


  

     Realmbound 


       


     Book 1 


     Sword of the Scion 


       


       


       


     Copyright 2017 Darren Hultberg Jr




  




  

    

 


       


     Part 1 


     A Realm in Ruin 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Prologue 


     One year ago… 


     The Planar Observatory above the realm of Valion 


       


     The hall of the observatory was completely silent, save for the soft padding of bare feet.  Through the shadowy corridor a woman traveled, her flawless pale skin wrapped in a garb of violet silk.  On her face she wore a look of contemplation, her mind relaying events of the past, present, and future.  Her destination... the observatory’s main chamber. 


     With grace, the woman descended down a pair of carved stone steps that led her to the center of the chamber.  Below her bare feet was a brilliant floor of glass, a window into the realm below.  From there she could observe events as they transpired... she could keep a watchful eye on her vast realm. 


     “Elunia... how can you continue to hide up here in this damned antechamber, watching as our people wage war?”  a booming voice asked, pulling the woman from her thoughts. 


     Elunia turned to regard the voice with a scornful eye... the voice of her elder brother Kor’borrath.  The man stood tall and imposing like a mountain as he approached, icy beard resting atop his broad chest.   For a moment their eyes met, a soft glow echoing the godly power in their orbs. 


     “I play this game as I see fit,” Elunia replied.  “My scions have all the means necessary to—” 


     “Your scions have done nothing to aid my warriors!” Kor’borrath interjected, a tinge of anger in his deep, bellowing voice.  “Just look for yourself.  The dark horde has overrun Valion... the demon prince has taken one of your strongest, Elunia.  They have obtained the heart of the realm!  It is only a matter of time before Valion crumbles!” 


     “I have seen these events transpire just as you have, dear brother, but we must bide our time.  If we descend unto the realm and take arms with our disciples, then our very immortality will be at stake!” 


     Kor’borrath scoffed at his elder sister before making his way towards the chamber’s exit.  He turned and gave the woman one final glance as he motioned to exit the room.  “What good will your immortality be, sister, if you have no realm left to rule over?” 


     Elunia remained silent as her brother made a glaring departure, leaving in his wake a palpable feeling of anger.  Once gone, she strode carefully back to the chamber’s center, taking in the view of her war-torn realm below. 


     Her brother was so short-sighted... so eager to descend to the realm and spill mortal blood.  She had a different plan, however.  One that would spare her such unnecessary grievances. 


     With the wave of her hand, Elunia adjusted the view from her chamber above.  No longer was she staring down at her war-torn realm of Valion.  No, she had her sights set on a new realm... a place where her people could find new beginnings, a place where her game of gods could continue. 


     She had her sights set on Earth realm. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 1 


     Visions of Fire 


       


     Scouring this realm has revealed to me potential in the most unlikely of souls… though bringing them under my favor will require more… unconventional means. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Fires raged on in the streets.  Rian Asher stumbled down the burning boulevard, wiping his stinging eyes as smoke billowed out of the abandoned cars that lay scattered about.  A large explosion shook the ground around him with violent force, an explosion that jarred his senses and knocked him off his feet.  Rian gazed up to see a large pillar of fire burst from the center of a nearby building and eventually engulf it in flame.  He paused at the spectacle, but only for a second before he rose to his feet and started sprinting. 


     Rian ran through the burning streets of Crestfall, muscles aching as his mind raced.  It was the town he’d lived in his entire life, the streets that he’d grown up on.  He knew these streets like the back of his hand… but at this moment he’d never been more lost.   


     It seemed just a short while ago he was punching the time clock and leaving work, eager to leave his mind-numbing job.  He had gotten out late and the bus had already stopped running, so he had begun walking back to his apartment…  but by the time he’d walked a few blocks the sky was already filling with smoke.  Now, buildings that Rian had passed by every day were bursting into flame and the ground beneath his feet shook as if the earth itself trembled in fear. 


     He didn’t know what was happening.  He didn’t know where to go, so he began running to the only place where he felt safe, the place his instincts told him to go…  He began running home.   


     Dozens of scenarios were running through Rian’s mind as he dashed across the cracked and molten pavement.  Was he in the middle of some phenomenal environmental crisis?  Did a gas line explode?  Was his town under a terrorist attack?   


     Rian could only hope that returning to his apartment might yield some answers… maybe if he was lucky his roommate Angelo would have some idea of what was going on!   


     You damn idiot, Rian cursed at himself for draining his phone battery at work.  He wanted answers… No, he needed them! 


     From the skies above Rian heard a terrible, thunderous roar.  Instinctively, he dived behind one of the nearby cars and looked above.  The sky was shrouded in darkness, but he could still make out the form of a giant winged beast flying through the night, its bloated scale-covered body and leathery wings cutting through the clouds of smoke.  Fear washed over Rian’s body as the beast passed over.  Now he was sure he had no idea what was happening. 


     He paused and watched as the creature took a perch on one of the nearby structures, its reptilian eyes scanning the area for prey.  He winced as the beast’s gaze hovered over his location, terrified that the creature may have spotted him.  Thankfully, after a few seconds the beast finally looked away.   


     After a moment, the beast let out a fierce roar before spreading its wings and taking flight.  Rian watched with a mixture of fear and awe as the creature rode out into the night, unsure of what he just saw.  Was… was that a damned dragon? 


     Once Rian was certain the beast had moved on, he resumed his sprint down the ravaged street.  He ran for what seemed like miles, ignoring the aching protest in his legs.  He was determined to run until his legs gave out, if only to escape the fire and flames.   


     As he made his way through the burning streets, a peculiar feeling fell over him… that uneasy feeling of being watched.  He slowed his sprint to a jog, peering down the alleys that ran between the surrounding buildings.  With each backstreet he passed, he spotted sets of black beady eyes staring blankly back at him…  Those eyes didn’t belong to the good people of Crestfall though.  No, looking his way were creatures that had seemingly once been men, but were now something much more malevolent.   


     Rian’s heart caught in his throat as he got a good look at the creatures lurching onto the street.  Their white sinewy skin stretched across their bones as their bodies twisted and contorted in unnatural ways.  Their jaws were lined with razor-sharp teeth that were only outdone by the twisting dagger-like nails that protruded from each bony finger. Suddenly, the creatures’ beady orbs locked onto him, glaring at Rian as if he was their next meal.  The wretched things began to head in his direction, shambling forward in ways not natural to this world. 


     Rian’s eyes darted in every direction, desperately searching for a means of escape.  His run slowed to a stop as the creatures circled him, their fangs dripping in anticipation of their kill.  The first of them charged in, swiping at Rian with an unexpected quickness.  He tried to roll out of harm’s way, but a second creature dived in and slashed the young man across the back.  A third ran by, sinking its claws into his thigh as it passed before rejoining the others.  


     Rian fell to one knee, helpless against the creatures’ assault.  They were toying with him, playing with their prey and there was nothing he could do to stop it.    Slowly, the beasts began to close in again, preparing to devour the young man alive.  Rian winced as he felt something brush against his side, certain he was about to take his last breath… 


     To his surprise, the creatures backed away, their disgusting faces now wrought with terror of their own.  Instinctively, Rian looked to his right and his eyes went wide. 


     Beside him, a long blue cloak trailed in the wind…  a cloak that lay on the shoulders of a man whose very aura permeated the air with an unseen power.   


     The stranger briefly turned to acknowledge Rian, his appearance both startling and defiant.  Under the man’s black hair, he spotted a long scar that covered the length of his face, crossing over his right eye.   


     Rian looked on as the man stood firm against the beasts, his lean, muscular frame accentuated by the reflection of the surrounding flame.  The man turned back to face the creatures and lifted his right hand into the air, an ancient runic blade now in his grasp.  The ghoulish beasts shrieked as the runes etched into the sword came to life, softly glowing the color of jade.  The man swung the blade through the air, its sharpened edge slicing through one of the creatures and cutting its life short.   


     The others began to flee, clawing and shoving one another in their haste to escape.  Their fleeing was futile, for the mysterious cloaked stranger dashed forward, his blade cutting through the creatures left and right as he danced through the group, his sword rending their flesh as he moved from one target to another.  


     As the last of the creatures fell at his feet, the stranger gave Rian a silent nod and sheathed his blade.  Without words, he began to depart, oddly walking in the same direction as Rian’s apartment house.  The young man struggled to his feet, desperate to stay close to the stranger who’d just saved his life.  He ran to catch up, grabbing the man’s shoulder as he walked away.   


     “Wait.  What’s going on?  What were those things?”  Rian stammered, trying to catch his breath. 


     “Thralls,” the man replied in a guttural tone.  “Lesser demons.  Cannon fodder used to round up the living.” 


     “Is that what this is, then?” Rian stammered.  “Hell on Earth?!” 


     “You could say that,” the stranger replied grimly, before moving on. 


     Silently, the man guided Rian through the dark roads, occasionally drawing his runic blade in the air as a beacon of light to guide the way.  As they approached Rian’s home, feelings of anguish began to build in the young man’s stomach.  The windows of the structure were illuminated from within, emanating with a bright orange glow…  Fire, he knew.   


     Before he could process the terrible sight, the ground began its trembling once more and Rian’s home burst into a massive torrent of flame right before his eyes! 


     The force of the explosion flung the young man to the ground with intense force, causing him to slam his head and torso into the concrete road.  He groaned in pain as he attempted to roll onto his side, his head a fog from the blow.   


     Suddenly, a warm liquid began to run down Rian’s face.  What the hell?  Rian reached up to wipe the substance from his eyes, but the liquid continued to flow.  He looked at his sleeve, now covered in a bright red substance...  Blood.  He was bleeding badly. 


     “Helllp!”  Rian pleaded as he struggled to climb to his knees, but the stranger paid him no heed.  Slowly, the cloaked man approached the burning building, the flames now licking at his face.   


     As if summoned, a massive creature began to emerge from the flames, its hulking form standing far beyond the man’s height.  The creature stood like a human, its skin like a finely crafted leather the color of blood.  Atop its head, a pair black obsidian horns curved straight into the sky, twisted into the shape of an otherworldly crown.  


     To Rian’s utter shock, the stranger charged in, his blade at the ready.  He thrusted his sword forward, but the blade harmlessly bounced off the demonic creature’s dark armor.   


     The massive demon responded swiftly, swiping its sharp claws at the stranger with reckless abandon.  The man leapt into the air, nimbly dodging the attack and landing atop the creature’s arm.  He ran up the creature’s appendage, nearly making it to the demon’s head before the creature flailed its limb, launching the man high into the air.  As he sailed down, the stranger aimed his blade high, looking to impale the demon where it stood.   


     To the stranger’s dismay, the demon turned and used its tail to slap him out of the air, a strike powerful enough to kill any normal man… though it was clear that this stranger was far from normal.   


     The stranger grimaced in pain as he slammed into the cement, his sword falling to the ground at his side.  The demon trudged over and grabbed the man around the neck, hoisting him into the air in an insidious display of dominance and strength.  The man struggled and fought, trying to free himself from the creature’s grasp, but it only took seconds for the massive demon to choke the life from him.   


     As his lifeforce drained from his body, the man struggled to turn his gaze to Rian.  “Prepare yourself, boy!”  he managed to choke out.  “Find the power inside yourself!  The darkness is coming, boy!  The darkn—”  With a vicious squeeze, the demon snapped the man’s neck, quickly ending his pleas. 


     The beast tossed the stranger’s lifeless body to the ground, a toothy grin spread across its vile, ugly face.  Now, with eyes turned to Rian, the demon began its approach.  It raised its clawed hand into the air, prepared to eviscerate the young man where he stood.   


     Rian’s chest began to tighten as his legs froze with fear.  He put his arms up to block the impending strike, though little help they would provide.  Then, from within the demon’s mouth came a vexing, otherworldly voice.  “With the death of your kind, the fate of this world will be sealed.”  Rian closed his eyes as the creature’s talons came crashing down. 


       


     **** 


       


     Rian’s body jolted forward out of his bed as his arms shot up, scrambling to defend himself from the coming death blow.  His breathing intensified as cold sweat dripped from his brow.  He waited… but the strike never came. 


     Several seconds passed before he could fully absorb his surroundings.  Upon inspection, he found that the familiar tan walls of his room surrounded him, and his dark green sheets lay at his feet.  He reached up to wipe the blood from his face but felt nothing but cold sweat.  Was it all just a dream?  It couldn’t have been.  It felt so real! 


     Rian fully rose from his bed and walked over to the window.  He paused, half expecting to see the streets filled with fire and strange, horrific creatures.   


     “Curtains,” he said aloud.  A small device on the wall read his voice, sending the command to a mechanism that systematically peeled the curtains back.  Rian breathed a sigh of relief as his vision was met with the familiar hustle of the small, dreary town in western New York… the town that he’d known for so long.   


     Cars filled the cracked pavement below as they sped along on their commute…. Pedestrians walked the sidewalk on route to their daily destinations, small holo-screens illuminating digital images in front of their eyes as they walked. 


     Rian stepped back from the window, a feeling of relief washing over him.  Everything about the dream had felt so real to him; the fire in the streets, the blood on his face, the mysterious stranger, and especially the fear in his stomach.   


     He ran his fingers through his short, black hair as his heart rate finally returned to normal...  For as thrilling as his dream may have been, his life was anything but.  Rian was eighteen and like many people his age, still hadn’t decided what to do with his life.  He worked the closing shift at the local grocery store Checkmarks, a drab supermarket that he hated on most nights. Nevertheless, it gave him just enough money for a creaky apartment with his best friend Angelo Rodriguez and a little money left over for food. 


     Angelo was the only family that Rian really had.  Born an accident, his parents had given him up just a few days after birth.  Since then, he’d been in and out of houses that never really felt like home.  Through it all, the only constant was Angelo… his best friend, his brother in arms.   They grew up together, always certain to have one another’s back.  When the two of them turned eighteen, it only made sense to grab a cheap apartment together… no matter how cheap and crappy it was!  


     With fatigue finally wearing off, Rian decided to search the enormous pile of clothes on the floor in hopes of finding a shirt without wrinkles.   As he dug through the pile, he was startled by a loud pounding on his bedroom door. 


     “Dude!  You awake?”  he heard Angelo yell from the other side of the door. 


     “One sec, man,” Rian replied.  “I’m getting dressed.” 


     “Do you even know what time it is?  Don’t you have to work today?” 


     Rian stumbled over to his desk as he pulled a blue t-shirt over his thin frame.  He pressed the large circular button on his phone and was immediately met with a feeling of dread.   


     The notification hovered there in the air, projecting onto a translucent holo-screen… Three missed calls from Darien, his boss at work.   


     Rian waved his hand through the holo-projection, clearing the notification.  He flicked his finger upward to bring up the time.  It was just after one o’clock in the afternoon…. He was already an hour late for work!  


     Quickly, Rian scrambled to finish dressing and burst out of his room.  Angelo stood in the kitchen waiting for him, his bright blue eyes staring at him with a puzzled expression.  Angelo was a bit larger than Rian, thanks mostly to years of varsity lacrosse.  With tanned skin and a curly head of hair, many would consider the man… handsome. 


