. Their vivid colors captivate the eye. Fountains gurgle. Their crystal water shimmers like liquid silver under a watchful gaze.

Yet amidst this opulence lies unease. Not all is as it seems behind façades carefully crafted over the ages. Crowds press onward. Shops line bustling streets. Merchants hawk wares with practiced flair. But beyond the town's brightness, deep in Erden's heart is the slave market - a sprawling pit of misery. Iron cages line narrow alleys, from which their occupants stare out, hollow-eyed, reflecting hopelessness.

A cacophony of shrieks and groans fills the air, thick with sweat and terror. Traders flaunt their wares with rehearsed showmanship. Men, women, children - all objectified as chattel in this ruthless domain.

Whips crack are like thunder amid anguished pleas. Mercy is denied by pitiless eyes above. Chains rattle as slaves are marched forward, like cattle facing slaughter.

In one corner stands a stage where auctions unfold with ruthless efficiency, human lives reduced to mere commodities exchanged between hands.

The stench of death lingers heavily amidst this wretched place, where life means nothing, just coin. A grim reminder that even souls can be bought and sold like any other trinket.

Amid the dimly lit slave market, activity buzzed. A dark figure surveyed the merchandise before her. She wore dark clothing and a mask resembling a human skull. The creature was short. Beneath her cloak, a careful look would reveal the woman's curves. Her eyes fell upon a figure chained to a post - a boy with an air of noble tragedy. She approached silently, studying him with an appraising gaze.

As she drew closer, he lifted his head, revealing features that hinted at his celestial origins. He was one of the Tuatha Dé Danann.

Tuatha Dé Danann, the ancient fairy folk, dwell in hidden realms beyond mortal reach. Whispers say their power rivals the gods, or perhaps they are gods; always shrouded in mystery.

Their eyes met for a moment before he looked away, pride and despair warring in the boy's expression.

"Well then," Lilith said, her voice low and dry, breaking the tense silence. "You hardly seem the fighting sort."

The boy tensed at her words. He remained silent, jaw clenched in restraint. Lilith smirked, recognizing his effort. She leaned in, daring him to challenge her.

''What do you want from me?'' the boy asked, voice rough but steady.

"To gloat over your misfortune? To buy a broken toy and parade you as a prize?" The woman laughed, softly and unkindly. Something about this defiant slave intrigued her; perhaps it was a glimpse of greatness beneath his current state.

''But no. On the contrary,'' she replied to her own words, eyes glinting with amusement: ''I think you and I could make quite the team.''

She turned and walked away from the boy, leaving him with her parting words. Her hands flexed at her sides, already plotting how she might use the fallen warrior's skills. Watching her retreat, he clenched his fists, his face shifting with emotion as he tried to interpret her intentions. He wondered what this unexpected encounter could mean for him.

For a while, the tuatha boy stood motionless, mind reeling from the encounter. He could not shake the image of her chilling eyes, which seemed to pierce his soul.

As she moved away, he tracked her with tight, darting glances, fear stiffening his spine, while fascination rooted him in place. She moved like a predator, silent and efficient. Her eyes, unblinking, wild and cold, met his. He remembered the way her hand gripped the sword's hilt. She had killed before, and she would kill again - without remorse, without hesitation.

The boy shook his head, trying to clear his mind of the unsettling thoughts. He needed to focus on surviving this ordeal, whatever it may entail. He had his mission to complete.

The woman strode across the market and confronted the slave dealer.

''Are you certain that the story you told me is true? Did that boy truly kill three guards?''

"Yes, ma'am, no mistake," said the trader - a short, bald man with a fat belly. He sweated before her, and she caught an unpleasant scent.

''He doesn't look like much to me.''

''He is Tuatha Dé Danann. His race has god's blood running through their veins. Do not underestimate his value.''

''Perhaps. How much?''

''Three hundred gold coins.''

A woman's gaze bored into the man. She remained silent while he wiped sweat from his brow.

"Two hundred fifty," said the man, wiping sweat. She nodded and counted out coins, using the largest, each worth ten small ones.

The slave trader accepted the gold, then went to the boy.

''Good news, boy,'' he grinned: ''You are leaving this place.''

