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Chapter 1: Jerom
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Survivor. Jerom Riker had always been one. Haunted by visions of a shattered future, the fate of a land hung precariously on his every move. Blinding light. Excruciating pain. Then, darkness. Death’s cold embrace, or so it seemed.

He looked into the pale blue eyes of Reginald Castor. The man who had spared him at the end, but with that gift he had lost his freedom. He wanted to scream, but the fact that his heart was still beating was proof enough that he had made the right choice. The visions where he and Melain get married and have a child. Perhaps all these things can still come to pass. Reginald Castor had shown him an extraordinary amount of mercy considering that he had tried to drive a sword straight into his heart.

“Jerom, remember that Jiordon is an immensely powerful mage. He is not to be taken lightly.”

He nodded in understanding, the memory of Jiordon’s power still raw. The last couple of weeks had been surreal, a whirlwind of recovery and training within the imposing walls of the Tower. He longed to reach for his sword, a comfort now absent from his side. Yet, he remained steady, head held high, even though his heart pounded a frantic rhythm against his ribs. 

“I know this can be intimidating,” Reginald said, his voice low and soothing, akin to a nurturing grandfather, Yet, despite the frail outward appearance. Jerom knew better. Reginald Castor was a force to be reckoned with, a fierce monster cloaked in the guise of a gentle scholar. At one point, Reginald Castor had been the most revered and loved Arch Mage to ever rule the land. Through his stewardship, he guided The Mage Republic during a golden era. Jerom, a mere boy then, often remembered the stories his parents would tell him of the greatest Arch Mage of all time. During Reginald’s rule, there was no war or famine. There was a semblance of equality, a time when mages were heroes not villains.

This all changed when Jiordon took over. At first, the course was steady, but with every passing year, The Mage Republic began to lose the faith of the people. They were branded as an elitist, out-of-touch body of government. These were the days Jerom remembered most – watching his family, once staunch supporters, grow disillusioned with the very institution they had once revered.

They entered the throne room. The throne, to Jerom’s surprise, was empty. He’d expected to see a Demon King seated there, his crimson eyes burning with malice. Flashes of the nightmare escape from the Tower pricked at his mind.

A cloaked figure emerged from the shadows, gliding silently across the floor. Obsidian eyes locked onto Jerom, and his heart lurched. A chilling smile played on Jiordon’s lips, a flicker of recognition passing through his gaze.

“Well, well,” Jiordon drawled, his voice dripping with amusement. “If it isn’t the man who married into Western Royalty. Have you come back to finish what your father-in-law started? Or maybe you’ve come to avenge his untimely demise?”

Jerom remained silent, a cold fury bubbling within him. This man, Jiordon, was the one who had orchestrated the massacre of Melain’s family. He clenched his fists, the urge to draw his sword and charge a near-consuming inferno.

“Is this your new pet, Reginald?” Jiordon turned his gaze to the former Arch Mage, who stood unflinchingly, a pillar of defiance. Despite the power radiating from Jiordon, there was no fear in Reginald’s eyes.

“On the contrary, Jiordon,” Reginald countered, his voice devoid of malice. “This so-called pet has pledged his sword to me and my cause. And I have returned to take my rightful place.”

Reginald spoke with quiet conviction, a stark contrast to Jiordon’s venomous reply.

“You ruled once before. You had your time. Reginald. Frankly, I would have thought you were dead by now.”

Jiordon began to walk toward them. Jerom wanted desperately to reach for his sword, but he knew the time wasn’t right. He clenched his fists, a primal fear warring with a flicker of something else – a memory. A vision from blinding light before he pledged himself to Reginald – a vision of Melain, a desperate plea etched on her face. Jerom gritted his teeth. He couldn’t let her down, not again.

“I think, Reginald, that you better leave unless you want things to get ugly here,” Jiordon said, his voice dripping with condescension. “This is a new world and King Crowick is in control. You either bend the knee or die a traitor.”

Reginald’s laughter echoed eerily in the vast chamber. “Where is this King Crowick? The throne looks mighty empty to me. Not to mention according to what I have heard; you have bent the knee to demons?”

Jiordon’s eyes widened for a fleeting moment, a flicker of surprise betraying his carefully constructed façade. It was clear to Jerom that Jiordon hadn’t anticipated Reginald knowing the truth about the king.

The surprise quickly morphed into a sneer, then a wide toothy grin spread across Jiordon’s face. “His majesty is in his chambers. Interesting you should call him a Demon King. Where would you get that notion from?”