     “Are you alright, dude?”  Angelo asked.  “You’ve been out cold all day.” 


     Rian hustled to slip on his Vans sneakers, then quickly surveyed the counter for some food as he spoke.  “I don’t know.  I usually don’t sleep the day away like that.  I felt like I was trapped in this weird dream.” 


     “Having those dreams about Karina again?”  Angelo teased. 


     “Nah, it was kind of crazy.” Rian rubbed his arm as he spoke.  Just the thought of the dream was giving him goosebumps.  “The city was burning.  I’m talking apocalypse level burning.  And there was this creature after me, this… demon.” Angelo’s grin widened as the words left Rian’s mouth. 


     “A demon, huh,” replied Angelo.  “What the hell have you been watching before bed?” 


     “I don’t know man, but it didn’t feel like a dream,” Rian grabbed an apple off the counter and darted towards the door.  “Look, I gotta go.  I’m already late.”  


     “Sure,” replied Angelo.  “I’ll see ya tonight.” Angelo brushed his brown hair away from his eyes and watched as Rian dashed by, disappearing out of the kitchen door.  He couldn’t avoid the feeling of concern working its way up… damn was his friend acting strange.   


     **** 


     Rian ran down the stairs of his apartment complex, skipping steps where he could to make up time.  He wasn’t the worst employee at Checkmarks, the town’s local supermarket, but he was certain that being hours late for his shift wouldn’t help his cause.   


     As he reached the bottom of the stairs he flung the door open and burst onto Muller Street, before bolting down the block as fast as his legs would carry him.  In the distance, he could see the bus, a digital ad scrolling down the vehicle’s side panel picturing a robotic self-driving car accompanied by a slogan reading ‘the future is now!’.  Yeah, if you can afford it, he thought to himself. 


     The tires of the bus slowly started to roll forward as it began to depart from its stop.  Rian chased behind the public transport, narrowly reaching the bus before it gained too much speed. He slammed on the door in hopes he would be granted entry as sweat dripped from his brow.  He wasn’t in bad shape, but a lack of constant exercise sure wasn’t doing him any favors. 


     Thankfully, the bus grinded to a halt once more and the door flung open.  An old gray man with a large bushy mustache looked down at Rian from the driver’s seat, a look of irritation on his face. 


     “Thanks,” Rian choked out, trying to catch his breath as he boarded the vessel. 


     “Bus pass, Rian?”  the old man said, halting him from proceeding any further.  Rian nervously dug through his pockets, pulling out nothing but pennies and lint.  Damnit, where is it? Where is it? 


     The old man sighed, then reluctantly dropped his hand and let Rian board without a pass.  “When are you gonna get your life together, boy?”  the old man remarked, shaking his head as Rian walked by. 


     “S-sorry,” Rian replied, looking down at his feet as he shuffled to the back.  He sat and stared out the window as the bus rolled through Crestfall, feeling humiliated by the staring eyes of the other passengers aboard.  


     In the far distance, he could see the long bridge that crossed the lake and led out of town.  He detested Crestfall… so much so that often he longed to cross that bridge and start a life somewhere, anywhere else.  


     The bridge vanished from his view as the bus rolled downtown.  Here, people were on the street, laughing, smiling, enjoying the company of one another.  Meanwhile he sat there on a charity ride, making his way to the one place on Earth he didn’t want to be… work.   


     For a moment, Rian caught his reflection in the bus window staring back at him.  “What are you doing with your life?” he asked himself, though he knew there was no good answer. 


     The bus came to a stop a few moments later.  Slowly, deliberately, Rian rose from his seat and took his leave. 


     “You owe me, kid,” the driver hollered as the door to the bus slammed shut.  Looks like I’m walking tomorrow, Rian thought to himself.  He wouldn’t be getting a dime from Rian now… that would show the old bastard for humiliating him. 


     Rian walked a few yards down the street and turned into the Checkmarks parking lot.  As he passed the rusty entrance sign, he barely noticed the odd, shadowy crow that lay perched on the fence, its head cocked to observe his every step.  The crow let out a loud “Caw!” as Rian walked by, startling him and causing him to flinch. 


     “Get out of here, you damn crow!”  Rian yelled, having nothing else to channel his anger towards except the curious bird.  The crow tilted its head to the opposite side, letting its stare linger on him for a moment before it took off into the sky.  Rian looked on with envy as the strange bird took flight.   He longed to leave as well, to go where the wind would take him…  Perhaps he would’ve thought differently if only he knew what was to come. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 2 


       


     Unwanted Visitor 


       


       


     To guide them I sent forth one of my greatest disciples… a man whose wisdom rivaled my own. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     “Where have you been, Rian?  We’re way behind,” the man said, his arms crossed firmly over his chest.  Darien O’Hara was Checkmarks’ assistant manager, the man who’d graciously given Rian his crappy job. Darien was a well-put-together guy…  shoes always shined, his blonde hair carefully styled, but most notable were his striking blue eyes.  He had an air of confidence around him that made some of his employees nervous in his presence, Rian included.  Nevertheless, he suspected that Darien favored him since he always found himself scheduled during his shifts.   


     “Sorry, Darien, I overslept,” Rian muttered with embarrassment as the man eyed him with a disappointing stare.  He hated being late, even if he loathed the job. 


     “Overslept?”  Darien asked incredulously as he gazed down at his silver watch.  Rian opened his mouth, trying to find the words, but couldn’t come up with a suitable excuse.   


     Darien rubbed his chin, letting the tension linger in the air for a second before shaking his head and shooting Rian a sly grin.  “Up all night and asleep all day…  I remember those times.”  It was odd how his boss simply blew off his indiscretion…  Still, it was more than welcome. 


     In seconds, Darien returned to his serious tone.  “Go hurry on and get to work.  I don’t want to be stuck here all night long stocking shelves.” 


     Rian responded with a half-hearted grin.  “Yes, sir,” he stated as he turned to the timeclock.  He placed his hand on the digital screen as it scanned his palm. 


     “Welcome to work, Rian Asher.  You’re late,” the timeclock announced in a dull, robotic voice. 


     “Thanks for reminding me,” he muttered back to the screen before turning to head out of the backroom.   


     “Oh, don’t forget this,” Darien said as he tossed him an old blue vest.  Rian held up the ugly garment in front of his face.  The back of it read “Checkmarks, where we’ll check everything off your list”.  It was by and large the ugliest thing that Rian had ever had the privilege of seeing. 


     The young grocery clerk left the backroom and headed over to his assigned department, less than eager to get started.  On most nights, he helped stock the shelves with a few other hapless souls, slaving away at the endless pallets of perishables.  Today was Wednesday, so Rian was scheduled alongside Michael and Karina.   


     Michael was nearly thirty and had mastered the art of getting by while putting in the least amount of work as necessary.  Perhaps he thought he was sly, but everyone knew that the man never tried very hard.  Karina, on the other hand, was an admirably hard worker.  She was one of the few women scheduled on the stocking shift, and a woman that many of her co-workers considered beautiful, Rian included. Often, he would waste away his precious work time gawking at her from afar as she stocked the shelves, looking upon her freckled cheeks and long, shiny black hair.   


     Today, he stood near the end of the canned vegetable aisle, watching as Karina reached up to stock a case of creamed corn to the top shelf.  Shamelessly, he gawked as her slender frame stretched across the aisle, ogling her as if she was the last woman on Earth.  For a brief second, she peered down the aisle and her deep green eyes met his.  Rian’s heartbeat quickened… 


     “Man, you are such a creep,” Michael stated, breaking up the moment as he passed by Rian with a sarcastic grin on his face.  Rian jumped, not realizing that anyone was behind him. “Don’t you ever actually work?” 


     That asshole, Rian thought as Michael made his way past. 


     Karina smiled as she reached for another case, amused with the situation. “Haven’t you been on three smoke breaks already, Mike?”  she jabbed, coming to Rian’s defense.  Michael chuckled as he grabbed a cart of boxes. 


     “And yet, still the best,” he said with a wink before turning the corner with his cart and heading down an adjacent aisle.  Rian and Karina shared another smile as he worked up his courage and approached her. 


     “I almost thought you were gonna leave me stuck with him by myself all night,” she teased, poking fun at Rian’s tardiness. 


     “Yeah, my bad,” Rian responded.  “I kinda overslept.” 


     “Overslept?  Damn, you must have quite the nightlife.”  


     “If you only knew,” he lied, trying to make his voice sound mysterious.  Karina laughed at the notion, and Rian immediately knew she saw through his ploy.  Eventually, a smiled cracked on Rian’s face as he began to laugh at himself.  After all, he lived a mostly boring life of burying his nose in his books, playing every video game he could afford, all the while working his evenings away at a supermarket.  Rian was also a great runner, and on occasion would spend an evening running through the streets of Crestfall…  a skill that would prove quite useful in the days to come. 


       


     **** 


       


     Rian and Karina continued to prattle on throughout the evening amid Mike’s occasional interjections.  Rian enjoyed this time with Karina, one of the few things he found bearable about his job.  He considered her out of his league, someone that wouldn’t give him a moment’s notice on the street.  But here, trapped in the walls of this supermarket hell, the only alternatives were the drones of elderly people with paper-thin patience and coupon-toting soccer moms with screaming children in tow… oh, and Michael. 


     The evening dragged on until closing time eventually came.  Several of the employees gathered their things and filed out of the store while Rian, Karina and Michael stayed behind to clean up for the next day.  Rian walked by the manager’s office on his way out of the backroom.   


     “We almost have everything cleaned up?”  Darien asked as his fingers danced through the air, typing away at the holo-screen that illuminated in the air before him.  His eyes never left the digital projection as he spoke. 


     “Yeah, I’m headin out front now to round up shopping carts.  Karina’s straightening up the backroom and Mike… uh, well I’m not really sure where Mike is.” 


     Darien reached over to the phone and hit the page button as he picked up the receiver.  “Michael to the parking lot for carts.  Michael to the parking lot for carts,”  Darien set the phone back down.  “There, now he can give you a hand,” he said, shooting Rian a grin. 


     ‘Thanks,” Rian replied with a roll of his eyes.  He was almost certain that he would still be doing most of the work himself anyways. 


     “Tell him to keep those cigarettes out of his mouth, too.  They’re bad for him,” Darien yelled from the office as Rian headed down the hall.  Rian shook his head, knowing all too well how unlikely that would be. 


     By the time Rian stepped outside Michael was already perched against the building, a smoke pursed between his lips.  He leaned back against the storefront and blew a plume of smoke into the air, clearly showing no intention of helping out.               


     “Gonna give me a hand?” Rian asked anyways as he headed out into the concrete sea of abandoned carts.  Michael tossed the end of his cigarette to the ground and stomped out the embers.  He took a step out into the parking lot, feigning concern, then changed his mind and headed back towards the entrance.  He slid open the large glass door and crept back inside the store. 


     “You got this,” he yelled before shutting the entrance.  “Robots will be doing this job for ya in the next few years anyways...  I’m going to go give Karina a hand out back.  I bet she’s getting real lonely.”   


     Rian gritted his teeth as Michael disappeared back into the building.  He always knew just what to say to get under his skin.  She’d never go for some washed up loser like you, he thought to himself, though really he didn’t consider himself much better. 


     Rian turned and trudged through the barren lot, grabbing carts and giving them a shove as they rolled towards the storefront.  This is how nights at work usually ended for him…. Alone, in the dark of night collecting rusty carts, a few flickering lampposts guiding his way.   


     A history of cold, snowy nights had made Rian despise this part of his job more than others, but tonight was quite peaceful with just a mild breeze blowing through the clear sky.  Rian scanned the horizon looking to see if he’d missed anything before heading back in.  He sighed, eyeing a single shopping cart lodged into a bush on the far end of the lot.   


     Who the hell does this? he thought as he shuffled over and dislodged the wheels from the brush.  Rian pulled his phone out and pulled up the holo-screen.  Thank god…It was nearly ten o’clock and in just a few short minutes he would be heading home for the night.  


     Rian began his walk back to the store when a strange noise brought him pause.  A short ways behind him he heard the low, feral growl… a sound that grew as if something was quickly approaching.  Rian slowed his walk, fearing that a feral dog may have gotten loose in the neighborhood.   


     Just walk slowly.  Don’t show any fear, he thought to himself.  Slowly, deliberately, turned his head to get a good look at his pursuer.  What he saw nearly made him jump out of his skin.   


     Standing behind him was a creature bearing resemblance to nothing he’d ever seen… except for maybe in a recent dream of his.  The beast was hairless with rubbery red skin and two twisted horns protruding from its skull.  It was a massive creature… several hundred pounds at least, and it was staring Rian down with a set of vile, crimson eyes.  The creature’s body shape vaguely resembled that of a human form, albeit much larger and more terrifying.  The beast walked on two legs, stomping towards him with limbs brimming of muscle and talon-adorned feet.  


     Rian was frozen in fear as his eyes drifted over the fearsome creature.  He wanted to get a look at the creature’s face, but it was concealed by a mask made of bone, similar to its skeletal armor.  The creature closely resembled the demon from his dream, although it was quite smaller, and to his chagrin, much more real!   


     Rian’s chest began to tighten as the space between he and the beast shortened, realizing that this may be one of his last few moments on Earth.   


     Slowly, he took a step to the side, trying hard not to trigger the hulking beast in front of him.  He put his hand on the shopping cart at his side and began to take a step forward, not quite sure what the hell he was doing.  Just as he started to plant his foot, he yanked the cart with all his might and sent it careening towards the beast.  Quickly, he pivoted and bolted towards the storefront, praying he was fast enough to flee from those terrible claws. 


     The cart crashed into the beast harmlessly, eliciting from the creature a fearsome grunt.  Instinctively, the beast leaned down and used its twisted horns to buck the cart into the air, sending it soaring several feet in the opposite direction.   


     Rian ran as fast as his feet could carry him, not looking back to see how close the creature was.  He slammed into the entrance of the store, prying the door open just enough to squeeze in through the entrance.  Sweat poured down his face as he yanked the door shut and reached for the lock.   


     Rian had barely gotten his hand up before the beast smashed through the glass door, sending him crashing to the ground.  In a daze, he stumbled to his feet, wiping bits of glass from his face and hair.  His head was spinning, but he could hear the creature snorting and growling as it regained its wits.  He knew he had to move.   


     With nowhere else to run, Rian took off down the grocery aisle towards the back of the store.  If he could make it to the backroom, then maybe he could barricade himself in the office…as if that would do him any good! 


     As he came upon the large swinging doors, a familiar face popped out… the face of a now-curious woman with seafoam green eyes. 


     Karina emerged, giving Rian a puzzled look as he rapidly approached.   


     “Everything ok?”  she asked.  “I heard a loud crash.” 


     “Run!”  Rian yelled as he shoved her through the door and into the backroom of the store.   


     “Whoa, what the hell is going on?”  Michael yelled as the two came crashing through.  He hopped down from his seat atop a small stack of wooden pallets and trotted over to the pair.  Rian grabbed Karina by the wrist and yanked her to her feet, urging her to follow him, to flee! 


     She responded angrily, pulling her arm free from his grasp with a look of confusion on her face. “What are you doing, Rian?”  she growled. 