The slave trader took out a key and unlocked the chains from the boy's wrists. The masked woman approached, took a collar in her hands, and fastened it securely around the boy's neck herself. The boy recognized it as a slave collar - an artifact meant for obedience.

''What's your name, boy?'' she asked.

''Cian.''

"You may call me Lilith. Or Captain. Follow me."

They went towards a stage, where one of the slave traders was presenting his merchandise. An auction was underway there, featuring some of the best products the slave market had to offer.

Lilith walked closer to the edge of the stage. Cian followed, stiff and silent, every movement betraying obedience.

As the auctioneer droned, Lilith watched detached as slaves were sold. A young elf girl wept, tears trailing her grime-streaked face. The auctioneer started bidding. She was cheap, barely worth ten silver pieces.

''Who among you will start the bidding?''

Next came a burly orc warrior; chains rattling as he stood tall amidst the gathered throng. Yet even his fierce countenance could not mask the fear lurking deep within his eyes.

''Thirty gold!'' someone called out, voice dripping with cruel amusement. ''For a beast that still thinks itself free!''

People around them laughed, and the orc's face showed emotions: anger, despair, and fallen pride.

The auctioneer strode to the front of the stage. He paused, scanning the tense crowd before speaking in a clear, commanding voice that cut through the heavy anticipation.

"And now," the auctioneer announced as he stretched out his arm, pointing to the massive figure on display, "Kragor the Minotaur! Warrior of untold fury."

Lilith narrowed her eyes, studying the minotaur. The tuatha boy watched, noticing a spark of interest in his master.

''Five hundred gold pieces!'' she called out.

The slave trader looked around, but no one offered more.

''Sold,'' he declared. The Minotaur glared at his new master, eyes burning with rage, not fear. He struggled against the chains, muscles tensing with each pull, as three servants dragged him off the stage. Another slave trader approached Lilith, while the auction continued.
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LILITH HANDED HIM COINS but raised her hand to halt the servants when he gestured to them to remove the chains. She put a slave collar on him, as she had with Cian.

''I am ordering you never to harm me and follow my orders. Do not even try to run away. Do you understand?'' Lilith's voice was commanding.

The minotaur nodded in silent acknowledgment. Seeing this, Lilith instructed the servants to remove his chains.

"Follow me," ordered Lilith, turning sharply. The Minotaur roared in defiance and raised his fist, but a moment later, he crumpled to his knees as the slave collar unleashed unbearable pain for his disobedience. Lilith fixed her cold gaze on him, watching as Kragor writhed in agony.

''Follow me.'' This time, when she spoke, the minotaur obeyed.

After leaving the slave market behind, Lilith led them toward the food stands.

''Do you prefer meat or grass?'' she asked the minotaur.

"I eat meat," answered Kragor. Unconsciously, his hand rose to his slave collar. Minotaurs, after all, were a proud species that hated slavery.

Lilith nodded and ordered skewers of meat for both of them. She watched the others eat, observing their reactions, before turning her gaze forward.

''You will need weapons and new clothes. What weapons do you prefer?'' Lilith inquired sharply.

''Axe,'' growled the minotaur.

''A sword,'' said Cian, and averted his eyes when Lilith looked into his.

With a brief nod, Lilith led the way, and her companions followed as they wove their way through the crowded market, continuing their journey.

As they strolled through the bustling streets of Erden, Lilith found herself surrounded by a world that felt both familiar and foreign. The ancient town was an architectural marvel: towering columns of gleaming white marble lined cobblestone pathways, and ornate fountains bubbled merrily in public squares.

Kragor lumbered beside his mistress, drawing curious stares with his imposing physique and fierce expression.

Cian walked quietly at Lilith's other side, his senses assaulted by the sights, sounds, and strong smells of exotic spices wafting from shop windows.

Deeper into Erden, Lilith and her companions walked a street lined with shops for mercenaries. Scents of leather, metal, and exotic spices drifted from open doors.

The first shop they passed boasted an array of finely crafted weapons. Swords and axes were displayed in windows, alongside intricately carved bows and quivers filled with arrows. Next door was a tailor's establishment that offered custom-fitted armor made from the toughest hides available. Scaled breastplates and studded iron rivets caught the light as they swayed in the breeze.