Jiordon locked eyes intensely with Reginald. He wondered if there was already a magical duel happening, a silent war invisible to Jerom’s untrained eyes. He understood weapons of steel, the satisfying slash of a blade drawing blood. Magic, however, remained an enigma. He had seen it wielded many times, but still from a raw point of view as someone who couldn’t do magic himself.

Impulse overriding caution, Jerom drew his sword, its hilt cold and familiar in his grip. Jiordon’s amusement was palpable as he shifted his attention from Reginald. “Well, well, Reginald,” he drawled, “appears your loyal mutt has gotten a bit out of hand.”

Jiordon began raising his hands, likely to weave a spell but Reginald’s booming voice cut him short, echoing through the chamber. “Jerom, sheath that blade! You will obey me!”

The intensity in Reginald’s voice startled Jerom. Shamefaced, he slid the sword back into its scabbard. He couldn’t miss the widening grin on Jiordon’s face.

“Seems I underestimated you, Reginald. Perhaps your dog can be trained after all.”

Regret gnawed at Jerom. The urge to lunge at Jiordon, the murderer, was a raging inferno within him. But disobeying Reginald’s direct order was a surefire way to a swift demise. Reginald, his new master, demanded absolute obedience, no matter how bitter the pill was to swallow.

Jiordon’s voice dripped with malice. “Enough posturing, Reginald. Take your... pet and leave. My patience wears thin.”

Reginald remained stoic; his gaze locked on Jiordon. “Well Jiordon,” Reginald boomed, his voice echoing through the chamber, “I’m here waiting for you and your puppet king to vacate my Tower.”

Jiordon stalked closer, a faint, crackling energy building around him. Reginald mirrored the gesture, his pale blue eyes flashing. A blinding light erupted; the air thick with raw magical power. Jerom, a helpless spectator, instinctively drew his sword. Fury surged through him, a primal scream ripping from his throat. He lunged at Jiordon, fueled by a desperate need for vengeance.

Jiordon, with inhuman grace, sidestepped his clumsy attack. However, a bolt of blue light, like a miniature lighting strike, erupted from Regnald’s outstretched hand, slamming into Jiordon and sending him sprawling into the ground.

He struggled to rise, his vision blurring. Jiordon, his obsidian eyes burning with malevolent power, launched a dark counter-spell. The black energy missed Reginald by a hair’s breadth, exploding into the stone wall with a deafening boom.

Jerom couldn’t stand by. A primal roar echoed from his throat as he charged at Jiordon, fueled by a desperate hope to protect Reginald. He collided with the mage, sending them both crashing to the floor. The sword flew from his grasp, clattering uselessly away.

Panic clawed at him. He was exposed, vulnerable. His limbs felt weighted down, his heart a frantic drum against his ribs. Jiordon, a snarl twisting his features, slammed a hand onto Jerom’s chest. A crushing pressure constricted his throat, stealing his breath. He clawed at the unseen force, his vision darkening at the edges.

Through the haze, he saw Reginald, engulfed in a similar vortex of magical energy. A scream tore from Reginald’s lips, lost in the cacophony of the battle.

Agony ripped through Jerom as a searing heat scorched his flesh. It felt like his body was melting, the flames licking at his very essence. He tasted smoke and ash, his lungs burning with each desperate gasp for air. Reginald’s eyes, filled with a heartbreaking helplessness, met his.

“This is the price you pay for defying a Summoner, Jerom, “Jiordon’s voice boomed, a cruel amusement twisting his words. As the pain intensified, Jerom screamed again, a raw, desperate plea that echoed off the cold stone walls. His vision swam, Jiordon’s laughter a maddening counterpoint to the roaring flames consuming him. Only the oblivion of death, a sweet release, promised an end to the agonizing inferno.

He opened his eyes, a primal scream erupting from his throat. Was he dead? Confusion clouded his mind as he looked at the figure above him. Dark brown eyes held a sorrow that mirrored his own. The man shared a similar structure, yet Lors’ features were darker, a stark contrast to Reginald’s fair complexion.

“Lors? Is that you? So, I am alive?”

The words didn’t register immediately. It was like waking from a fever dream, a nightmare so vivid it blurred the lines of reality. He was in a small, cramped room, staring up from a bed. His body ached, his skin crawling with a maddening itch.

“Remember what I told you,” Lors said gently. “Leave the burns alone to heal. The itching is a side effect.”

The memory flooded back – the battle with Reginald, the searing flames. He was alive. But at what cost?