     Before Rian could respond, the horned beast burst through the swinging doors, snarling and gnashing its teeth as it stared down the trio. Karina jumped back, nearly falling to the ground, her knees shaking in fear from the terrible sight.   


     Rian cowered and clung to Karina’s arm, perhaps more frightened then her.  Michael, however, jumped in front of the pair, swinging a rectangular piece of wood that he’d pried away from a nearby pallet. 


     “Run!  Get outta here!”  Michael ordered, his hands shaking as the beast began to circle him.  It began to walk on all fours despite its bipedal nature, lowering its horns like a bull ready to charge.  


     “What do you think you’re doing!” Karina screamed, but it was far too late... 


     The beast lowered its head and charged in.   


     Michael swung his two-by-four in the beast’s direction, but the wood bounced harmlessly off its head.  The creature’s twisted horns dug deep into Michael’s shoulder, causing him to scream out in agony as he fell to the floor. 


     “No!” Karina shrieked, her face a mix of fear and rage.  Frantic, she grabbed a small pipe from the floor and began striking the creature on its back, doing what she could to avert its savage assault on Mike.   


     The creature paused its attack on the man and swung at her with its massive arm, striking Karina and sending her flying into the wall.  Her head bounced off the concrete as she fell to the floor and suddenly she laid very still, her body little more than a bleeding, unconscious heap.   


     Rian stood frozen in fear, watching on in horror as Michael struggled to keep the creature’s razor-sharp teeth off his flesh.  A loud ringing suddenly began blaring through the air, causing Rian to nearly jump out of his skin.  He looked back just in time to see the previously-absent Darien prying open the fire exit, the fire alarm now blaring throughout the store. 


     “Rian, get back!  Now!”  Darien ordered, waving him over frantically.  Rian looked back at Michael who laid lifeless under the beast, his blood now covering the creature, the floor and himself.  The beast’s horn scraped across Michael’s face as it rose, its eyes now set on Rian. 


     “M-Mike. Karina, they need my help,” Rian started to protest, hands shaking uncontrollably.  He and Michael were far from friends, but his act of bravery had surprised the young man, perhaps even moved him.  It felt wrong to leave either of them to this terrible fate.  Damnit, he wanted so badly to go over to Karina, to help her, but every muscle in his body was gripped in shock.   


     Everything was happening so fast that Rian’s head started to spin. The fire alarm rang on in his ears, the gruesome scene in front of him made his stomach start to turn.  His vision began to darken as he teetered on the verge of consciousness, his mind overwhelmed by everything transpiring around him… that is, until a firm hand grabbed onto his shoulder, pulling him out of the way. 


     Darien stepped forward to face the charging beast, his hand reaching to his waist and unsheathing a long silver blade that now hung tied to his side.  Darien ran two fingers across the cold metal, causing the blade to illuminate with a blue, otherworldly glow.  As the creature closed in Darien jabbed out with his sword, puncturing the creature’s chest and halting its approach.   


     Quickly, he retracted the blade then delivered a slick vertical strike.  The creature tilted its head, intending to block the blade with one of its twisted horns, but to its dismay, the blade slammed down with such force that it severed off its horn and sliced through the flesh atop the beast’s skull.   


     The creature let out an agonizing scream that echoed throughout the room and pulled Rian out of his state of shock, forcing him to cover his ears from the piercing howl.  In its rage, the creature lunged at Darien, swinging its massive clawed hands at him.  Darien leaned back, narrowly dodging the first strike, but the creature’s tail came around for a second blow, striking the sword wielder and sending him crashing to the floor.   


     Rian watched in horror as the creature’s massive body engulfed his former boss.  Suddenly, Darien disappeared from sight, the creature now on top of him, struggling to rend his flesh in a crazed fervor. Then, quite abruptly, the creature’s movement ceased. 


     Rian looked on in confusion, unsure of what had happened... that is, until finally he spotted the long silver blade now protruding out of the creature’s back.   


     Quickly, Rian rushed over and helped push the massive beast’s corpse to the side, revealing the still-breathing form of his former boss.  


     Darien took a deep breath to refill his nearly flattened lungs with air, then rose back to his feet.  His shirt was shredded beyond repair and he was covered in the blood of a demonic denizen, but otherwise he was unharmed. 


     “What the hell is going on?”  Rian asked in panic. 


     “There’s no time to explain,” Darien replied as he grabbed Rian by the arm and pulled him to the exit. “We have to go, now.”   


     Rian resisted.  He turned and looked back to his friends who now lay lifeless on the floor.  How could he just leave them to their fate after he had stood by idly during their savage assault?  Darien grabbed Rian by the shoulder and physically turned him so that they now faced eye to eye.  To his surprise, Darien had this look of intensity in his eyes that Rian had never seen before. 


     “Listen, Rian, I know you care dearly for your friends but if we don’t get moving you may never see anyone again!”  Darien didn’t wait for a response, didn’t give Rian the option.  He grabbed his arm once more and headed for the exit… and with reluctance Rian followed. 


     As they ran outside terrible, unidentifiable howls and screams could be heard ringing through the air.  Rian’s skin crawled as he dared to imagine what kind of awful creatures were producing those noises...  Just what the hell is going on? 


     The pair approached a slick red sedan parked a short distance from the store.  Darien tossed his blade into the backseat and hopped behind the wheel without hesitation. 


     “Get in and hold on,”  Darien ordered, digging the key out of his pocket.  The radio clicked on as he fired up the ignition, the voice of a nervous reporter coming through the speakers… 


     “We’re coming to you live from KRN Radio where we have some breaking news.  We’re getting reports that mayhem has ensued in major cities across the globe, including strange and horrific creature sightings in nearly every corner of the Earth.  Folks, this may be the end of the world as we kno—”  Darien cut the radio off as he sped down the street and away from the store.   


     Rian, consumed by equal parts confusion and fear, turned and looked out the back window.  It was late at night, yet the sky was not its typical black hue.  Instead, it glowed red as if the clouds themselves were about to rain blood. 


     “Ok I want some answers!  Why did we leave them!” Rian yelled, turning towards Darien and casting him an angry stare.               


     “Listen to me,”  Darien said, speaking in a tone both quick and firm.  He spun the wheel to the right, tires screeching as the car drifted around the corner and barreled down another city street.  A large ball of fire fell from the sky as they sped along, striking the road as they passed and shooting flames out in several directions.  Rian winced every time the flames came close to the vehicle, until finally they turned onto the large bridge leading away from the mayhem of the city. 


      “Listen,” Darien reiterated.  “Your friends… it’s too late for them.  Things are about to change.  We can’t stop that now—”  A loud deafening roar from outside the car interrupted Darien’s speech.  He pressed down on the gas, willing the car to speed ahead even faster.   


     Rian looked out the window once more, searching for the source of that terrible sound.  Darien continued, “Rian.  Wherever you end up, I’ll find you.  Just keep yourself safe till then.”  Darien briefly looked away from the road, his eyes meeting the young Rian’s hazel orbs.  “But remember, don’t stay in one place too long.  Keep moving.” 


     Rian gave the man a hard stare.  He had always been someone he looked up to, someone he trusted, but at this moment he felt betrayed.  How could he just leave the others behind like that!   


     He began to open his mouth, ready to formulate a response when a massive force slammed into the car, nearly knocking it off the road.  The pair looked out the window to their left and saw a massive winged reptile flying parallel to the car, its bloated, scaly body nearly the same size as their vessel.  Rian shrieked in terror as the creature eyed them through the window, matching the car’s speed as it soared parallel through the air.  Darien turned his attention back to the road, seemingly paying the creature no mind.  Suddenly, the drake flew up into the air, disappearing out of view.  “Brace yourself,”  Darien warned, his voice eerily calm.  Seconds later the beast came diving back down, slamming into the car with violent force once more.  


     The car jolted hard to the right as the drake’s strike landed true, careening off the pavement uncontrollably. The vehicle slammed through the bridge’s flimsy barrier with such great velocity that it took only seconds for the vessel to hit the water and begin sinking to the lake’s rocky floor. 


     The cabin of the car began to fill with water at an alarming rate.  Rian took a deep breath as the water overtook him, struggling to free himself of his seatbelt.  As the car sank deeper, the light from the sky faded and Rian found himself struggling in absolute darkness.  He began to panic as both his vision and his air supply faded.  He was reaching, grabbing for anything but finding nothing.   


     Rian’s mind filled with panic as he frantically searched through the murky blackness.  His thoughts became a blur and his chest tightened as his body began to fail him.  This is the end, Rian realized... an end to his pitiful existence.   


     Rian stopped struggling as his muscles ached for air, stopped fighting against the water that pulled him ever deeper, and with terror in his heart, let the darkness take him in. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 3 


     Brave New World 


       


     As events transpired, I began to keep careful record in the codex.  It would someday prove invaluable to reflect on my disciple’s meteoric rise. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     The sun shone brightly, beating down on Rian’s unconscious face.  Slowly, he started to stir, his eyes peeling open ever so slightly then snapping shut as the bright rays stung at his pupils.  He coughed and gurgled, the water rushing from his lungs as he struggled to catch his breath.  Suddenly, Rian rolled to his stomach and vomited what felt like a bucket of water. 


     Slowly, he wiped his face with his sleeve and sat up, absorbing his surroundings.  He sat on the shore of Lake Mooncrest, just outside Crestfall.  In the distance, he could see the bridge that he had plummeted from.  He’d survived! 


     Rian rose to his feet, his sopping wet clothes clinging tightly to his shivering body.  He scanned the horizon, looking for a sign of Darien or the creature that attacked them, but it appeared the only company he had was silence.   


     Rian reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.  The screen was black, and the power button yielded no response.  “So much for waterproof cases,” he said, shaking his head and shoving the phone back into his wet pocket. 


     Rian trudged up the grassy shore and walked to the nearby road.  It was the middle of the day, yet the road was void of traffic in either direction...  It gave him an uneasy feeling that he couldn’t quite explain.  Nevertheless, he began trudging down the empty road, searching for help.  


     Most of what lay in front of him were trees and foliage.  There were a couple small houses here and there along the quiet rural road, but none of them showed any signs of life...  Even the small docking area near the shore where he washed up was completely absent of activity.  First demons and now a ghost town… this has got to be the goddamn apocalypse. 


     Rian walked for nearly half a mile before finally seeing a small shop in the distance.  Despite his aches and pains, he ran to the run-down building as fast as his legs could carry, desperately seeking refuge.  It was a small convenience store, the structure clearly aged and in need of repair.  As expected, the parking lot was empty, but that didn’t deter him from jogging up to the entrance and heading inside. 


     As he entered the building, the peculiarity of the situation hit him.  The inside of the store was quite dim, the only light coming in being the natural sunlight pouring in from the windows.  Most of the shelves were barren, while others were tipped over in a jumbled heap.  The register sat open on the front counter, its drawer quite empty.  Did I just stumble onto a crime scene? he thought to himself. 


     Just as Rian was about to turn and exit the building, a rustling noise coming from the rear of the store caught his attention.  His first instinct told him to run… but he fought it.  He thought back to the helpless look he’d seen on his friends’ faces as he fled, as he left them to die…. No. Not again.  He was done running...  He would face whatever the hell was happening head on. 


     Rian crept around the overturned counter and began walking in the direction of the noise. 


     “H-hello,” he said.  “Is someone there?  Do you need help?”  


     The rustling noises suddenly stopped.  Rian halted his approach, certain that whatever lay on the other side of the aisle had heard him.  Slowly, two large oblong-shaped heads rose above the shelves.  Their skin was a sickly green color, their noses in the shape of snouts.  One of them had teeth similar to that of a normal man, while the other had small tusks that jutted out of his jaw and over his upper lip.  The pair had small black eyes with milky white pupils that widened as Rian approached. 


     Startled, Rian jumped back as the pair stood up, their hulking forms nearly seven feet tall.  Their bodies were shaped like humans, but they were thicker, heartier, and covered in layers of muscle.  They were creatures born and bred for a harsher life, a life of war. 


     “Aye, look at this one’s face, Ogrin.  He’s actin like he never seen an orc before.” The creature let out a low, guttural laugh.  Ogrin, his burly companion, was nearly drooling as he looked upon the much smaller Rian. 


     “An you said there wouldn’t be any grub here, Thragg,” Ogrin spat. “We can just stew this one’s bones.” 


     “Better than squirrel!” Thragg happily agreed as he began to climb over the shelving. 


     It soon became evident to Rian that he had made a grave mistake.  Quickly, he turned and ran back through the ransacked store, bolting towards the building’s entrance.   


     “Help!” he screamed as he burst through the door.  He looked in either direction, but found nothing but empty highways and uninviting woods.  Seeing no other option, Rian darted towards the trees, praying he’d be able to lose his chasers.  Unfortunately for him, they proved to be much quicker.  Rian only made it a few yards from the abandoned store before a pair of massive hands grabbed him from behind and yanked him to the ground.   


     Rian rolled to his back and kicked out hard at Ogrin’s chest.  The massive orc swatted his foot away as though it were nothing, posturing up and planting a knee firmly into Rian’s stomach.  The desperate man scratched and clawed at Ogrin’s massive thigh, squirming under the orc’s weight as he gasped for air.  Ogrin merely chuckled as he reached to his leather belt and unlatched a crude wooden hatchet, the stone blade caked with dried blood. 


     “We’re gonna have to stew this one right here,”  Ogrin yelled as he sized up Rian with his hatchet.  “He’s a squirmer!”  the orc raised the hatchet high above his head, preparing to smash it down into Rian’s much softer skull.  


     This was the end. 


     As he fully extended his arm, a loud bang pierced the air.  Blood sprayed over Rian’s face as a bullet flew through the sky and sliced through the flesh of Ogrin’s forearm, the tiny piece of lead his saving grace. 


     The orc howled in pain as he leapt off Rian’s struggling body and began running back to the abandoned store.   “RUN, THRAGG!” he bellowed.  “THERE BE THE STALKERS COMING FOR US!”  Another bullet came flying in and pierced Ogrin’s shoulder.  The orc cried out in pain once more but kept running, nearly tripping over himself as he stumbled back into the shop. 


     Rian turned to see the source of the gunfire and his eyes went wide.  Approaching from the road were what appeared to be four humans, weapons in their hands and confidence in their eyes.  Their clothes were dirty and unkempt, but they had a look of durability to them.  They wore sturdy boots caked with mud, and on their torsos adorned thick jackets.  Around their waists hung belts where a number of knives and tools dangled freely, some of them stained crimson from recent use.  Oddly, each of them wore a pair of red wool gloves.   


     Rian could not discern their identities, their faces concealed behind mossy green bandanas and plain black baseball caps.  Rian couldn’t help but grin at the awesome sight… These four were ragtag and deadly.          


     The man in front had a smaller, thinner frame then the three others trailing him.  He knelt and leveled the hunting rifle in his grasp, taking aim at the now-fleeing Thragg. 


     Suddenly, a third bullet left the gun’s chamber and buried itself deep into the back of Thragg’s knee.  Thragg fell to the ground, gripping his wound as he cried out in agony.  Damn, if only Rian knew how to shoot like that! 