An apothecary overflowing with potions and elixirs promised healing for any wound, at a price. The wary shopkeeper muttered incantations while stirring his steaming cauldron.

As they continued onward, they passed rows of brightly colored banners advertising various wares and services offered by enterprising merchants eager to make quick profits off unsuspecting visitors.

Lilith entered a shop for armor and clothing. Inside, textiles, leathers, and metals filled the space, and the air smelled of fresh-cut fabric and polished metal.

A tall, slender man approached them from behind a counter stacked high with various trinkets and baubles. He wore a crisp black suit that accentuated his pale skin and dark hair, giving him an almost ethereal appearance.

''Welcome, travelers!'' he greeted warmly, bowing slightly at the waist: ''I am Darian, master tailor to all who seek the finest garments this side of our kingdom.''

Lilith raised an eyebrow behind her skull mask, indicating her intrigue at his flamboyant greeting. She stepped forward and gestured towards Kragor and Cian.

''My companions require new attire for the upcoming journey,'' she explained curtly, not wasting time on pleasantries: ''Something durable yet stylish, capable of withstanding the rigors of the road and useful in battle.''

Darian's eyes sparkled with excitement at the prospect of a challenging commission. He clapped his hands once before whisking off towards the back room, where racks upon racks of colorful fabrics awaited his discerning eye.

''Leave it to me!'' he exclaimed over his shoulder as he hurriedly selected swatches, silks, velvets, and leathers.

In a flurry of activity, Darian emerged from the back room laden with an array of armor pieces and finely crafted garments.

Kragor's new ensemble combined a sturdy leather breastplate with matching greaves, which offered protection for his powerful legs.

For Cian, Darian had selected a flowing tunic made from soft black silk embroidered with intricate patterns of vines and leaves around the cuffs and hemline. To complete the outfit, he offered delicate wrist bracelets, comfortable yet sturdy-looking pants, and matching boots.

Minotaur and Cian went to the changing area, a designated space for customer privacy. Meanwhile, Lilith examined the products on the shelves.

They waited impatiently for the companions' return. As they did, Lilith's gaze wandered over the shop interior once more, taking note of various trinkets and baubles carefully displayed on shelves and tables.

Her attention snagged on a particularly shiny black dagger resting prominently in the center of a shell case near the entrance. Its hilt was adorned with intricate silver filigree. The blade, twining and dark, almost seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it, giving off an eerie aura of mystery and danger.

''Fascinating,'' Lilith whispered softly, leaning closer to examine the strange weapon further. Near it was a pair of gloves. They were made of supple black leather.

"They are reinforced for extra durability," the merchant said, grinning. "Made for use in battle. Won't fall apart mid-fight!"

Lilith nodded and tried them on. The gloves fit perfectly - glossy and sleek against her skin. They allowed a full range of motion needed for swordplay or other adventurous pursuits, fitting snugly, while remaining comfortable.

She gripped the dagger, testing its weight in her hand. It felt light but reassuring as a weapon.

"Made from a stone that fell from the sky," the merchant said proudly. Lilith glared at him, prompting him to bite his tongue.

Just then, Kragor and Cian emerged, freshly attired.

"Do they fit?" Lilith asked, and they nodded. "Price?"

"Will you be taking the dagger and gloves as well?" asked Darian.

''Depends on their price.''

Lilith methodically removed the gloves from her hands and placed them back onto the display beside the dagger, ensuring both items were neatly arranged as before.

''Thirteen gold coins, for the minotaur's armor. Three for humans' clothes and two for boots. Thirty for a dagger, and one gold and two silver coins for gloves.''

Lilith produced her purse, counted out the specified coins with care, and handed them directly to Darian.

''I'll take the gloves and dagger as well.''

Darian nodded in approval. Lilith attached the dagger's sheath to her waist, opposite her sword, making sure the strap was secure before joining her companions.

Their next stop was the weapons shop. As Lilith and her companions stepped inside, they were immediately greeted by an overwhelming array of deadly implements. The air was thick with the scent of metal, oil, and the faintest hint of blood.