“How is she doing? How is Melain?” he rasped, the urgency in his voice a stark contrast to his weakened state.

A flicker of concern flickered in Lors’ eyes before he spoke. “I’ve been trying to heal her. She breathes but remains very weak. Had you not shielded her, the blast would have ripped her apart. You did as much as you could.

Jerom wanted to scream. Melain’s condition was not improving, and the weight of his failure pressed down on him. Even though he shielded her, the blast had taken its toll. He had failed her then, and again by not defeating Reginald.

“Once I recover,” he choked back his anger, “I’m going to kill your father. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

Lors regarded him with an expression etched with regret. “And I will be right there with you. Reginald Castor, the man who was my father, is no more.”

The pain in Lors’ voice surprised him. Before Jerom could respond, Lors turned and walked out, leaving him in a heavy silence.

He was haunted. Every time he closed his eyes, the same dream played out – Reginald, the Tower, the battle. He dismissed it initially as a fever dream, a product of his pain. But the vividness, the consistency, gnawed at him. Was it a glimpse of the future? A vision? He wasn’t a mage; visions were not his domain.

A groan escaped Jerom’s lips as he attempted to sit up, a wave of agony washing over him. He gritted his teeth, determined not to yield to the pain. The past year had been a whirlwind of emotions – love, betrayal, and a fragile reconciliation. Now, on the brink of losing Melain forever, he felt utterly powerless.

“Feeling any better?” Edgard Rivers materialized by his bedside. Luck had been on Edgard’s side that fateful day. While everyone else rushed into the collapsing inn, Edgard, with a wiser instinct, remained outside. He’d even helped dig them out of the rubble. Armin and Ballows, unfortunately, didn’t survive the impact. No matter how quickly Edgard had reached them, it was too late.

Jerom owed Edgard a debt of gratitude, yet a sliver of resentment festered within him. Edgard had taken too long to reach Melain. The gnawing suspicion that Edgard might have harbored a secret wish for Melain’s demise, fueled by his family history with hers, only intensified his internal conflict. Edgard, however, exuded an air of quiet nobility that made such a notion seem implausible.

“Still in pain,” Jerom rasped, “but getting better each day. Thank you for asking.”

A smile tugged at Edgard’s lips, mirrored by a hesitant one from Jerom.

“Excellent news. The sooner you recover, the sooner we can hunt down Reginald and strike against King Crowick.”

The undercurrent of loathing in Edgard’s voice was unmistakable. This was the voice of a man consumed by vengeance, a man who’d shed all fear. It sent shivers down Jerom’s spine.

“Indeed,” Jerom agreed, “there’s much to be done. But a word of caution. I’ve seen King Crowick for what he truly is. He’s not human. He hides behind a human façade, but it’s a lie. We face a grave danger.”

He felt a pang of cowardice as Edgard’s smile faltered, morphing into a grimace.

“I don’t care what he is,” Edgard spat, his voice laced with a newfound arrogance. “He’s responsible for everything. Demons or no demons, I vow to strike him down, even if it costs me my life.”

In the short time he’d known Edgard, Jerom had never witnessed such malice and bravado. Edgard, usually the voice of reason, now thirsted for blood. A shiver ran down Jerom’s spine. He’d always believed that unchecked hatred on the battlefield was a recipe for disaster.

“I admire your fervor,” Jerom began, “fighting spirit is essential, but-”

He was cut short by the entrance of another figure. Valitha, her face etched with worry, limped into the room. A jagged scar marred her left cheek, a grim reminder of the blast. She’d only escaped serious injury because of a last-minute escape portal but flying debris had left its mark.

Valitha’s words surprised him. Lors hadn’t mentioned leaving during their conversation. “We need to move on from Karth,” she explained, a hint of apprehension in her voice. “Lors must have sensed something. You know how he is.”

Jerom nodded, a familiar feeling of resignation washing over him. Lors with his cryptic pronouncements, was a constant source of frustration, but they’d learned to trust his instincts.

“I understand,” he said, forcing a calmness he didn’t quite feel. “I’ll gather my things. But what about Melain? Has she shown any improvement?”

He yearned to hear her voice again, to feel the warmth of her presence. But the sadness in Valitha’s eyes told a different story.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “Her condition remains unchanged. We’ll need to find a way to transport her. Lors must have a reason for wanting to leave in such a hurry.”