     The group’s leader pulled down his bandana, and to Rian’s surprise, it was not a man at all….  Looking down the gun barrel were the focused green eyes of a woman! 


     From what Rian could tell she was likely around thirty, her dirty blonde hair tied in a ponytail that hung out of the back of her hat.  She bit down on her bottom lip as she aimed before dropping the gun to her side. 


     “You two, go in and finish off that greenskin.  See what you can find while you’re in there.”  Two of the men broke off from the group and ran towards the abandoned shop.  “Go finish off the one laying in the grass, Rob.  No need to waste another bullet.” 


     “Yes ma’am,” the last of them responded, pulling a large knife out of his jacket and walking off towards the downed Thragg.  The woman walked over to Rian who still sat on the ground, watching the scene unfold.  She stood over him… studying him, before finally extending an open hand.   


     Rian reached for her hand and in one swift yank she pulled him to his feet.  He was surprised… for her petite frame, the woman was much stronger than she looked!  Casually, she removed her cap and let her long blonde hair fall to her sides. 


     “You lose your group kid, or are you a loner?”  Her tone was direct and unapologetic, and her question… what the hell did she mean? 


     “My… group?”  Rian muttered with a confused look on his face.  He had no idea what she was talking about.  After all, he had been at work just last night. 


     The woman gave Rian a look of skepticism before motioning to the others in her squad.  “I think this one has head trauma,” she yelled over to the man she referred to as Rob, who nonchalantly buried his knife deep into Thragg’s chest. 


     “Should we take him back to the doc?”  Rob replied, as he methodically wiped the orc’s blood from his blade.   


     “He’s not even a real doctor,” she replied with a sigh.  The woman averted the gaze of her green eyes away from Rob and back to Rian.  “What’s your name, kid?”  she asked, placing her gloved hands on his cheeks and turning his head, inspecting him for injury. 


     “Rian.  My name’s Rian Asher,”  he responded. 


     “Where have you been holding up, Rian?”  she asked, dropping her hands to his sides. 


     Almost immediately, Rian felt a warmth in his cheeks as the woman ran her hands over his body… then came the tinge of shame.  Get it together, you idiot and answer her question. 


     “Well, I was at work last night when I got attacked...  My boss saved my life.  Before that I was home.”  The woman looked at him, shaking her head as he spoke.   


     “Yeah, this one’s definitely messed up,” she yelled out.  She turned back to Rian and gave him an awkward, forced smile.  “We’ll get you checked out as soon as we’re done here,” she said, feigned sympathy in her voice. 


     A gunshot rang out from inside the abandoned store, quickly stealing Rian’s attention.  A tense moment passed before the other two masked companions emerged from the store, a large leather sack over one of their shoulders.  


     The woman placed her hands on Rian’s shoulders and gave them a tight squeeze.  “I’m Maya, by the way,” she said.  “The greenskins started calling us the stalkers after we hunted so many of them down.” 


     “Greenskins?”  Rian replied in confusion.  “You mean those… things?”   


     Maya sighed as she removed her hands from his shoulders.  “Just hold tight,” she said, her voice carrying a tinge of irritation.  She stepped forward as the other three men converged on her location.   


     Maya leaned in close to ensure only they could hear her as she spoke, her expression carrying more than a bit annoyance.  “I’m not so sure about this one.  He’s either playing dumb or he has no idea what’s going on.  I mean, he acts like he doesn’t even know what a damn orc is.” 


     “He deranged?”  Rob inquired. 


     “Not sure.  Only thing he can tell me is his name.  Says he’s Rick… no…. Rian.  Rian Asher.”  As the words left her mouth, one of the stalkers dropped his bag to the ground.   


     “It can’t be,” the man muttered, sliding by Maya.   Peering forward, he finally got a good look at Rian for the first time since they arrived on scene.  Tears welled as the man threw off his cap and pulled his bandana down around his neck. 


     Rian’s mouth dropped as the man approached him, his eyes wide with surprise.  “Angelo?  Is that you?” 


     Angelo ran over to Rian and squeezed him in a tight embrace. Rian could feel a newfound strength in his friend, a sturdiness to him that hadn’t been there before.  “Where have you been?”  Angelo stammered as he continued to hug his dear friend tightly. 


     “Well, after I got to work things went to shit and we had to run.  We ended up flying off the bridge and I washed up to shore.”  Rian studied his friend closely as he spoke, still trying to come to terms with his rugged appearance. 


     Angelo returned his look with one of confusion.  “Are you ok, man?  I mean, really, where the hell have you been?” 


     “I told you, we crashed and…” 


     “No,”  Angelo interrupted.  “Where have you been the last six months?” 


     “Six months?”  Rian responded in confusion.  “What do you mean?” 


     “Damnit, Rian.  I mean you’ve been missing since the world ended!” 


       


     **** 


       


     In the moments that followed, Rian had a conversation with Angelo that shook him to his core… a conversation about the end of the world.   


     As the friends reunited, Angelo told Rian everything that he knew.    He told him how it all began, the night that Rian had nearly drowned, the night he disappeared.  First the skies glowed a terrible crimson hue...  The ground had shaken so violently that it seemed the world itself was coming apart at the seams.  Then came the hordes.  Angelo told him of the deadly drakes that filled the night sky bringing destruction and invoking terror in the streets.  And of the orcs who came to conquer, bringing with them a savagery this world had never seen.  A massive tribe of trolls made its home in the nearby swamps, butchering anyone they could get their hands on.  So many strange and terrible creatures had been sighted.  Their town… their entire world had fallen under siege. 


     Angelo solemnly recounted those first few days, when people thought they still had a chance. Humanity fought back valiantly, but even with their modern weapons of war, no one was prepared for the savagery that this new world brought.  For the first time, humans had found themselves on the bottom of the food chain…. Now, those who survived lived like them.  Hiding, scavenging what they could.  Living in fear. 


     The group filed into the back of an old pickup as Angelo recounted the recent history of the new world.  It was an old rusty truck that the group used for transport when the opportunity to scavenge arose.  “I wonder what happened to you, why you disappeared like that,”  Angelo said, bracing himself as the truck barreled over a bump in the road.  They were heading back to their base of operations, an age-old farmhouse that they had fortified the best they could.   


     “I have no idea… it… it feels like just yesterday that everything was still normal…”  Rian sat and absorbed it all in.  He could hardly believe the awful state that had befallen the world.  Everything he knew was gone.  Life had begun anew, and if his assumptions were correct, then the only goal was survival.   


     Rian looked up into the sky....  He wanted to laugh at the irony of it all.  Just yesterday he wanted to fly away, to leave the responsibilities of his old life behind.  Now… well, now he was free.  


     He tilted his head back over the edge of the truck and let the cool wind hit him, the chill bringing him clarity and calming his mind.  After a moment, he yanked his head back into the back of the truck.  He was wet and cold and a bit weak… but more importantly, he had lots of questions that needed answers.   


     “So, do you guys have a house with… well, with power?” 


     Angelo shifted to face Rian, recognizing the look in his eyes. He knew his friend was eager for some more answers.  “Lights went out about a week in.  There might be places in this world that have power, but we don’t know where.  Hell, the world went radio silent within the first month.” 


     Damn, Rian thought to himself.  It looked like he’d be roughing it from here on out. “Are there a lot of those… things around?  Orcs?” 


     Angelo nodded.  “This is greenskin territory, so we’re always on the lookout.  You don’t see too many of them this way though.  And the ones that do stumble upon us, well…” 


     “That’s why they named us the stalkers,”  Rob interjected, sending a wink in Rian’s direction.  Rob was a rugged man with short black hair and a matching goatee.  Before everything changed, the man was a pure outdoorsman, and many of the skills that he picked up lent themselves to this new way of life.   


     “Can… can you eat them?”  Rian asked reluctantly. 


     “Eat them?  You want to eat a damn greenskin?” said Kyle before he burst out into laughter.  Kyle was the fourth member of the stalkers.  He was a short, stocky man with short brown hair and a big bushy beard.  Of all the members of the group, it was apparent that Kyle was eating the best. 


     “What,”  Rian replied incredulously.  “I mean, they said they wanted to eat me.”  With that statement, the remaining stalkers burst into laughter.  Even the ever-so-serious Maya cracked a smile from behind the wheel, eavesdropping on their conversation through the open window. 


     Dusk began to fall as the old pickup rolled into the dirt driveway with a rustic old two-story farmhouse waiting ahead.  The paint was chipping, and the grass was heavily overgrown, the windows and doors all nailed up with two-by-fours and sheets of plywood. For what it was worth, the fortifications seemed half-decent. 


     The crew filed out of the vehicle and walked around to the back of the house where Maya knocked on the door seven times in quick succession.  They waited outside for a moment before the old wooden door flung open, where a dark-haired woman was standing in the entrance to greet them.  She was middle-aged and wore a wholesome smile, her very presence infusing a motherly feeling of comfort into the air.  “I’m glad to see you’re all back safe,”  the woman said as the group entered the house’s dated kitchen. 


     “Thank you, Alice,” Rob replied as the crew began removing their gear, stacking knives, guns, and an assortment of sweat-soaked clothing onto the old oak table. 


     “Who’s the new recruit?”  Alice asked, giving Rian a quick look over.  Oddly, she didn’t seem alarmed by Rian’s sudden appearance.  Perhaps it was a testament to the trust she had in the group.   


     “His name’s Rian,” answered Maya.  “He was a friend of Angelo’s back in the old world.” 


     “Well we’re glad to have him then,” Alice said, winking at Rian as she began gathering the large pile of clothes.  Alice was typically wary of anyone entering her home, especially with the dangers this new world offered.  But she trusted the judgment of her companions….  After all, they’d kept her safe this long.  “I’ll bring you down something fresh to put on.” 


     “Thank you very much,” Rian replied, walking over to the dining area and taking a seat in a large comfy chair that sat in the corner.  Angelo waltzed over and pulled up a creaky wooden chair next to him.  


      “This house belongs to Alice and her husband, Doc.  They help take care of us, keep a roof over our head. In return we keep them fed and keep them safe.” 


     “Seems fair,” said Rian.  “It’s a nice place.” 


     “More importantly, it’s functional,” Rob said as he walked by.  “We’ve boarded up all the windows and doors.  Now there’s just one way in and we always have someone keep watch while we’re out.” 


     “You guys been here a while then?” 


     “Through most of it,” Angelo responded.  “We don’t get much greenskin traffic through here though, so it makes sense to stay.” 


     “Yeah, till we run out of food!”  Kyle interjected, slurping down a can of creamed corn they had found during their excursion.  Rian rolled his eyes… of course it had to be the Checkmarks brand of corn.  Kyle set the empty can back onto the table as he continued.   “We’ve already scavenged everything for five miles in every direction.” 


     “We’ll figure it out,” Angelo assured, before turning back to Rian.  “Why don’t you get some rest.  This is all probably a hell of a lot to process.” 


     And it was.  Everything that had happened in the past couple days was like a whirlwind.  The world that he had once known was gone… apparently it had actually been gone for some time!  But where had he gone in that time, and more importantly, why was he back here and now? 


     Later that evening, Rian laid back in a dusty old cot they had set up for him upstairs, reflecting on the life he once had.  He was miserable in his old life, barely existing as he slogged through his daily routine.  Now, he would soon be fighting for his life on a daily basis against creatures he could barely comprehend.  He wasn’t sure if this was some ironic answer to his prayers… or just a cruel joke that would eventually lead to his death.  Either way, it was his life now and he had to make the most of it. 


     The door to his room creaked open, breaking Rian’s train of thought.  Angelo peeked his head through the doorway, the milky-white of his eyes barely visible in the darkness of the room.  “You doin ok, man?” 


     “Yeah, I’m good,” Rian said as he sat back up. 


      “Why don’t you come down for dinner.  You still gotta meet Doc anyways.” 


     “Sure, be right there,” Rian responded.  “Let me just throw these clothes on.”  Angelo nodded and shut the door.  Rian walked over to the corner chair where a folded pile of clothes sat neatly waiting for him.  In the pile was a plain green t-shirt, a pair of faded blue jeans and a thick pair of socks.  The clothes were plain and simple, but more importantly, they were dry.   


     Next, he found an old pair of hiking boots sitting by the door which he slipped on.  They were large, so large in fact that his feet slipped right out of them.  He tossed them aside and reached for his Vans sneakers.  They weren’t made for roughing it, but damnit they would have to do. 


     Rian exited the room and headed down the creaky wooden stairs leading back into the dining area.  At the table in the center of the room sat Maya, Rob, Kyle, and Angelo, as well as the always-smiling Alice and a feeble-looking middle-aged man that had to be Doc. 


       “Welcome, have a seat,” Doc said, waving his hand towards the empty chair.  Doc was a scrawny man with wispy hair and thick, squared glasses.  He looked odd by any standard but had an endearing smile that seemed to just put you at ease.  Rian was certain that before the world changed, Doc and Alice were truly happy people. 


     “Thank you, for everything,” Rian replied with utmost sincerity, taking a seat next to him.   On the table lay an assortment of canned meats and vegetables that Alice began to portion out and serve onto each of their plates.   


     “Angelo here tells me you and he were friends before it all went down,” Doc said, scooping a spoonful of cold beans into his mouth. 


     “Yeah, we were best friends for years,” Rian replied, looking over to Angelo. 


     “Still are,” Angelo remarked, giving Rian a nod of affirmation. 


     “Good,” Doc said.  “We need people we can trust in this world.  I remember when it started, everything was chaos.  People stopped helping each other, started looking out for only themselves.  You couldn’t even trust your own damn neighbor.” 


     Rian shoveled some crushed pineapple into his mouth as he listened intently.  Even though he despised his old life, he still wanted to know what happened, how everything went so bad so fast. 


     “I remember being holed up in here, glued to the news that first week.  They had the White House on the screen, hundreds of soldiers lined up in the lawn with guns in their hands.” 


     “What happened?”  Rian asked, sitting up in his seat. 


     “These terrible horned creatures stormed the place.  I remember them clear as day, their skin looked like leather and they had claws that were sharp like knives.  They were huge beasts with these awful red eyes.  Everyone was calling them demons.  Those men fought hard, but the bullets bounced off the creatures like they were nothing.  They were slaughtered right there on live TV.   Those poor men didn’t stand a chance.”   


     “I… I’ve seen one of those things before,” Rian stammered. “On the night when everything started.  It nearly killed me.”   


     Doc stood up out of his chair so fast it nearly fell over. 


     “You had a demon after you?  What in the world for!”  Doc said with an intense curiosity. 


     Rian looked around nervously, realizing everyone now had eyes on him.  “Why, what does that mean?”  he asked with hesitance in his voice. 


     “It means you’re important,” Maya said sternly as she placed her food down on the table.  “When the world went to shit those demons were everywhere.  But they weren’t just chasing every Joe on the street.  They went for the big guys.  World leaders, army generals, heads of corporations.  Anyone with power…  So, you tell me, why are they after you?” 


     “You think they were after me?”  Rian said in disbelief.  “I was a freaking grocery store clerk!” 