The walls were lined floor to ceiling with various blades - from finely crafted daggers no larger than a palm to massive two-handed swords, capable of cleaving a man clean through. Bows and quivers filled with deadly arrows sat alongside javelins. Glittering maces studded with iron spikes hung menacingly beside gleaming halberds and axes, designed to tear flesh and bone alike.

A grizzled old warrior approached them from behind a counter piled high with assorted weaponry. He wore well-worn leather armor, patched numerous times over the years of service, his face etched with lines of battle experience.

"Welcome. What can I help you find?"

"Axe for minotaur, sword for the boy," Lilith replied.

At Lilith's request, the old warrior nodded and disappeared into the back room to retrieve the requested weapons. Moments later, he returned carrying several axes and offered them to Kragor. The minotaur tested the balance and heft of each weapon before finally selecting a gleaming, double-edged axe, clearly designed for cleaving through the thickest armor. He swung the axe experimentally, gauging its weight, then glanced at Lilith for her approval.

"Perfect for you, big fella," the shopkeeper grunted, watching Kragor. "Feels good, doesn't it?"

The minotaur grinned savagely, then hefted the weighty implement above his head, testing its balance. With a satisfied nod, he slung the axe over his broad shoulder, ready to go. Lilith rolled her eyes, but nodded.

Next up was Cian, who eyed the sleek double-edged sword. The blade shone brilliantly beneath the shop's flickering torchlight, hinting at a keen edge capable of splitting skull and bone alike.

''Careful with this one, lad,'' the old man cautioned, watching as the tuatha boy gingerly drew weapon from sheath for closer inspection. Lilith watched approvingly as Cian familiarized himself with the new sword's feel, weight, and balance before finally nodding in satisfaction and then sliding it back into its sheath.

"Thirty five gold coins, for both," said the shopkeeper. It was expensive, but Lilith nodded.

Lilith's gaze fell upon a small table tucked away in a corner shop. It was laden with various pouches and vials containing strange substances - some glowing faintly, others bubbling ominously within glass confines.

''Also, we'll need a whetstone and some weapon oil.''

The old man retrieved the whetstone and weapon oil as requested and brought them to Lilith. While handing over two silver coins for these items, Lilith's eyes caught sight of a small table in the corner.

"What's this?" Lilith asked curiously, gesturing towards the peculiar display as she approached to examine it more closely.

The old warrior shrugged nonchalantly before responding gruffly.

''Oh, those? Just a few potions and elixirs concocted by a local alchemist. Claim they can do anything, heal wounds from even a poisoned blade.''

Lilith's eyes widened slightly behind the skull mask at the prospect of such powerful tools, but then she shook her head dismissively.

"No," she said, turning to her companions. "We have all we need; let's go."

Once business at the weapon shop was concluded, Lilith led her companions out, now laden with new arms and armor. They headed deeper into the street, where the bustling marketplace was alive with merchants hawking every manner of adventuring gear from sturdy packs to enchanted trinkets that promised to ward off misfortune.

"There," she said, pointing to a colorful awning. "Let us see what treasures await inside."

As they approached the stall's entrance, Lilith could already hear the proprietor's booming voice, cutting through the din of the crowds around them.

''Step right up, me hearties! Got everything mercenaries need here: medicines for wounds, rations to fill bellies, and more! Come and take a look!''

The shop itself was packed tightly with an immense array of goods. Lilith took in the scene as she stepped inside, observing as the shelves lining the walls sagged under bags of dried fruits and smoked meats. Barrels in the center overflowed with beans and rice. She noted that several shelves held remedies made with natural herbs and exotic roots, and she identified a few rare specimens said to possess magical properties. Packs of various sizes, made of leather and canvas, hung from racks near coils of rope and chain nets - each item clearly designed for travel or survival in the wilds.

The proprietor watched approvingly as his wares drew the attention of passersby, rubbing his hands together gleefully as he sensed an imminent sale.

''Take your time now,'' he urged, flashing a gap-toothed grin: ''I guarantee you'll find just what ye're lookin' for here!''

''Do you have any magic bags?'' asked Lilith, while observing the shop.

The shopkeeper's eyes lit up at Lilith's question, his smile widening.