Anger flared within him. Of course, Melain hadn’t gotten better. It all fit -Lors’ sudden urge to leave, his lingering resentment towards her. Jerom knew he shouldn’t hold Melain’s betrayal against her, but it still stung. Surely, a man of Lors’ experience and compassion could find forgiveness as well.

“It’s not about his anger,” Valitha interjected, her voice laced with a strange urgency. “Trust me, it’s not.”

Jerom’s temper flared. Was she reading his mind? “Stop defending him!” he snapped, his voice tight. “I want to hear it from him. I want him to tell me this has nothing to do with Melain!”

He fought to control himself, his outburst aimed solely at Lors’ absence, not Valitha. Just as he was about to speak again, the door swung open.

“It has nothing to do with Melain,” Lors declared, his voice leaving no room for doubt. “It’s Jiordon and Reginald. I sense them. We’re too close to the Tower here in Karth. They’re coming for us.”

Relief and apprehension washed over Jerom in equal measure. He longed to face Reginald, Jiordon, even that demon King Crowick, but his body still screamed in protest. He was no match for them in his current state.

Before he could voice concern, Lors spoke again, his voice firm. “Prepare yourselves. We need to take Melain safely, but we can’t afford to wait any longer. They’re hunting us down. We have to leave.”

With that, Lors turned and exited the room, followed by a silent Edgard and Valitha. Left alone, Jerom packed his belongings with renewed urgency. He might be injured, but he wouldn’t be left behind.
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Chapter 2: Alana
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All was lost. Defeat clawed at her. A blinding flash of light sent her sprawling to her knees. She screamed Zartana’s name, but it was futile. The mist cleared, revealing Jiordon’s twisted smile in the throne room. She had failed. Zartana was gone. The world faded as Alana fainted.

She awoke in a familiar place, disoriented and famished. Her last memory was the crushing weight of defeat. Yet, a flicker of defiance sparked. Zartana, she remembered, had slain King Crowick, or rather, the creature masquerading as him.

Alana looked around in astonishment. Her room remained untouched, a stark contrast t her captivity under Althair Crowick. The mere thought of him sent a wave of nausea crashing over her. The way he’d eyed her, the suggestion of impregnation – all utterly repulsive. Now knowing his true demonic nature, it filled her with even greater disgust. 

She drifted towards the balcony, a familiar haunt. The night sky glittered with stars, the Belisaur patrolling the airspace – those vile reprehensible creatures. It all made sense now. Demons could command such beasts, forging a bond no human could.

A soft rapping at her chamber door pulled her back to reality. The insistent sound forced a response. Hurrying across the room, she slammed the balcony door shut.

Her mood soured, she barked, “Who is it? How can I help you?” regret laced her voice, but she couldn’t control it.

“My Lady, it’s Beatrix. I need to speak to you.”

Surprise flickered across Alana’s face. Given the Demon King’s treatment of his servants, Beatrix’s survival seemed unlikely. Then again, the girl was the embodiment of obedience, devoid of defiance. It made sense she was spared.

Opening the door, she was greeted by Beatric’s doe-like eyes and a welcoming smile. Beatrix quickly shut the door, and before Alana could speak, she was enveloped in a tight embrace.

“My Lady, you’re alive. I was so worried when you escaped, thinking they’d hunt you down.” Tears streamed down Beatrix’s face, an unexpected eruption from a woman known for pleasantries and idle chatter.

Breaking free, Beatrix stepped back, her smile unwavering. “Your mother will be overjoyed to know you’re safe and sound. She’s been worried sick.”

Alan’s mind reeled. Her mother? How did Beatrix know? She’d left the Tower years ago, and Alana had no recollection of Beatrix interacting with her.

“Beatrix, how do you know about my mother? You can’t possibly be... “Her voice steadied, but Beatrix’s smile only widened as she stared intently.

Before Alana could finish, Beatrix interjected, “Appearances can be deceiving, My Lady. You, of all people, understand that.” Leaning in, she whispered, “My Lady, it is I, Katiya.

Alana gasped, recoiling as it burned. Her heart hammered in her chest as she stared at the young woman before her. “Beatrix why? What game is Jiordon playing? No... it can’t be.” Confusion choked her, dizziness clouding her vision. Katiya? It was impossible. Katiya, the woman who’d helped raise her, a woman banished with her mother... she’d loved her, almost like a second mother. Tears welled in her eyes threatening to spill.

“My Lady, it is truly me. You’ve grown into such a radiant woman. Watching you flourish has been my pleasure, all for your mother.”