     “What about the last six months you mysteriously disappeared,” Maya shot back, a tinge of anger in her voice.  “You don’t find that an odd coincidence?” 


     Doc, sensing the tension building in the room, calmly raised his hands in the air.  “Let’s just calm down.  Everyone has had a long day.  Maybe it’s best we retire for the night.  We can talk this over tomorrow.” 


     “Fine,” Maya replied, shoving her chair away from the table.  “But don’t cry to me when demons show up on our doorstep.” 


     Rian sighed.  Perhaps this life would prove to be more complicated than his last. 


       


     **** 


       


     Later that night Rian lay awake in his small cot, staring up into the ceiling.  Due to a lack of space, Angelo was forced to share a room with him, outstretched over a small suede love sofa.  “So, what do you think?”  Angelo asked, breaking the silence. 


     “About what?”  Rian replied cautiously. 


     “About this.  About being here…  Ya know, you could stay with us.  We could teach you how to scavenge, how to survive.”  


     Rian pondered the offer, but his mind kept going back to that night.  Darien’s words rang clear in his mind…  I’ll find you.  Don’t stay in one place too long, keep moving… 


     “I’m not so sure I’m safe to keep around,” Rian countered.  He could still feel the heated stare that Maya had given him over dinner. 


     “Don’t worry about her, man.  She’s always intense.  I’ll smooth things over,” Angelo assured.   Rian nodded, though he wasn’t sure if Angelo could see the gesture through the darkness. He laid back into his bed and finally shut his eyes, a small bit of peace in his heart with the knowledge that he had at least one person by his side. 


       


       


      


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 4 


       


     Greenskins 


       


     I did what I could to shelter the boy from the initial waves of carnage, for I feared I was not the only celestial being with eyes on him. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Over the course of the next two days Rian began to find his place among his newfound company.  Kyle taught Rian how to shoot a gun while Rob covered practical survival skills with him.  Even his relationship with Angelo picked up right where they had left off despite the strange circumstances regarding Rian’s disappearance.   


     Maya continued to keep her distance though.  Ever since the revelation that Rian was attacked by a demon, she had kept him at arm’s length.  She wanted to question him, to shake him down for answers and find out what exactly was going on with this strange young man, but under Doc’s request she had let it be… for now. 


     The last few evenings Rian had sat with Doc and listened to stories about the end of the modern world…  Stories about massive red dragons nearly burning down Manhattan and building a roost on Lady Liberty... Stories about a strange black-robed man using dark rituals to raise the dead in West Virginia, things Doc had caught on the news or radio before everything went dark. 


     Through all their conversations, Rian found that Doc was never a medical doctor.  In fact, his Ph.D. was in history, so he had heard a lot of stories...  And for all the stories he’d heard, he was twice as good at telling them.   


     Rian was also fascinated with Doc’s small cache of weapons that he deemed a ‘collection’.  It turns out that the man was a bit of a weapon connoisseur.  In his basement were an assortment of firearms and blades, and even a small supply of homemade explosives!  Most of the guns had been given up for more practical uses, but an old ceremonial longsword still hung on the wall.  “Take it,” Doc had said after seeing Rian eyeing it one day.  “You might actually end up needing it.” 


     Rian had looked upon the sword, holding it in his hand.  It reminded him of a story that he had yet to tell, about how his boss had rushed in and slayed a demon with a sword, about how he had dreamt about the end of the world and a mysterious scar-faced swordsman, but he was hesitant.  Bringing these facts to light would certainly stir the group and might even put him back on his own.  He wasn’t ready to put himself (or Angelo who would likely side with him) in that position.  He just needed a few days to catch his breath. 


     A few days later, Rian sat and watched as Rob fired arrows into a makeshift target just outside of their home.  Each arrow pierced the target with deadly accuracy, though Rian was hardly paying attention.  Tonight, he decided, he would come clean with them about everything he had seen and heard… and if they wanted him to leave, then so be it. 


     “What’s on your mind?”  Rob asked, noticing Rian was clearly distracted. 


     “Nothing much, just thinking about how things used to be,” Rian lied, hoping Rob would buy the excuse and leave him be. 


     “Well, we’re going scavenging in the morning.  There’s an old gas station about six and a half miles north that we haven’t checked out yet.  Maybe that will help take your mind off things,” Rob reasoned.  Rian gave him a half-hearted smile and a nod of affirmation.  Rob shrugged and went back to his bow, firing another arrow directly into the target’s center. 


     Just as Rob nocked another arrow, a panicked scream rang out through the air.  Rob lowered his bow as Rian rose from his seat, and the two men walked around to the front of the house to investigate the noise.  A few hundred yards away the pair spotted Alice, running frantically up the old dirt road.  She had left the house just a few moments ago to collect apples from one of their former neighbor’s trees, a short trip down the road that she’d taken a few dozen times without issue.   


     This time it was clearly different.   


     Alice ran back towards the house, her face stricken with terror.  She’d gotten nearly within a hundred yards of the boys when an arrow sailed through the air and sunk deep into her midsection. 


     “Alice!’  Rob screamed as he began running to her aid.  Rian peered through the thicket of trees in the distance, searching for the source of the attack.  It was then he realized what grave danger they were in. Charging through the trees in their direction was a small horde of greenskins, their hands filled with crude weapons, their eyes wild with a primal bloodlust. 


     Run, get out of here, his mind told him, but he fought the urge.  He had made a personal vow to himself that he wouldn’t abandon another friend… and he intended to honor that vow, even if it cost him his life.   


     Rian darted forward and helped Rob scoop Alice off the ground.  She cried out as they lifted her, the arrow still lodged deep into her midsection.  Arrows and spears flew by them as they ran through the yard, some arrows soaring so close that Rian was sure he lost part of an ear. Both men knew that if one of them went down, then none of them would survive the day.  For that reason alone, neither of them looked back as they barreled through the lawn. 


     The pair rounded the corner of the house with Alice in their arms, scrambling to the back door as quick as their legs could carry.  Rob banged on the door in quick succession, praying someone was near the door.  


     “Oh god, we’re not gonna make it,” Alice murmured more to herself than to the boys.  Blood began to trickle from her mouth as her murmuring started to slur.  Sweat poured down Rian’s face as the seconds ticked by.  The sounds of the approaching horde were so close that he was certain an orc would turn the corner any second and end them right there. 


     The door slid ajar not even a foot before Rob forced it open and flung himself and Alice inside.  Angelo nearly fell over as his companions barreled into the house, while Rian squeezed in behind them and turned to shut the door.  Just as the door was about to reach the latch, a hairy green arm reached in and stopped it from closing.  Rian pressed his weight into the door with all his might, but it was no use.  It continued to slide open, inch by inch, as the orcs worked their way into the house by force.   


     “Get that door shut now!”  Maya commanded as she rushed into the room. Angelo scrambled back to his feet, swiped a silver handgun off the kitchen table and unloaded four rounds into the orc’s arm at close range.  The orc howled in pain before withdrawing from the doorway.  Angelo leapt forward, slamming his weight into the door alongside Rian until it finally latched shut.  The door rattled as another orc slammed against the entrance, trying to force the door ajar once more.   


     Maya began to scramble around the kitchen and dining area, gathering the guns and knives that they had available and loading them for use.  The door rattled as an axe blade slammed against the reinforced door, a small sliver of sunlight now leaking in through the freshly made slit.  


     “They’re gonna bust through that door in minutes!”  Angelo exclaimed, as he loaded the hunting rifle Maya had tossed him. 


     “What do we do?”  Rian asked frantically as another axe slammed into the door. 


     “We won’t be able to run far,” Rob warned as he worked to remove the arrow from Alice’s stomach.  “Alice won’t be able to move for quite a while.”   


     A piece of the door splintered away as another axe slammed into it.  Maya leveled her rifle at the newly made hole and fired through it, burying a round into the eye of the orc that dared to peek through.   


     Doc rushed into the kitchen with Kyle right behind him.  Without hesitation he dashed over to Alice’s side and cradled her head.  “Dear god,” he whispered, trying to mask the horror in his voice from his dying wife. 


     More pieces of the door began to chip off as the orcs hacked away from the other side.  “Grab your guns and aim them at the door!”  Maya yelled as her fear began to wane and her composure returned.  The four men surrounded the door with their rifles leveled, leaving Doc to tend to his Alice.  Despite all the surrounding mayhem, he worked tirelessly to put pressure on her wound and stop the bleeding. 


     “Hold steady, boys,” Maya instructed as she leveled her rifle and took a stance next to them.  Another chunk of the door went flying off and the orcs began hooting and hollering from the other side, realizing they were nearly in.  Everything went quiet for a brief second before one final blow cleaved the splintered door in two, allowing what was left of it to swing open.  


     “Fire!”  Maya yelled, and the men unloaded their rounds into the entrance as the first pair of orcs tried to squeeze through.  The bodies of the intruding orcs fell lifeless to the ground as a second pair of them began to force their way inside.  The group let loose another swarm of bullets and then another, mowing down orc after orc as they tried to charge into the house.  


     Bullet-riddled bodies began to pile up in the entrance as the orcs continued their relentless assault.   “I need to reload, boss,” Kyle declared as he fired another shot into an approaching orc, then dropped back to reload his rifle.  “How many of them are there?” 


     “Too many,” said Rob as he fired an arrow that ripped through an approaching orc’s stomach.  “We won’t be able to hold this forever.”  Rob readied his bow for another wave of attackers, but the air fell silent.  The group exchanged glances, certain that this could not have been the end. 


     “Dear Rian, won’t you just make it easy on your friends there and come out,” spoke an unfamiliar, yet maniacal male voice from somewhere outside of the house. 


     “Who is that?  What the hell is after you?”  Maya said in a growl-like whisper as she snatched Rian up by the collar of his shirt. 


     “I have no idea!  I’ve never heard that voice before!”  Rian said truthfully.  In reality, he was terrified of who could be after him now.               


     “I’d hate to have to kill all of your friends in there just to get to you,” the voice taunted.  The men shifted nervously, their guns still leveled at the doorway stacked with bodies. 


     “Who… who the hell are you?”  Rian shouted, growing sick and tired of being chased, of being taunted.   


     “What?  You don’t remember me, Rian…  I’ve been watching you for a while.  You even spoke to me once, before you sent me flying on my way,” the man spoke in riddles, a mocking tone in his sinister voice.  


     In the back of the kitchen, Doc held Alice close as she gasped for air, the floor stained with her blood.  He wept as he watched the life slip from his wife’s eyes.  Holding her close, he placed a gentle kiss on her forehead before resting her body onto the floor.  He sat still for many moments despite the dire situation evolving around him.  Quietly, he rose to his feet.  “No more death,” Doc declared as he walked up to the group.  “We give them what they want.” 


     Outside of the house, the greenskins stood anxiously in the yard, weapons at the ready.  At the front of the horde stood a tall, pale man with platinum shoulder-length hair and flowing black robes. His slender face wore a calm expression, but anyone that looked at him closely enough could see the unhinged rage burning just under the surface.  His long bony fingers twitched as he waited impatiently, seemingly ready to let loose a maelstrom of dark magic at any second.  “I will not hesitate to burn this house down if I need to!” the man shouted, a tinge of anger in his voice now.   


     “Don’t!  I’m coming,” Rian’s voice called out from within the house.  “Just leave the others out of this.” 


     “Of course,” the platinum-haired man responded coyly.  “Now come on out.”  A few tense seconds went by before movement could finally be seen in the doorway.  Slowly, bodies were shoved out of the way until Rian emerged, proudly sporting his stalker bandana over his face along with a plain black cap.  Nervously, he stepped through the crowd of greenskins and approached the man in robes.   


     “You’ve made a wise choice, boy,” the man said as he reached for Rian’s bandana. 


     As the bandana dropped, the platinum man’s face turned to one of shock.  Underneath the mask was not Rian at all, but the angry face of the usually docile Doc.  “This is for Alice,” he stated as he pulled his coat back, revealing a large homemade explosive sewn into the fabric. 


     The backyard burst into flame as the explosive went off, incinerating Doc and everything in his vicinity.  The greenskins that weren’t caught in the blast were knocked to the ground or leapt out of the way in fear.   


     In the midst of the chaos, the stalkers raced from the house wielding whatever weapons they could carry.  Maya led the charge around the side of the structure, firing off shots with her rifle as the greenskins began to rise.  Closely behind her were Angelo with pistols in his hands and Rian, his sword and rifle strapped across his back in an X.  Rob and Kyle took up the rear, with Rob firing arrows into the approaching orcs while Kyle gripped a pump-action shotgun, ready to blow away any orc that got too close.  


     The stalkers ran to the front of the house where their old rusty Ford pickup still sat.  Maya jumped into the driver’s seat and cranked the key, the engine roaring to life as more orcs poured in from every direction.  Angelo and Rian leapt into the back of the pickup as a spear sliced through the air, narrowly missing Angelo’s head. 


     Rob and Kyle were nearly to the vehicle when a large orc with tannish green skin cut them off.  He was much larger than some of the other orcs, and he wasn’t dressed in the flimsy hides and leathers that most of them adorned.  No, this one appeared to be some sort of leader among the greenskins, his armor, helm and sword all crafted of iron.  Across the ugly creature’s face were three parallel scars, evidence that he had been battle-tested.  


     The orc swung his iron sword in a quick overheard chop, forcing Rob and Kyle to dodge in opposite directions or face losing a limb.  Rob nearly rolled into another approaching orc, the orc’s hatchet swinging in close and grazing his face.  Rob swung his bow like a baseball bat, striking the creature across the eyes and forcing it to stagger back out of melee range.  Kyle was less graceful, flopping hard onto the ground then rising to a knee and firing buckshot into their armored assailant.  The orc flinched, but only for a second before continuing with his assault. 


     Rian watched in dismay as enemies closed in quickly on both sides. Maya and Angelo both fired shots into the approaching horde, trying to buy time for their companions.  To Rian though, this felt all too familiar.  It was not long ago that he had watched as two of his friends were struck down while he was powerless to help.  He would not let that happen again. 


     Rian leapt from the truck with sword in hand and swung it with all his might.  The blade smashed into the armored orc’s helm, causing him to stumble forward.  The orc turned away from Kyle and approached Rian with rage in his eyes.  The mighty orc raised his blade, preparing to deliver a deathblow when Kyle leapt on its back, throwing it off-balance once more.   


     “Get out of here!”  Kyle yelled.  The armored orc reached for Kyle, grabbing his arm and throwing him to the ground with violent force.  Rian charged forward once more, but the orc was ready.  As Rian stepped forward, the orc kicked his armored boot hard into the young man’s stomach.  Rian fell to his back, gasping to try to get air back into his lungs.   Rob fired a volley of arrows into another pair of approaching orcs, but many more were on the way.   


     The armored orc raised his sword high once again, prepared to cleave Rian in two.  Suddenly, Kyle jumped back to his feet and grasped the orc by his arm, preventing him from swinging that terrible sword.   His eyes met Rian’s for a brief second.  He didn’t say anything but the look he had given him was enough.  He was giving them a chance.   