''Rare they are. Not many can make them, and materials for them are hard to get. Most get transported from the Human Continent, so they are a bit expensive. But I do happen to have two of them!'' He reached beneath the counter and withdrew a pair of nondescript pouches, each no larger than a fist: ''These are enchanted to hold far more than mere appearance suggests,'' he explained proudly: ''Could fit entire wardrobe in one of these!''

Lilith took the offered bags, carefully examining the stitching woven into the fabric.

"Impressive," she murmured. "If they hold as much as you say, I'll take both. Add your dried rations, flint and steel, two water skins, and four blankets."

As the shopkeeper wrapped her purchases, Lilith spotted an unusual object among the wares.

A silver harp rested near the door, its delicate strings subtly vibrating in the breeze. It looked out of place among items fit for mercenaries.

"Now there's something you don't see every day," Lilith remarked, one brow arching curiously. "That harp - it hardly seems to belong in a shop like this?"

The proprietor chuckled wryly at the observation.

''Ah, well, that's a bit of a story all its own, miss. It was left with me by a young bard who passed through a few weeks back. Said he needed to lighten the load, but couldn't bear to part ways completely 'cause he holds memories dear to his heart.''

He shook his head, then shrugged with a softening expression as he spoke of the harp.

''You see, Miss, that there is no ordinary instrument. The young bard who left it with me said it was enchanted - able to bring stories told through music alive, through the hearer's senses, like a dream coming to life.''

He gestured towards gleaming silver strings:

''If a song captures lost love,'' he continued, voice reverent, ''You'll feel its heartache as your own. If it's about farm life, you'll smell fresh-cut grass.''

As Lilith listened with fascination, she imagined the possibilities this relic could open for bardic storytelling.

"And if the tale recounts epic battle glories fought ages past," the shopkeeper added, eyes shining with recollection: "You'll taste blood and copper on your tongue; see swords flash as sun streaks the sky above."

He shook his head, lost in reverie, then blinked and focused on Lilith, grounding the conversation in the present.

''Young lad swore to me it was true. That the harp could transport the listener directly to the song's subject. Said couldn't bear to part ways with something so precious, but the need for coin surpassed all else.''

The shopkeeper sighed heavily, then spread hands in helpless resignation once more.

''Which is why I've held onto it all this time,'' he finished, his gaze flickering to the door, ''Hoping one day its true owner might return to claim what rightfully belongs to him.''

"Sounds like a lost dream," Lilith said, fingers pausing mid stroke on the harp's strings. The shopkeeper watched with a mixture of awe and regret, knowing he was about to part ways with a precious relic that had been entrusted to him.

"I'll take it," Lilith said quietly. "If this harp really brings stories alive, it should be with someone who understands its power."

The proprietor nodded, a bittersweet smile on his lips. He carefully wrapped the instrument, ending the exchange.

"You'll need to treat it with care," he cautioned. "Magic like this cuts both ways, miss. It can inspire the listener's soul, but it can also leave scars that linger after the last note fades."

Lilith took the harp from the shopkeeper and held it close, feeling subtle vibrations through her frame.

"I understand," she murmured, eyes distant with memory. "I swear I'll wield it responsibly. How much do I owe you?"

''Altogether, will be nine hundred and thirty six gold coins, six silver and eight coppers,'' answered the shopkeeper, after counting on his fingers.

Lilith needed time to retrieve the coins from her Female Purse. The shopkeeper then took time to count them. Though it was a lot, Lilith reminded herself that she needed those artifacts for the journeys ahead.
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Chapter 2. Royal wedding.
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''Now, let us register you as my party members,'' said Lilith, once they exited the shop. Cian's face showed surprise, but like Kragor, he obediently followed his mistress.

As they made their way towards the Mercenary Guild, Cian could not help but feel a sense of anticipation mixed with trepidation. He had heard tales of this place, where mercenaries from all corners gathered to trade information and seek out lucrative contracts.

The building itself was imposing, constructed from stone blocks. A large wooden sign hung above ornate double doors, depicting crossed swords and shield emblazoned with the guild's crest.

Lilith pushed open a half door and stepped inside. Kragor followed, scanning the room, while Cian paused at the threshold. The dimly lit interior flickered with torchlight, casting shadows on rough-hewn walls.