A storm of emotions battled within Alana. Elated, shocked, bewildered. It had to be a trap, Jiordon twisting the knife by manipulating someone she cared for. The timing, right after her imprisonment, was too convenient.

“No, this isn’t real! It’s a game. Tell him I won’t be a pawn anymore! Let him come at me directly, stop tormenting me!” Her voice cracked, teetering on the edge of a shriek. The fear in Beatrix’s eyes surprised her.

“My Lady, there’s no game. I’ve always been here, watching. I had to transform. A spell, I’m sure you’re familiar with.”

Disbelief painted Alana’s face. She knew the spell Beatric spoke of, but to maintain it for years? Only a formidably powerful mage could achieve that. “You lie! That spell demands immense magic. Katiya wasn’t even a mage! There’s no way you’re her.”

She stumbled back, desperately reaching for her magic. A searing pain erupted, like a dagger twisting in her gut. She creamed, collapsing to the floor.

“My Lady! Are you alright?” Beatrix rushed to her side, but Alana shoved her away with a growl. “Don’t touch me! Leave! Why can’t I access my magic?”

Another scream ripped from her throat as she reached out again. The warmth and power she craved were replaced by another agonizing stab.

“My Lady, when Jiordon imprisoned you, he cast a magic block,” Beatrix explained urgently, “The more you strain, the more your body resists. You’re hurting yourself. Please stop!”

Tears streamed down Alana’s cheeks. Her magic, severed. Every attempt to manipulate it brought only pain. How could she escape? How could she kill Jiordon now?

“Beatrix, please leave. I’m exhausted and in agony. I can’t handle this anymore.”

The pain lingered a physical and emotional burden. This woman, claiming to be a beloved figure from her past, stood in her room. Someone she’d believed lost, now supposedly by her side all along.

“My Lady, you must believe me” Beatrix pleaded. “I’ve been here for you, as much as possible. I’ve been in contact with your mother. I...”

Alana’s head swam with Beatrix’s pleas. She desperately wanted to believe, especially after the year’s relentless betrayals – her father, Elend. But trust had become a luxury she couldn’t afford. Exhaustion and despair gnawed at her, her will to fight crumbling. Fear clenched her heart. It was her duty to stop Jiordon. Who else would fight to restore the Republic, to free the land from the clutches of a demon king, a mere puppet for Jiordon’s true rule?

“Stop! You’ll kill yourself! Don’t reach for magic!” Beatrix’s voice crackled with desperation.

“Beatrix... I can't... I...” Alana stammered, her tongue thick. Her vision blurred, and she sank onto the bed, burying her face in her hands. Sobs wracked her body. Strength, that’s what she’d always been taught. Her father... no, the monster who’d impregnated her mother, the one who’d sold the kingdom to demons or perhaps controlled them... the endgame remained a mystery. All she could do was wait, a captive, until Jiordon deemed her useless and ended her short tumultuous life.

“Beatrix, I don’t want to live anymore,” Alana whispered, a horrifying confession that had never crossed her mind before. Depression, a foreign concept, now gnawed at her. Whispers filled the air, urging her to end it all. The voices were indistinct, but their message was clear. They prodded her to reach for the magic, to use it as the ultimate escape. Her hand trembled as she raised it, a silent battle raging within her.

“If you can contact my mother,” Alana choked out, “tell her... I love her...”

Beatrix screamed echoed in the room. Her fists clenched, desperately searching for the magic that once resided within her. But there was none, only a seductive pain that promised oblivion. It would be a release, a final, peaceful rest.

Gasping for air, Alana felt her lungs constricting. The clammy hand of death reached for her, promising blissful oblivion, eternal peace... Then, abruptly, the pain subsided. She could breathe again. Everything fell silent, the agony gone, replaced by a profound sense of calm.

She opened her eyes to darkness, which seemed to pulse with light in a rhythmic pattern. This wasn’t the Tower.

“What are you doing here?”

A shimmering figure materialized before her, a young woman in a white dress glowing faintly against the shifting darkness. Golden hair framed her face, and her eyes, the color of the deepest ocean, held a well of sorrow. A frown etched itself onto her beautiful features.

“You shouldn’t be here. It’s not your time. This isn’t where you belong. All of time could unravel.”

The woman’s cryptic words offered no answers. Where was she? Who was this being shrouded in darkness?

“Where am I? Why can’t I be here? What’s going on?”

The radiant woman remained silent, the quiet so profound it made Alan’s ears ring. Her eyelids drooped; her gaze drawn to the woman’s captivating blue eyes. Was this a witch? A ream world? Was she trapped somewhere between realities, like when she faced the demon in Parth?