     The orc shrugged Kyle off and turned, sinking the hard steel deep into his chest.   Despite the blade protruding through him, Kyle reached forward and grabbed onto the sword hilt, forcing the orc to struggle with him as he bought his friends a few more seconds.  Reluctantly, Rian and Rob dashed to the truck and leapt into the back as more greenskins descended on their location.   


     “GOOOOO!”  Angelo yelled as Maya slammed on the gas.  The wheels of the old pickup squealed as it took off down the driveway, plowing through a pair of brave orcs that stood in the way.  The men watched from the truck in horror as the armored orc hoisted Kyle off the ground.  With a vile grin on its face, the orc shoved its large iron sword through Kyle’s chest once more.  It held him in the air like some sort of bloody trophy, before finally tossing Kyle’s lifeless body to the ground.   


     The old pickup barreled down the street, carrying the remaining stalkers away from the bloody battlefield, a place they once called home.  Not a word was said as the howls of the greenskins became more distant.   


     Rian laid back in the pickup, staring up at the clouds as they swirled by, breathing for what felt like the first time since the attack.  Angelo put his arm around Rob and held him as he wept. 


     **** 


     Back at the farmhouse, a shadowy form began to twist and turn near the site of the explosion, taking form as translucent black tendrils rose from the ground.  The shadows stretched and grew until they finally materialized into the form of a long black cloak.  The cloak raised and parted, settling around the shoulders of the platinum-haired man known as Malichron.   


     With a scowl on his face, he shook his head as he surveyed the carnage around him...  Dozens of his greenskins lay dead or dying, and yet there was no trace of the boy anywhere.  Instead, the large armored orc approached the man cautiously, taking a knee at his side. 


     “Tell me, Three-Scar, what happened while I was… indisposed,” Malichron said with blatant displeasure in his voice. 


     “The explosion, my lord.  My horde was not prepared for it.  The boy… he escaped… but not before I slew one of them,” the orc officer Three-Scar spoke with great hesitation, his eyes constantly pointed to the ground as he spoke.  For all the fighting skill Three-Scar had, it didn’t help any to subdue the fear he felt in the presence of the platinum-haired man.   


     Malichron walked over to the orc and gently placed his pale hand onto the creature’s face.  Three-Scar screamed out in pain as Malichron’s hand began to burn with dark energy, sending searing agony through his green skin.  As the orc withered, Malichron leaned down so his face was just inches from Three-Scar’s.   


     “Find him.  Bring him to me,” he whispered, before dismissing the whimpering orc.  Three-Scar nodded before rising to his feet and raising his sword to his horde of orcs.   


     “Hunt them down!”  he yelled in Orcish as his horde rallied around his call. 


     With orders given, Malichron once again took a shadowy form as the wind carried him into the woods.  Eventually he re-materialized in front of a small pond, out and away from the battle that had just raged.  He reached into his belt and produced a small vial of red ink not larger than his finger.  Carefully, he removed the lid and let a small drop of red liquid fall into the pond.   


     The water bubbled and swirled before finally settling, the once-murky water now clear as glass.  Oddly, the pond did not provide a reflection though.  Instead, gazing into the water provided Malichron visions of a dark stone room.  On the wall hung sculptures of horned demonic beasts and at the center of the room was a twisted throne made of blackened wood.  Sitting there was a man in robes of black, a long hood looming over his figure that cast his face in shadow.   


     What news do you bring me, Malichron?  The voice seemed to rise from the pond and echo through the surrounding forest. 


     “It appears that the boy has surrounded himself with resourceful company once more.  A few of the men even sacrificed themselves to allow his escape.” Malichron paced anxiously around the pond, awaiting a response. 


     Was there any sign of the other scions?  the voice asked as it returned. 


     “None,” replied Malichron.  “It seems he has not reconnected with the boy as of yet.” 


     Good.  We must find him before he does.  We need him for the ritual if this realm is to remain ours…. the voice beckoned. 


     “Yes, my lord.” 


     And one more thing… do not fail me again, Malichron.  The pond rippled as the image of the dark chamber faded.  Malichron cast his hood over his head, scowling as he returned to his shadow form and took to the skies.  He had work to do. 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 5 


     The Immortal Swordsman 


       


     I’ve failed them… Foolishly, I allowed this newcomer into our group, and with him the cloud of darkness seemingly chasing at his heels.  I knew I should’ve trusted my instincts and let him rot with the orcs. 


     -From the pages of Maya’s journal, date unknown 


       


       


     Maya drove that rusty old pickup for hours, never stopping, never looking back.  She drove south into the early hours of the morning, and not a single one of the men had the courage or desire to argue with her.  The truck finally puttered to a stop shortly after sunrise, its final resting spot an old backroad somewhere in what used to be West Virginia.   


     Maya sat there behind the wheel for several minutes, staring at the unmoving road in front of her as the men filed out of the back and stretched their legs.  They communed for a short time before the front door of the truck finally swung open.  Maya climbed out, her face twisted in anger.  Without warning she marched up to the group and swung her fist, landing a hard punch to Rian’s cheek and knocking him to the ground.  Rob and Angelo jumped in between them to save Rian from any further attacks, but Maya pressed on regardless. 


     “It’s your fault!”  she yelled.  “You’re the reason Alice and Doc and Kyle are all dead!” 


     “Maya, please,”  Angelo pleaded. 


     Maya’s anger quickly refocused to Angelo.  “Of course, you would defend him, your best bud!  Didn’t… didn’t they mean anything to you?”  She gave Angelo a quick shove.  


     “That’s enough Maya,”  Rob interjected.  “Rian did not ask for any of this.”  


     Maya cut her eyes at Rob, betrayed that he didn’t take her side.  Finally, realizing she was alone in her anger, she relented, walking over to the old pickup and slamming her fist into the side. 


     Rian rose from the ground, rubbing his cheek, heart filled with an unexplainable feeling of regret.  Was this his fault? 


     He wanted to tell Maya he knew her pain… that she was right to hate him.  After all, it was his fault that the greenskins came.  They were after him… though he didn’t know why.  Nevertheless, he was certain that trying to talk to Maya right then would cause more trouble.  Right now, keeping his distance from her would be the best option. 


     “So, where do we go from here?”  Angelo said, asking the group as much as himself.  They were in foreign territory now with only a handful of weapons and all their supplies left abandoned back at the farmhouse.   


     “I don’t even know where we are,”  Rob proclaimed, peering down the old country road in both directions.  “I guess we keep moving until we find shelter or something to eat.”  Rob rubbed his eyes as he looked around for some sort of clue that would point them in the right direction. 


     “First, you need to rest,” Maya interjected as she trudged back over to the group.  “I’ll keep watch.  The rest of you should sleep a few hours.” 


     “But Maya,” Angelo protested.  “You’re running on empty too.  You’ve been behind the wheel.  Maybe I should take first wa—” 


     “I’m fine!”  she interrupted.  “I can’t sleep, not with everything that’s happened.  Just take a few hours.  If I see something or if shit goes downhill, I’ll wake you up.”  Angelo sighed in concession.  Despite his protesting, he knew that part of what she was saying was right.  They needed rest, and if anyone had the resolve to stand watch, it would be her. 


     The group pushed the old rusty pickup off the road and concealed it in brush.  Even though it was no longer usable, they still didn’t want it bringing them any unwanted attention.  Rob rummaged through the truck and found a few blankets.  It wasn’t much, but at least it put a layer between them and the cold hard ground.   


     Rian stood outside the truck, his arms crossed tightly as a chill wind swept in through the trees.  The other stalkers typically always had their gear on them, two shirts, a long sleeve jacket and red wool gloves.  When the attack came, they had been prepared for the trek that now lay ahead of them.  Rian, on the other hand, had not grown accustomed to such preparedness and stood shivering in just a t-shirt and an old pair of jeans. 


     Rob pulled a garment out of the truck cab and tossed it over to Rian.  He held it out in front of him and inspected it.  It was an old brown aviator jacket, still in excellent condition.  He turned it around to find two large white wings sewn onto the back. 


     “Used to be Doc’s,”  Rob stated.  “He told me in his younger years he used to go out flying for fun.  Couldn’t tell if he was tellin the truth or he just really liked that jacket.” 


     Rian chuckled as he slid his arms into the sleeves.  It was a bit tight, but it felt so much warmer than the cold air on his skin. “Thanks,” he said as he zipped it up.  


     “No problem,” replied Rob.  “Doc liked you, I could tell.  He would’ve wanted you to have it.”  For the first time in almost a week, Rian had a genuine smile on his face. 


     The group left the road and walked about a mile into the woods.  Staying on the road often meant trouble, so sleeping amongst the trees was likely their best chance.  Maya perched herself up against the tree and laid her rifle across her lap.  Despite the ever-rising sun, it only took a moment before Rian, Angelo, and Rob were all fast asleep.  Maya rested her head back against the tree bark and stared off into the distance.  Just an hour or two, she thought to herself, then they would be on their way.  Slowly, her eyelids started to drift and her vision became fuzzy.  She fought against the fatigue with all her might, but it was no use.  Within seconds the tireless leader had drifted off and joined her group in slumber. 


     ****’ 


     Rian jolted awake as the sound of crackling leaves and snapping twigs closed in on him.  He wiped the sleep from his eyes and scanned the area.  The sun was high in the sky, indicating that he’d been out for a few hours at least.  Not far were two empty blankets where Rob and Angelo once lay fast asleep.  A short way in the distance he spotted Maya perched against a large maple tree, her head slumped to the side as she dozed.  Keeping watch, eh?  he thought as he sat up and began to rise to his feet. 


     As he rose, a faint hissing noise caught his attention.  Slowly, Rian dropped back down to the ground and listened for the sound.  “Hssssssss.”  The noise was getting closer, more prominent.  He looked around once more, searching for any sign of his companions, but they were nowhere to be found.  Rian then looked in Maya’s direction once more and his eyes went wide.  Coming around the tree on either side of her were two sickly-looking creatures, their ghostly white skin a stark contrast to their wild black manes.  The creatures resembled humans in form, but their black beady eyes and dripping fangs showed that was clearly not the case. 


     The creatures inched towards Maya, ready to dig into her flesh at any second with their dagger-like nails.  Rian jolted to his feet and scooped up his sword.  “Maya!” he yelled, and her eyes popped open almost instantly.  Alarmed, the first creature dove forward and sunk its fangs into Maya’s shoulder.  She cried out in pain before grabbing her rifle from her lap and smashing it into the creature’s face.   


     The second creature dashed towards Rian, but he was ready for it.  He widened his stance and cocked back his sword like a bat as the creature approached.  Once it was in range, he swung the sword with all his strength, expecting the weapon to cleave through his attacker… except that’s not quite what happened.   


     The ghoulish beast raised a clawed hand, intercepting the strike and knocking the blade away.  Rian stumbled back as the creature raked its claws at him, barely missing his face.  The creature made another swing at him, causing him to lose his balance and stumble to the ground.  The crazed beast dove into the air, intending to land atop Rian and quickly end his life.  Without thinking, he grabbed his sword and pointed it into the sky defensively.  As the creature descended on him, the sword sliced through its belly, impaling it and leaving the skewered beast dangling just inches from his face. 


     Maya delivered another strike to the creature with the butt of her rifle, forcing it to detach its claws from her shoulder.  Swiftly, she turned her gun and fired a shot straight through its eye, causing it to fall dead to the ground.  


     Maya crawled over to Rian as he slid the creature’s now-lifeless body off his sword.  Through the trees they could see the approach of more of those sickly black eyes, that terrible hissing sound filling the air around them. 


     “Where are the other two?”  she asked frantically as she loaded the last few remaining bullets into her gun.   


     “They were gone when I woke up,”  Rian said as he gazed around.  “What the hell are these things?” The creatures slowly approached through the trees, bearing their fangs as they grew ever closer. 


     “Ghouls.  Think they used to be humans at one point before this happened to them.  A few packs were roaming around Crestfall until the greenskins wiped them out.”  Maya leveled her rifle as they inched closer.  She could count at least seven of them converging on their location, far too many to fight at once, and Rob and Angelo were still nowhere to be found!  “This might be it, kid,”  she said as she pressed her back to Rian.  “Sorry about earlier.” 


     He raised his blade into the air, awaiting the coming onslaught.  “I’m sorry too, about everything,” he replied, the imminence of death weighing heavily on the young man’s heart.. Rian steadied himself as the ghouls began their charge, their fangs dripping with saliva, their only instinct to devour flesh. 


     Suddenly, the creatures halted their approach.   


     In the distance, the loud roar of an engine had caught their attention.  Rian and Maya both looked to the west, where the sound grew louder as it approached.  Dust and debris flew into the air as the wheels of a worn, black dirt bike ripped through the woods, the bike accelerating towards them at great speed.   


     Atop the bike sat a man no younger than forty.  He had buzzed brown hair and hazel eyes that had seen more than any human deserved to.  He wore a long brown coat that normally fell to his knees, but currently flapped in the wind behind him as he sped through the trees.  An oversized katana lay strapped across his back, the handle wrapped in black tape for an improved grip. 


     The ghouls turned their attention to the approaching stranger, bearing their claws and preparing themselves to devour their new foe.  The first ghoul charged in, leaping in the air with outstretched claws.  The stranger zipped by the ghoul, unsheathing his sword and beheading the creature with a precise swipe as he passed.  He continued, making a quick turn on his bike and swinging his sword as he went, shearing a second ghoul in half at the midsection. 


     The stranger stepped off his bike as the third ghoul charged in.  He delivered a swift kick to the approaching beast, knocking it off balance before dropping it low with a hard swing of his katana.  Without wasting any time, the stranger dashed forward at the remaining creatures.  He leapt into the air, landing atop the shoulders of the closest ghoul.  The creature buckled under his weight and began to fall to the ground.  As they descended, the man used the momentum to impale the creature’s head with his sword.   


     He jumped forward from his crouch and stabbed his katana through the next ghoul’s chest, not allowing the creature time to react to his quick movements.  The remaining two undead beasts began to back off, their slow minds stunned at seeing the utter destruction of their pack.  They would not get another second to ponder it though, as the stranger stepped forward and in one fell swoop, lopped the heads off the two remaining creatures. 


     Rian and Maya stood side by side in a state of shock, stunned at the beautiful display of savagery they had just witnessed.  The man nonchalantly wiped the dark sludge-like blood from his sword and slung it across his back.  He trudged towards the pair in his tall black boots, blood splattered about his coat.  He stopped just short of them and raised a gloved hand to his smooth chin, a contemplative look on his face.  “What the hell are you two doing out here?” 


     **** 


     “So, you’re a sellsword?”  Maya asked, pulling her jacket over her shoulder and masking the wound she’d received from the ghouls. 


     “I am not just a sellsword, I’m the best damn mercenary in the area.  The name’s St. John, but a lot of folks call me the immortal swordsman,”  the man said with a hint of swagger in his voice.  That cockiness was earned though.  He had survived a number of fights where the odds were stacked against him, yet he always found a path to victory. 


     “So, you’re a saint, then?”  Maya asked, doing little to mask the sarcasm in her voice. 


     “Saved your sorry ass,” he replied, shooting the woman a grin. 


     “Are there are other humans with you?  You’re not alone?”  Rian asked, his voice hopeful. 