A burly man behind the counter greeted them gruffly as they approached.

''Welcome, mercenaries,'' he said, nodding respectfully towards the trio before continuing: ''What brings you here today?

Lilith stepped up to the counter, her voice steady and authoritative as she addressed the burly man behind it.

''I'm here on behalf of my mercenary band, Donnar. We're looking to officially register two new members, Kragor the minotaur and Cian.''

Donnar nodded, reaching for a quill and parchment.

''Very well. I'll need their names and a brief description of their skills and experience.''

Lilith gestured towards her companions, who stood silently behind her.

''Kragor is a skilled warrior and prefers an axe. Cian, as well, is a warrior, but his expertise lies primarily with the sword.''

The burly man took notes as Lilith spoke, sometimes glancing at Kragor and Cian. When he finished, he handed the parchment over for inspection.

"Sign here," he instructed gruffly, pointing to the blank space at the bottom of the page. "This official document grants you all status as members of the same mercenary band, entitled to full benefits, rights, and protections offered by the guild."

Lilith took a quill and then carefully inscribed her name upon parchment, followed closely by Kragor and Cian, who did likewise.

''Wait here. I'll bring their tags.''

The clerk brought two copper tags and told Kragor and Cian to use their blood to personalize them. When the blood touched the metal, it glowed slightly, and Donnar nodded.

"It's done. They're official mercenaries now." Donnar glanced at their slave collars but did not comment. "Anything else?"

''Can we use the practice field?'' asked Lilith.

''Feel free. It is empty now,'' shrugged Donnar.

Lilith led Kragor and Cian out the guild's back door into a spacious practice field surrounded by a two-meter-tall wooden fence. The ground was covered in soft sand and small pebbles that crunched underfoot.

The air hummed with anticipation as the trio entered the makeshift arena, built to hone combat skills and test mettle. Sunlight streamed down, illuminating the scene and casting long shadows across the sand.

Lilith paused for a moment to carefully take inventory of her surroundings, her keen senses attuned to any potential threats and dangers that might lurk in hidden corners. But all appeared safe, peaceful enough for the present company at least.

She turned to her companions and gestured to the center of the practice field, where a patch of ground had been flattened and smoothed for swordplay and sparring.

"Let's see what you're made of," Lilith declared. "Show me your skills. You first." She turned to the minotaur. "Put down your axe. Let's see how good you are with your fists."

Kragor nodded, set his axe by the wall, and stepped to the field's center. He turned to Lilith. She faced him, unarmed, flexing her shoulders.

''Feel free to attack any way you want.''

The minotaur roared, swinging his giant fist. Lilith caught his arm and squeezed. Kragor's eyes widened at her strength. She might have broken his arm, but instead pulled him in and punched his stomach. Air burst from the Minotaur as her fist sank deep. Lilith grabbed him, then the comparatively small female lifted the heavy giant and slammed him to the ground.

Cian thought he felt the ground shake when Kraigor's body slammed to the ground. Lilith pressed her foot on his neck, her eyes cold and unyielding. Kragor grabbed her leg, his features drawn tight in pain and desperation, straining to remove it, but he could not. He choked, his breath ragged, as Lilith showed no mercy, her expression unfaltering.

"Do you give up?" she asked as his eyes bulged and he began to lose consciousness. Minotaur nodded, and Lilith removed her leg. Kragor fell to his knees, clutching his neck and coughing.

''Who is your master?''

''You are,'' nodded the minotaur and lowered his head before Lilith: ''I swear to serve you.''

''Good,'' she nodded and turned towards Cian: ''Now you. Use your sword.''

Cian entered the field and unsheathed his sword, while Kragor moved to the side. Cian studied Lilith. She had overwhelmed the giant beast with strength alone, but in swordplay, strength was not everything. Trained from birth, Cian trusted his skills. He remembered that the slave collar could be removed if his owner died. Though ordered not to kill her, accidents in sparring could happen. He tightened his grip on the sword hilt. Cian had his mission, and even if it meant killing Lilith...

Lilith took out her blade. It was a hand-and-a-half sword, double-edged, and its blade had a dark gleam.