The memory sparked a thought of Elend Barel. Elend, the man she’d loved, the man who’d betrayed her repeatedly, before ultimately sacrificing himself to save her from a gruesome death.

“I see you,” the woman finally spoke, her voice laced with sorrow. “But I don’t understand what happened. You shouldn’t be here... not yet. This isn’t your time.”

A grimace contorted the woman’s face as fresh tears streamed down her cheeks. Anger flared in Alan’s chest. Vague pronouncements weren’t enough. She needed answers: What happened? Moments ago, she’d been in the Tower, facing a Beatric claiming to be Katiya. Reaching for magic... Only moments ago...

“Forgive my cryptic words, Lady Alana,” the woman said, her voice soft. “For some reason, you are dead.” 
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Chapter 3: Silvan
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She fought him for hours, passionately trying to dissuade him. Eventually, his mother broke down, sobbing. But after repeated explanations, Silvan knew she understood what needed to be done.

Leaving his small, sheltered pocket between words, Silvan felt utterly confused as he entered a land of towering mountains and lush green forests. Everything was amazing. He’d stop and stare at every blooming flower, watch insects buzz aimlessly. Yes, he’d seen these things before in visions and dreams, but this was his first time experiencing the world in all its senses. He had never lived here. His mother had worked with a group of mages to hide him from his father, Jiordon.

A true prophet, Silvan was cursed with the ability to see the future, not passively, but with the power to glimpse possibilities and different futures. This granted him knowledge to potentially change them. Silvan’s mother had always stressed the importance of his young sister, Alana. For the land to survive the coming cataclysm, Alana had to reach the final confrontation alive.

He had seen the path she needed to take. He saw that Alana must defeat Jiordon and then take the final step of closing the gaps between worlds. She was the only mage with the power to do so besides Jiordon, the last remaining Summoner in the land.

He entered a small, rather desolate town. The denizens walked about with scowls etched on their faces. Silvan would attempt a smile, a futile effort to brighten their days, only to receive scowls in return. After a few dirty looks, he decided it was best to avoid contact. Hunger gnawed at him. He realized it had been nearly a full day since his last proper meal.

He made his way to the nearest inn, a run-down establishment called “The Noble Knight.” As he entered the silent common room, a flash of recognition struck him. He had seen this place in one of his visions. There was someone here who was important to Alana.  He spotted a very dour-looking man sitting alone at the bar, guzzling down a large mug of ale. Clad in armor, the man bore the sigil of the Belisaur, a servant of King Crowick.

Silvan approached the bar silently, trying to avoid eye contact. The stranger seemed lost in his own world, reeking heavily of alcohol as if bathed in it. As Silvan sat down, the stranger briefly glared at him with liquid blue eyes. Nervousness washed over Silvan, and he returned a hesitant smile that was met with a scowl as the man turned away and focused back on his mug.

“Most people would be turned off by my scent. You’re a brave one,” the man slurred, his speech thick. Silvan struggled to understand if the man was talking to himself or to him. He continued to stare forward, hoping the barkeep would appear any moment. His stomach grumbled again.

“Hey, boy, are you deaf or something? I’m talking to you!” The drunken stranger’s voice, sharp and laced with annoyance, startled Silvan out of his stupor. Unfortunately, it was clear the man was addressing him. Unsure of how to interact with others, Silvan felt a pang of nervousness. He had been secluded with his mother his entire life, with no one else to interact with. He was painfully shy.

“I apologize, sir,” Silvan stammered. “I didn’t realize you were speaking to me...”

A loud guffaw cut him off. “Who else is here, damn boy? You look like you’ve lost your tongue. I’m just trying to make conversation, I’m bloody bored.

Silvan felt speechless. There were many ways to respond, but he feared the wrong choice could lead to disaster. He couldn’t die. He needed to help Alana, who was in danger. She had tried to confront their father prematurely, and this would be a costly mistake. He had to rescue her for the sake of the entire land.

“Well, I...” He was interrupted again as a terse voice boomed from behind the bar.

“Are you scaring my customers again, Lyle?”

A tall, golden-haired woman approached. Muscular with sun-bronzed skin, she had a wolfish smile and piercing emerald eyes that locked onto Silvan. He felt a wave of relief mixed with a tinge of intimidation.

“Don’t mind Lyle,” the woman said. “He can be a bit of an ass. My name is Claudia, and this is my place. How can I help you? Food? Drink?”