     “Yeah, kid, it’s not like we’re extinct,”  St. John said, shooting Rian a puzzled look.  “There’s a bunch of settlements all over the place.  Closest one to here is a place called Kingdom Come.  It’s an old gated community, mostly apartment complexes and a couple office buildings.  The people there fortified it though, are making a home for themselves there.  It’s held up so far, they’ve been able to keep most of the worst stuff out.” 


     “Sorry, this is the furthest we’ve been from Crestfall since everything went to hell,”  Maya conceded.   


     “Jesus.  You people have a lot to learn then,”  St. John shook his head as he led them through a thick wooded area.  “I’ve got a little camp set up just ahead.  Let me get my things and I’ll take you two to civilization.”    


     Maya paused in her tracks.  “I appreciate all the help but first we have to find our friends.  They went missing before we got jumped by those ghouls.”  


     St. John chuckled.  “Couple of guys, about my height?   One with a bow and one with guns?” 


     Rian perked up.  “You’ve seen em?”  


     “Sure have,”   St. John reassured.  “They’re just up ahead, at my camp.  I found them scavenging about while I was tracking a very troublesome troll. That ugly beast would’ve earned me a pretty penny too if I didn’t have to stop and save you all.”   


     The group approached St. John’s encampment a few moments later.  It was simple, hidden behind a small thicket.  Upon inspection, they saw the ashes of a small campfire sat in a heap on the ground and in front of them, a large brown cloth lay draped over the entrance to a tiny natural cave.   


     “I thought you said our friends were here,”  Maya stated with suspicion, her hand inching towards the rifle slung across her shoulder.  St. John strolled over to the cave and peeled back the cloth.  Sitting in the shallow hole were Angelo and Rob, their feet and hands bound, and their mouths gagged.    


     Immediately Maya whipped out her gun and pointed it in St. John’s direction.  “What’s going on here?”  she yelled, aiming down the sights.  


      St. John chuckled as he reached for Angelo’s gag.  “Just calm down for a second,” he said, raising his other hand in defense.  “I found your boys here rummaging around in my stuff, so I secured them while I searched the area.  My mistake,”  St. John spoke with a tone of sarcasm in his voice.  Slowly, he reached down and removed Angelo’s gag with a yank. 


     “Are you guys alright?  Did this guy hurt you?”  Angelo blurted out quickly, leaning away from the man’s touch. 


     “No, we’re fine,”  Maya replied.  “This guy… well… he actually saved us.  No thanks to you.” She lowered her weapon slightly but remained vigilant. 


     “Sorry Maya,”  Rob added as St. John yanked out his gag and leaned in to untie his restraints.  “We wanted to let you rest so we did a quick scout of the area looking for supplies.” 


     “And you found them,”  St. John added sarcastically.               


     “Yeah…” Rob said begrudgingly as he rubbed at his newly freed wrists.  “We didn’t see you around…  Did you really have to jump us and tie us down though?” 


     St. John shook his head.  “Can’t be too careful anymore.  For all I know you could’ve been waiting for me to come around just so you could slit my throat and take all my stuff.  It wouldn’t be the first time someone tried, but it’s always their last.” He wiped the sweat from his brow with the brim of his coat as he spoke.  “Considering I saved all your lives and I’m going to give you a personal escort to Kingdom Come… well I’d say you folks owe me.” 


     “Owe you?”  Angelo replied incredulously.  “You tied me up!”   


     “Correction, I kept you safe while I located and secured the rest of your merry band.” 


     “He’s right,”  Maya chimed in.  “He did save our lives, and he’s going to take us to a settlement nearby.”  Maya turned to St. John.  “Thank you.  I know money no longer has value, but anything we can do for you, we will.” 


     St. John grinned. “Well, a night with you, Ms. Fearless Leader, should more than suffice as payment.”  Maya’s face twisted in anger as she quickly dropped the nice girl facade.  Her knuckles went white as she squeezed her rifle tightly in her hands.  Rob, typically quiet and calculating, burst into an uncontrollable laughter at the absurdity of it all.  St. John let out a laugh as well before continuing.  “Fine, then we’ll work something out once we get to town.  But tell me this first.  If you weren’t heading to Kingdom Come, then what were you people doing out here in the woods?” 


     Rian stepped forward.  “Their home was destroyed by greenskins… because of me.” 


     “What’s so special about you, kid?”  St.  John asked as he packed up his things. 


     Rian took a deep breath.  “I… I’m not sure.  But before everything happened...  I was attacked by a demon.  My old boss, Darien, he saved me.  Told me he would come for me.  I, I think I need to find him.” 


     All eyes were on Rian now, a stunned look on each of their faces.  “Did you say Darien?  As in Darien O’Hara?”  St. John asked in disbelief. 


     “You know him?”  


     St. John placed his gloved hands on Rian’s shoulders.  “Know him?  He’s the god-damned savior of Kingdom Come.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 6 


     Race Against Time 


       


     Darkness continues to follow our every step, though running into this ‘immortal swordsman’ may have just bought us some time.  Despite his attitude, this man may prove to be far more useful than our recent addition, Rian. 


     -From the pages of Maya’s journal, date unknown 


       


     Maya’s movements became sluggish as the group began its trek to Kingdom Come.  She had assured herself that she would be fine, after all, their destination was less than a day’s travel away.  She reached to the ground and filled her hands with water from a tiny natural stream, splashing it on her face.   


     St. John dragged his beat-up Kawasaki dirt bike up the small embankment and back onto the road.  “If I’m taking you to salvation, then we’re taking turns pushing the bike.” 


     “First you tie us up and now you want to put us to work?”  Angelo protested. 


     “Hey, you’re alive thanks to me.  If you were anything but human, you would’ve been dead,”  St. John shot back.  "And you’re lucky one of you knows O’Hara, otherwise you would be owing me.” 


     “So, Darien, he’s there, back at Kingdom Come?”  Rian asked, eager for answers. 


     “He comes and goes.  If you hang around there for a little while, you’ll see him.  After all, he helped save the community from destruction.” 


     “He did?” 


     “When we were first getting the place on its feet we had a pair of hill giants roll through, tryin to say that they had already laid claim to the land.  Darien fought those things off singlehandedly with that crazy blue magic of his and some sweet sword work.  It was impressive.  He stayed around, constantly checking up on everyone.  He helped people build something worth a damn in this world.  People started calling him a savior.  Now when he talks, people listen.” 


     Rian nodded.  “It seems Darien’s full of surprises.” 


     As they continued down the road he took a hard look at the sword across St. John’s back.  “Did he teach you how to fight like that? 


     St. John let out a laugh.  “No, kid, years as an Army Ranger taught me how to fight.  And a couple years in Japan taught me how to swing this sword.  Plus, I have these.”  St. John pulled up his sleeves to reveal arcane symbols burned into each forearm. The symbol’s shapes resembled a wild star, shimmering and blue on his skin. “Got these bad boys added recently.  It almost killed me, but it was well worth it.” 


     “So those grant you power?”  Rob piped up. 


     “Sort of.  They give me increased speed, strength, and stamina.  But the power is finite; the magic feeds off my energy.  If I use it too much then I have to rest, sort of like a muscle.”  St. John lifted his shirt, revealing arcane markings on his chest and stomach.  “I got them everywhere.  Had the enchanter put them on me.  They call them enchantments, naturally.  Normally they put these things on weapons to make them deadlier, but they work just the same on me.”  He looked over to Rian then.  “That doesn’t define how I fight, though.  I could fight long before I got these.”  St. John flashed Rian a grin.   “Ya know, when we get back I could teach you how to properly wield that blade of yours.” 


     Rian nodded, running his hand across the hilt of his sword.  A loud thump stopped the men’s conversation as they turned to see Maya, lying face-first and writhing on the ground.  Rob was the first to reach her, pressing his hand to her cool skin.  She was pale, the color steadily draining from her already light skin.  He rolled her over and supported her head.  It was then that he saw her wound.  A sickly, gray liquid dripped from the bite marks on her shoulder, her veins around the wound an awful black color.   


     “What happened to you?”  Rob pleaded as the others came to her side. 


     “Damn ghoul got a piece of me,”  Maya squeaked out, her voice raspy and weak. 


     St. John leaned down, peeled back her eyelids and inspected her condition.  Her pupils were dilated, and her color was fading fast.  “You fool,” he muttered before turning to the others.  “Your fearless leader here suffered a ghoul bite.  She’s afflicted.  If we don’t get her help now she’s going to die.” 


     “What do we do?”  Rian asked frantically. 


     “I can take her on my bike, come back for you guys tonight.  You’ll just have to keep yourselves safe until then.” 


     “No!”  Maya yelled as she reached up and grabbed St. John by the arm.  “Don’t leave them.  I’ll make it.” 


     “Really, Maya, it’s ok.  You need help,”  Angelo reasoned. 


     She turned her head to look him in the eyes.  “I am not leaving my men behind.”  Angelo nodded, realizing there was no more he could say. 


     “Damnit, we have to move then, and fast,”  St. John said as he hoisted Maya off the ground and onto his back.  “Dump the bike in the bushes.  We’ve got quite the run ahead of us.” 


     **** 


     St. John led the charge as the men sprinted down the road. Maya fought to remain conscious as she clung to his back.  The group kept a brisk pace for what seemed like hours, never slowing despite the aching protest of their leg muscles.  They were held up but only once, forced to take cover when an errant pack of ghouls passed through their location. It was late afternoon when they finally had their destination in their sights.  In the old world, Kingdom Come had been nothing but a gated community full of decent apartment complexes, but now it was so much more.  Its new inhabitants had fortified the walls with pieces of wood and sheet metal.  The perimeter of the community now lay riddled with makeshift spikes, abandoned cars and an assortment of obstacles to deter large intruders.  The men could see the walls from several hundred yards out, the sight reinvigorating them as they approached.   


     The road emptied out into a clearing as they grew closer to the settlement.  “We’re almost there, Maya,”  Rian reassured as he leaned in to check on her. She forced a half-hearted smile, despite the fact that her face had lost most of its color.   


     The men continued their trek towards the gates when the roar of an engine caught their attention.  St. John abruptly halted his approach as he turned and looked to the others. 


     Rian wiped the sweat from his brow.  “Are they sending a welcome party?” 


     St. John’s eyes went wide as he peered off in the direction from whence they came.  “Run!  Now!”  he proclaimed as he tightened his grip on Maya and bolted towards the gate. The engine grew louder and soon the men realized the trouble they were in.  Approaching them was a crude pickup truck, the glass and paint removed, and the hood fitted with long, steel spikes.  Behind the wheel was a hulking green orc, his body hunched over and stuffed into the cab.  Riding in the rear of the vehicle was several more greenskins, hollering as they waved their weapons in the air.    


     “They can drive cars now?”  Angelo said in disbelief as they sprinted towards the gate. 


     Rob peered back over his shoulder.  The truck was closing fast, too fast.  “We’re not going to make it!”  Rob warned, reaching for his bow as they ran.   


     “Scatter!”  St. John yelled.  “Get to the gate at all costs!”  Angelo and Rob peeled away and split to either side as they sprinted towards salvation.  Rian continued to run alongside St. John, certain he could make it to the gate.  The truck barreled in, forcing Rian and St. John to dive in opposite directions.  Maya lost her grip on his back and went tumbling to the grass as she dipped in and out of consciousness.   


     The truck made a quick turn and came racing back at them.  The orc behind the wheel grinned as he slammed on the gas, aiming the war wagon at Maya as she slowly rose to her knees.  Without thinking, Rian dashed in her direction.  He dove, knocking Maya out of harm’s way as the truck passed.  He was not quite quick enough though, and one of the large metal spikes sliced across his side as it passed, spilling his blood into the grass.  


     The truck grinded to a halt as the orcs leapt out and approached their downed opponents.  St. John drew his sword and approached the group, cutting off their approach.  The first orc stepped forward, swinging its heavy axe in a downward chop.  St. John parried the blow with his katana, then delivered a hard kick to the orc’s midsection, knocking it back.  A second orc rushed in, then a third.  St. John swung his katana in a wide horizontal motion, forcing the orcs to back off or be cut down.  Slowly, the orcs began to adapt to his movements and started circling him, planning to use their numbers as an advantage.   


     Another orc charged in from the side, machete in its grasp.  St. John sidestepped the creature’s strike, then delivered a vicious strike of his own to the orc’s back as it passed.  He tucked and rolled through the opening left by the orc, giving himself some space from his attackers, if only briefly.  The orcs, not creatures of patience, charged in after him.  St. John worked his katana furiously, parrying the first attack, then the second.  The third orc rushed in, swinging its curved blade in a horizontal strike.  St. John raised his sword to block, only to have a spear from another orc sink into his thigh.   


     St. John dropped to a knee, deflecting strikes as they came at him.  He was certain his end was near, the vile green-skinned warriors surrounding him once more.  The hatchet-wielding orc approached St. John from the rear, a sharp-toothed grin on his face as he raised his axe to deliver a killing blow.  Unfortunately for the orc, it did not see the arrow flying in its direction, sinking into its eye and dropping it to the ground in a lifeless heap. 


     Rob let loose a second arrow into the group, trying to pull a few of the savage creatures in his direction.  St. John worked tirelessly to defend against the onslaught of strikes, despite the consistent damage the blows were dealing.   


     Rian laid on the ground, next to the now-unconscious Maya, his blood spilling out from his grisly wound.  To his left he could see the gates of Kingdom Come.  They were so close, and yet it looked like they were going to come up short.  To his right, St. John and Rob battled on valiantly, despite being heavily outnumbered by their brutish counterparts.  One of the orcs broke off from the battle and began to approach him, a large, crude club in his hands.  This is the end, he thought.  It was a frustrating thing to accept.  He had spent so long hating his life in the old world, but now, despite the danger and the pain, he felt like he was actually living. 


     The orc reached forward toward Rian, his hand inches from his face, when the sound of gunshots rang through the air. Bullets rained down and began ripping apart the orcs as they howled and ran in retreat.  From atop the wall several men stood with rifles aimed at the battlefield.  Amidst them was Angelo, a smoking gun in his hand.  He had made it to the gate!  He had gotten them help! 


     Rian took comfort in the thought that his friends would be saved.  He removed his hand from his wound and inspected his abdomen.  There was so much blood that he couldn’t discern the severity of the injury.  His head started to swim as his blood poured, shots still ringing out around him.  Rian laid back, staring into the sky as the battle raged on.  Slowly his vision faded as his mind began to slip and the cradle of darkness took him in. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 7 


     The Scions of Valion 


       


     Slowly, my disciples found one another, wading through the darkness to rally under a guiding arcane light. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Nearly an entire day passed before Rian finally stirred, the pain from his wound slowly pulling him back into consciousness.  He opened his eyes to find himself staring at an unfamiliar white ceiling.  He chuckled, wondering if waking up in strange new places would become a habit of this new world.   


     Rian sat quiet, unmoving in his cot for many moments.  His dreams had very recently begun to haunt him. In his slumber he saw them, the eyes of everyone he'd lost as of late.  Karina and Michael, Kyle, Alice…. Doc.  Their eyes burned into his soul, the guilt of their deaths burying him alive in darkness.  It made Rian outright afraid to go to sleep. 