At first, their blades clashed, sparks flying as steel rang out across the barren sand. The young warrior held his own against her skilled strikes, parrying and blocking each thrust that could cut through his flesh effortlessly.

But then something changed. A flicker of hesitation crossed Cian's face, and his grip tightened on his sword as realization slowly dawned on him. Lilith intended to kill him. There was no hesitation in her moves. Every strike was deadly, aiming for his heart, neck and vital organs. This sudden awareness threw him off balance, and doubt crossed his face, enough for her advantage to take hold swiftly, overwhelming his defenses without mercy.

Cian stumbled back several steps, desperately trying to regain footing both physically and mentally, as panic began to set in, but then he remembered sword lessons imparted upon him by a wise master long ago, during training days past: 'Focus on breath. Let mind go empty, channel all energy into the blade itself.' With those words echoing through his head like a mantra, Cian centered himself once more, taking deep, calming inhales and exhales before launching back with full force, determined to prove worthy ally and partner of this merciless warrior woman, who stood before him.

Cian's renewed focus and determination were immediately apparent as he launched into a flurry of strikes, his blade blurring through the air with deadly precision. However, Lilith stayed calm and gradually began to take charge of their duel. While Cian expected her to rely on strength, she surprised him by pushing him back with sword skill and speed. She was fast - faster than any ordinary human.

Cian's determination and skill were impressive, yet Lilith's bloodlust only grew with each passing moment. She moved like a predator stalking its prey, her sword striking out with lightning-fast precision.

The tuatha boy fought valiantly, his blade dancing to deflect her attacks. But he was no match for Lilith's ferocity and experience.

She drove him back step by step across the sand, her movements relentless. Eventually, Cian's foot caught on a small pebble, causing him to fall hard onto his rear end. Lilith immediately moved forward in one fluid motion: she straddled his waist and pressed the sharp edge of her blade against his exposed throat.

Lilith's eyes remained cold as she pressed the blade. For a tense moment, Cian feared she would not stop. Then Lilith stepped back and sheathed her sword, releasing the threat.

''Not bad,'' she nodded. Cian got up and, ashamed, followed her.

After the intense sparring session with Cian, Lilith led them to an inn. She nodded to a waitress and went to the second floor. She opened one of the doors and stepped inside, where two creatures waited.

The first to greet them was a snakeman, whose serpentine features reminded Cian of a snake. Snakeman nodded respectfully towards each newcomer in turn, as Lilith introduced him by name.

"Sharr is our expert on languages and arcane knowledge," said Lilith, gesturing towards the snakeman.

Next up was another creature whom Cian had never met, but had just heard about. It was a fallen angel. He was sitting near the table, black wings behind his back, reminding Cian of crows.

"And this is Azael," Lilith continued. "He may not look like much, but he is still learning how to fight."

The pair regarded new additions to their little found family warily. The fallen angel barely acknowledged their presence, as they entered, his gaze distant and unfocused. Cian noticed that they also had slave collars on their necks.

''This is Kragor and Cian. They will be your allies from now on. Behave yourself. From this day on, you will work as a team. Try to get to know each other.''

Cian could imagine a grin on her face, when Lilith exited the room and closed the door behind her.

As Lilith left, tense silence fell. Kragor and Cian exchanged uncertain glances, then looked at Azael, who sat rigidly.

"Well," Kragor rumbled, breaking the awkward stillness. "We might as well introduce ourselves properly.''

Cian nodded agreeably, then stepped forward, hand tentatively extended towards the fallen angel.

''I'm Cian,'' he said softly with a genuine smile playing on his lips, despite obvious apprehension radiating from the opposite end of the table.

Azael glanced up at them both warily for a long moment before finally nodding once curtly, then turning his gaze back downwards, stare fixed on the empty space between his hands, clasped tightly in his lap.

Kragor shrugged, then plopped himself into a nearby chair with casual ease, clearly comfortable enough to make himself right at home amid the uncomfortable tension filling the air around his new companions.

"And I'm Kragor," he announced gruffly, gesturing vaguely towards the snakeman huddled in the corner behind them. "So, you are Sharr. I've never seen anyone like you."

At the mention of his name, the serpentine figure finally stirred from the reverie of whatever arcane texts had occupied his attention
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