Silvan stammered, “Um, yes, I am hungry. Yes...” His words tumbled out, only to be met with Lyle’s boisterous laughter.

“Already drunk kid? Looking for some grub after getting sloshed?” Lyle continued to guffaw as Claudia grunted and disappeared towards the back.

Silvan couldn’t understand the soldier’s hostility, but something about him seemed familiar. The light brown hair, the liquid blue eyes – an almost noble air beneath the armor. A jolt of recognition ran through him, twisting his stomach into knots. He knew exactly who this was.

“Kid? Why the strange look? Something wrong with my face?”

Silvan tore his gaze away, realizing he’d been staring. He had to be careful. This was a man who had committed fratricide. The vision flashed in his mind – the man killing his brother before his wife’s eyes. Valitha. A powerful mage was hunting this man for revenge.

“Hey, kid

“Please, sir. Put the sword down. I...”, I’m talking to you! You understand, right? I’m a soldier of the king.” Lyle yanked his sword from its scabbard, freezing Silvan in place. Terror choked him as the drunken soldier brandished the weapon. He wanted to scream, to cry but fear clamped his throat shut. Reaching for magic felt futile; his abilities lay in prophecy not combat.

“Please, sir,” he stammered on the verge of tears. He was useless in such confrontations. But a single thought fueled his terror – he had to save Alana.

“Lyle! Put that sword down, damn it!” Claudia’s voice boomed through the room. Lyle glanced at her, then grumbled and sheathed his weapon. She reappeared with a tray of food and a mug – though his appetite had vanished.

“I warned you to leave him alone,” Claudia said, her bronzed skin flushed with anger. Her emerald eyes blazed at Lyle. Taking a deep breath, she set the tray before him. The aroma of roasted mutton replaced his fear with hunger.

“Here you go, lad. Enjoy, and don’t let this ruin your day.”

Claudia glared at Lyle, who had slumped back to his ale and was now sulking. He drained his mug in one go and stormed out.

“Again, lad, I apologize. Lyle patrols the town and drinks here often. But when the ale takes hold, he turns into an ass. Sorry you had to experience that.

Claudia offered him a half-smile, a gesture of comfort. He recognized it for what it was – an attempt to erase the unpleasant encounter. Yes, Lyle...

A startling vision flickered before his eyes. Lyle, bloodied sword held high, screaming in battle. But this Lyle fought alongside them, against winged demons. The image vanished as quickly as it appeared, replaced by Claudia’s concerned face.

“Are you okay? You seemed about to speak, but you’ve been staring for a while. Is there anything else I need to get you?’

The vision jolted him back to reality. Waking visions were rare, usually confined to his dreams. But when they did occur, they were vivid and unsettling. As a child, they’d driven him close to madness. Even now, they left him shaken.

“Yeah, sorry. I was just lost in thought. I was going to say something but forgot.” He stammered, his words drawing a chuckle from Claudia.

“No worries, it happens to the best of us. Enjoy our meal, and let me know if you need anything else. “With a wink, Claudia left him to his meal. The spicy mutton was bursting with flavor, unlike anything he’d ever tasted. His mother, while loving, wasn’t known for her culinary skills, and he barely knew how to cook himself. He devoured his food, already contemplating another serving before finishing the first.

Then a thought struck him – Lyle. He needed to find Lyle again. The vision hinted at Lyle’s importance, a role in saving Alana that Silvan didn’t yet grasp.

Without a word, he bolted from his chair, hoping his food wouldn’t be cleared. The town itself seemed steeped in a kind of despair. People moved with a sad weariness, most avoiding eye contact. He spotted Lyle talking to a young woman who appeared uncomfortable with his drunken advances. Silvan approached slowly, hoping to listen and intervene if necessary. He needed to reason with Lyle, but the visions confused him. Why would a murderer – the man who killed Valitha’s husband, his own brother – fight alongside them against King Crowick and Jiordon?

“Listen, I know I sound like a drunken ass, but the truth is you’re damn beautiful. Why don’t you come on over and we can talk for a while?” Lyle slurred his words, barely intelligible. The young woman stared back, fear evident in her wide eyes. Silvan needed to rescue both of them – the woman from Lyle’s harassment, and Lyle from his demons.

“Lyle? Sir? Lyle?” He tried to project his voice, unsure if anyone heard him as Lyle continued his drunken spiel.

“Yeah, yeah, come on. You can get back to your day. I’m a king’s man, a soldier. I’m in great physical shape, and I can show you...” Lyle wobbled precariously, threatening to topple over at any moment. The young woman remained frozen, clearly afraid to provoke him.

“Lyle!” Silvan yelled, startling Lyle. The woman seized the opportunity and fled.

“What! What do you want? Can’t you see I am busy here?” Lyle’s words were a garbled mess. He nearly tripped over his own feet, struggling to maintain balance.

Silvan, taken aback by Lyle’s hostility, knew he needed to tread carefully. This was a soldier, armed with a sharp sword, who had already threatened him. Taking a deep breath, he spoke as calmly as possible.

“I apologize, sir. I meant no disrespect. But I do need to speak with you about something very important.”


Lyle continued to sway, threatening to tip over or vomit from the excessive alcohol.


“Look, I have a proposition for you, and I think you might find it appealing.”

Lyle’s outburst of laughter left Silvan confused. “A proposition from you? Seriously? What could you possibly offer me, kid? Are you some kind of lord with endless gold? Or women? Though you seem a but young for that...”

“A proposition from you? Seriously what the hell can you offer me, kid? Are you some type of Lord with an endless supply of gold? Or can you offer me women? You look a little young to be a whoremaster though...”

Panic surged through Silvan. He’d initiated the conversation without a plan. What could he say? Tell him he’d seen his future, that he was destined to join a rebellion against the king? No, that wouldn’t ensure his own survival. He needed a different approach, something fast.

Lyle’s voice turned venomous. “Listen, boy. You’ve been annoying me all day. If you don’t leave me alone, I’ll make good on my threat, even if Claudia protects you. I’ll find a way to make it up to her. So, leave.”

The threat sent a wave of nausea rolling through Silvan. The delicious meal threatened to resurface. He had to find a way to make Lyle listen, but how? The belligerent drunkard was a major obstacle.

“Sir,” Silvan stammered, “what if I told you I need your help? To complete a mission of the utmost importance.” He knew these words could be a mistake. Lyle was a soldier of the king. Revealing the nature of his quest could lead to arrest or even execution for treason. But the vision showed Lyle joining their cause, fighting for them.

Lyle’s response was a burst of raucous laughter. He stumbled again, barely holding himself upright. His eyes widened comically, then narrowed as he tried to focus on Silvan. The effort was clearly taking its toll; his eyelids drooped precariously.

“A mission you say? Lyle hiccupped, amusement flickering in his slurred words. “You’re asking me, a soldier of the king, to join you, some unknown boy, on a quest? You are the funniest kid I’ve ever met. I must admit, you have a good sense of humor.”

Lyle’s words were barely intelligible, but the laughter was genuine. He turned and began to walk away, swaying unsteadily.

Silvan watched him go, a knot of frustration tightening in his gut. Lyle’s dismissal felt like a personal failure. Was it just his inexperience, or was there something he’d missed in the vision? Perhaps Lyle wouldn’t be so easily swayed when sober. Or maybe... a horrifying thought slithered into his mind. Maybe the visions, for the first time, were wrong. The future once a seemingly clear path, now felt shrouded in mist.

He remembered the day he’d blurted out the vision of Jiordon’s treachery, his childish voice echoing in the opulent chamber. The look of horror on his mother’s face, the cold fury in Jiordon’s eyes – those were burned into his memory. The ensuing argument ripped through their family like a storm, leaving a gaping wound that never truly healed. It was the day his world fractured, the day he realized the cost of his gift. 

Silvan walked back to the inn, defeated by his inability to sway Lyle. The untouched bowl of mutton mocked him from the bar – a reminder of his hunger and his impulsiveness. He was about to call for Claudia when a commotion erupted from the back – loud male voices, punctuated by bursts of laughter. Claudia’s voice rose above the din, laced with anger.

“Get out of my inn! Get out now!”

The shouts were followed by a deafening roar of laughter. Silvan’s heart hammered against his ribs as the sound of clanging metal and pounding boots grew closer. He turned bracing himself and saw three hulking figures emerge from the darkness. Tall, heavily armored, and adorned with the sigil of Belisaur, they emanated a sense of menace that sent shivers down his spine. Their expressions, a mix of drunken amusement and cold hostility, left no doubt in his mind – they were looking for trouble, and he was standing right in their way.

“Alright, Claudia, we get it. Not interested in fun. Fine! We’ll be back later then.”

The intimidating one, with a well-oiled midnight black beard and piercing blue eyes that held an unsettling intensity, spoke to Claudia. As their eyes met, a predatory glint flickered in
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