     Slowly, he began to rise from his bed until a searing pain in his side forced him back down.  He peeled back his blanket to find his midsection heavily wrapped in makeshift bandages comprised of old bedsheets.  Unable to move much, he dropped his arms and laid his head back down on his pillow. 


     “Finally awake, I see,” came a familiar voice from the side of the room.  Rian turned his head to see a slender blonde-haired man sitting in the chair just a few feet away.  He wore simple black pants and a blue cotton shirt, a stark contrast to his typical attire. 


     “Darien!”  Rian exclaimed as he began to sit up, forgetting about his lacerated midsection for a brief second before the pain brought him back down. 


     “I'm glad you’re here, my friend,”  Darien said as he reached over to place an arm on Rian’s shoulder.  “I've heard your journey wasn't an easy one.” 


     Rian thought back to the last few minutes before he lost consciousness. Rob, Angelo, St. John, they were all alive and breathing from what he could remember.  But… 


     “Maya!  Is she here?  Is she ok?” 


     “When we got to her she was nearly lost to the affliction… but she is stable.  She’s going to need a lot more rest before we can know much more.” 


     Rian let out a sigh of relief.  He stared at the white ceiling, quietly reflecting on the whirlwind of a week he had had, the things he'd seen, the people he’d met… and the people he'd lost.  Slowly, he turned to his mentor once more, a somber look on his face.  “Darien, before we separated I saw you kill a demon with a sword…. Please tell me what is going on.” 


     Darien slid his chair closer to Rian’s side, his face painted with a look of fatigue that Rian hadn’t noticed before.  “For you to understand what’s happening with this world and yourself, you must first understand what I am.”  Darien reached his arm out in front of Rian and outstretched his hand.  In his palm, a small spark of blue arcane energy began to flicker and grow, levitating above his grasp in the shape of an ever-changing orb. The energy flared to life, growing larger and brighter until Darien finally closed his fist, extinguishing the small burst of magic. 


     “Wh-what was that?”  Rian’s mouth remained agape as he inspected Darien’s hand. 


     “That was pure arcane energy.  It’s one of the abilities I possess, to manipulate it, control it.”  Darien rose to his feet.  He summoned another orb of blue arcane energy in his hand, but this time he aimed his palm in front of him.  The orb of energy flew like a bolt across the room and slammed into an empty chair, which shattered into dozens of smoldering pieces upon impact.   Rian’s jaw nearly dropped to the floor.  “In my realm, there were those of us that were born touched by magic.  That magic coursed through our veins and echoed through our soul, granting us unique and often powerful abilities.   Those that knew of us claimed that we were born from the goddess herself.  They called us scions.” 


     “…Scions?”  Rian questioned, a stunned look still on his face.   


     “Yes,”  Darien continued.  “There was a small band of us in Valion, the realm from which I came.  We all had unique powers that set us apart from the general populace.  Regardless, we tried to hide our differences, keep them a secret… but we couldn’t.  I, like many, felt a calling to use our powers for the greater good.  Eventually most of us gave up trying to live normally. We chose to live as nomads that walked the lands, using our abilities to help the people of our realm.  The people began to see us as saviors.  We felt a responsibility to use our gift to make Valion a better place, to lift those that had fallen.  But….” 


     “But?”  Rian added. 


     “But not all of us had the same vision.  There was one scion, a friend that was very dear to me, named Jaycen Windrider.  He was different than the rest of us. While we all possessed unique abilities, his power was unbounded, seemingly limitless!  He had a mastery of both creation and destruction.  He was a marvel to watch.  Jaycen used his might to quell invaders, but he also used his abilities to help build a future for those that had not the means.  He did so much good in those early years as we traveled the realm together…  It didn’t last though.  The burdens of the world began to weigh on him.  Jaycen grew weary of the endless needs of those less than him.  His ideals began to change into something much darker.  That’s when the visitor came.” 


     “Who?”  Rian interjected. 


     “The demon prince.  He came to Jaycen, whispering perverse promises of power, enough power to rule over the entire realm unchallenged.  Jaycen heeded his call and opened the gates of the under-realm, allowing demons to flood the land.  Even then, with the aid of the demons and the lesser races of orc and goblin, Jaycen still could not grasp control of Valion.  The noble races, the elves of the wood, the mountain dwarves, as well as others fought alongside the scions and myself.  Together we forced Jaycen’s armies into submission.”  Darien let out a deep sigh, as if the very words were laboring him.  “The war had taken a toll on the land though.  Much of Valion laid in ruin.  That’s when Jaycen began to look for other opportunities… other realms to conquer.  In his quest for dominance Jaycen uncovered an ancient, terrible power that allowed him to bend the barriers of reality itself.  He used that power to bind our realm to yours, allowing the demons and the orcs and any other dark creature he could force through to enter your world and reshape the land as you see it now.” 


     Rian ran his fingers through his hair.  “Why this world?” 


     “When Jaycen looked upon your realm, he saw a place that was already at war with itself.  A place where people starved in the streets while others grew complacent in their lives of privilege.  He saw a realm of weakness that he could exploit and conquer.” 


     “We’re not weak!”  Rian shot back, nearly rising out of the bed despite his wound.   


     “I have seen that myself,”  Darien lamented.  “Many people fell at my side helping to secure this haven that you see around you.  They fought valiantly for their families, their friends, and they continue to stave off the hordes.” 


     Rian sat, pondering everything that Darien had told him, trying to wrap his head around it all.  “If Jaycen is trying to conquer my realm, then where are the elves and dwarves and the other scions that stopped him before?” 


     “Sealed away in Valion, left to die in a land that has been ravaged by war.  When Jaycen bound our realms together, he ensured that his dark magic prevented the good people of Valion from leaving.  That way, there would be little opposition to his conquest.  A few of us found ways to cross the boundaries into this realm, but most remained trapped on the other side.” 


     “But, you’ve been here a while, before this all started,”  Rian protested.  After all, Darien had been his boss for the past year or so before everything changed. 


     “That’s because I was sent here to protect you, before this all started,”    Darien said calmly. “A scion I regularly communed with, a close friend named Orin, had the power of future sight.  He saw the imminent collision of our realms, and in his vision, he saw you, standing beside Jaycen as both realms lay in ruin.” 


     “I, I would never,”  Rian managed to get out.  His palms started to sweat as the situation began to weigh on him. 


     “I know,”  Darien responded.  “I’ve been watching you closely.” 


     Suddenly it dawned on Rian.  “Wait, if you thought I had something to do with this Jaycen guy… did you come here to kill me?”   


     “No,”  Darien quickly responded.  “I came to this realm to prevent that possibility.  After spending time with you it was clear that you were not like Jaycen… but it appears you weren’t necessary for him to bind the realms either.  I know you play an important role in this, Rian.  Jaycen has already sent his minions for you more than once.  That’s why I kept you close.  I tried to stop things from getting this far.   But that night when we fell into the lake… I thought you were lost forever.” 


     “So, you don’t know what happened to me either?” 


     “I don’t,”  Darien conceded.  “But from what I’ve heard, Jaycen is still after you. Which means you’re remaining at my side.” 


     “Do you intend to keep me holed up here until you figure something out?”   Rian said, not trying to hide his irritation.   


     “Not quite,”  Darien said as he turned to head towards the door.  “We’ve got a plan, and as soon as you’re back on your feet, we head out.” 


     **** 


     A few days passed until Rian was finally able to function.  In that time, he’d received constant visits from Angelo and Rob, who’d been busy making themselves at home in this new makeshift community.  Even St. John came to visit him, although he didn’t forget to remind him that Rian owed him for saving his life twice now.    


     Rian exited the small office he’d been confined to and walked down the hall.  The people of the settlement had converted a nearby office building to house the sick.  It was the closest thing this new world had to a hospital.  Rian peered into the room next to him as he passed.  In a small white cot lay Maya, her body almost petrifyingly still.  When they had gotten her inside she was nearly dead, the ghoul’s affliction coursing through much of her body.  They had cleaned her wound and treated her with just about every antibiotic they could muster, but the affliction lingered, leaving her body immeasurably weak.  Darien warned that it may be days or even weeks before she woke, before she would have enough strength to rise once more.  Rian sighed.  At least she still has a chance, he conceded before continuing down the hall and exiting the building. 


     Rian exited the office building and stepped out into the street.  Surrounding him were several interconnected duplexes.  Once high-end places to live, they now sat in overgrown lots, some missing windows and others bearing damage from attacks in the earlier days of settlement.  Nonetheless, they stood as refuge to the savagery that waited beyond the gates.   


     Rian walked down the paved road, spotting a few people here and there that gave him a nod or a half-hearted wave.  He could see it in their eyes, these people were survivors, hardened by the perils that this new world had shown them.   He was new to this world still, yet he’d endured so much in just a few days, and he couldn’t imagine what they had seen.  To them, he was just a reflection of the world that they lost.  Quickly, Rian shoved his hands in his pockets and rushed down the road, keeping his gaze at his feet. 


     “Rian!”  a voice rang out as he neared the large house at the settlement’s rear.  He looked up to see Angelo standing in the doorway, waving him over to the entrance.  Rian almost didn’t recognize him as he closed in on the house.  His hair had been cut short and his clothes were cleaner then they’d been in days.  He looked well. 


     The pair embraced as Rian reached the door.  “Glad to have you back,”  Angelo said as the two disengaged.   


     “Glad to be alive,”  he replied.  “Thanks for everything, man.  If you didn’t get help when you did, I wouldn’t be here.” 


     “Don’t worry about it,”  Angelo said as he guided Rian through the door.  “C’mon, Darien’s waiting for us.”  


     Rian stepped into what used to be a large living room, the furniture since pushed out and replaced with a wide oak table. There Darien stood, leaned over a large map sprawled across the tables surface.  To his left was a man standing just over six feet tall, his arms crossed at his chest.   His eyes were a bright violet, a feature that immediately stood out.  His hair was short, blacker then night. He adorned gear that suggested he was ready for travel, tall boots, a gray jacket and a charcoal-colored scarf looped loosely around his neck. 


     “Rian, how are you feeling?”  Darien asked as his gaze averted from the table. 


     “Better,”  Rian replied.  His wound was still quite sore, and his mobility was surely hampered, but Rian felt better than he had in the last few days. 


     “I’m glad.”  Darien motioned over to the violet-eyed man.  “This is Cade Dragonclaw, he’s a friend and ally from Valion.   Luckily, he was able to find a way to cross over into your realm.”  Darien placed his hand on the man’s shoulder.  “Cade and his brother fought by my side when Jaycen first tried to lay claim to our realm.  He’s a scion, like myself.  One of the greatest warriors I know.” 


     Cade gave Rian a silent nod.  Rian, unsure of how to react, responded with an awkward nod back.  “If you’re here, then where’s your brother?” he implored, merely out of curiosity.  


     Cade cut his eyes at Rian and responded coldly,  “Jaycen killed him.” his voice much deeper than Rian expected. 


     Rian grew flushed and quickly averted his gaze to the floor.  “I’m sorry.” 


     Darien removed his hand from Cade’s now tense shoulder, then quickly looked to change the topic.  “It’s good that your strength is returning, Rian,”  Darien continued.  “We’ll be leaving tomorrow.” 


     “Leaving?”  Rian replied.  “Where are we going?” 


     “We’re going West, to Starfall City.”  Darien pointed to the large metropolitan city’s location on the map.  “I think there may be a way to take your realm back.”   


     Rian’s eyes went wide.  “You mean we’re going to fight back?” 


     Darien shook his head.  “Yes.  I’m not certain there’s a way to completely undo the damage done once two realms have been bound, but what we may have discovered is a way to reach our allies in Valion.  Perhaps a chance to even the odds.” 


     “But… how?”  Rian’s face twisted in confusion. 


     “The obelisks,”  Cade interjected..  “Back in Valion, Jaycen had a number of large stone obelisks erected in all corners of the realm.  The dark energy they emitted acted as a dampener, stopping us from accessing the highest tiers of magic needed to cross over into your realm.  Now, one of them has been spotted here, in Starfall City.  They’ve got to be connected.” 


     “So, you want to go to the obelisk then?”  Rian pondered. 


     “They are the key.  Somehow, those damned stone towers are controlling who enters your realm and who remains to rot in Valion.  We need to dismantle them.” 


     Rian merely nodded, beginning to feel like a pawn more and more in this strange new existence.  He rubbed his chin as a thought occurred to him.  “If the obelisks prevent your people from leaving your realm, then how are you here?” 


     Cade glared back at the boy.  “I went through hell.” 


     **** 


      


     During the remainder of the afternoon, Rian wandered about the settlement, trying to keep his mind busy till the next morn.  He met several folks that had survived grueling encounters out on the road, who’d seen so much pain and loss in their travels to kingdom Come.  Many of them were glad to have a fresh face to talk to, while others still turned their head when he passed.   


     Rian even ran into the old man that everyone in the community had come to call the enchanter.  The old enchanter had been a captive of the Highland Necromancers.  They had captured his entire group of twelve, and one by one the vile sorcerers would take one of the group back to their lab where they’d perform their cruel experiments.  Eventually his time came, and he surely thought he was doomed, but in a stroke of luck, the necromancers lost control of one of their terrible undead monstrosities.  During the commotion, the old man snuck away, and with him he took one of the necromancer’s spellbooks. 


     Eventually, he made his way to Kingdom Come where he began to read through the massive tome.  After spending months deciphering the book, the old man found that with the right tools, he was able to enchant items himself, and thus he was given his new name.  Upon hearing about Rian’s upcoming departure, he offered to enchant Rian’s old longsword, free of charge.  On its blade he scribed three glyphs, assuring Rian that the blade would become infinitely more useful. 


     Later that evening, shortly after the sun had fallen, a few of the men from Kingdom Come built a large fire in the center of the settlement.  It was a place where folks typically communed before they settled in for the night.  It also happened to be the only light available since indoor lighting was mostly a thing of the past.  Rian took a seat next to Rob in a flimsy fold-up chair, the heat from the flames warming him on this cool night. 


     “Angelo told me you’re staying here,”  Rian said, unable to mask the disappointment in his voice.”  Rob poked at the fire with a long stick, his eyes glued to the flames as they danced into the sky. 


     “Someone needs to stay here, to keep an eye on Maya.  When all the craziness started happening, she found us, each of us.  She brought us together, kept us alive, kept us fed.  She may seem like a hard-ass, but she would do anything to keep the group safe… We didn’t lose a single person until…” 


     “Until I came along,”  Rian shot in.   


     Rob turned to him, dismissing the notion with a shake of his head.  “None of this is your fault, Rian.  I know you didn’t ask for this.” 


     “But I am connected to it all,”  Rian countered.  “I’ve been chased since the start.  The way I see it, the only way to face this thing is head on at this point.”  Rian reached over, placing his hand on Rob’s shoulder.  “I know you want to protect her, Rob.  But if we don’t find a way to put an end to all this mayhem, there won’t be anything to protect.” 


     Rob stared hard at Rian for a moment, stunned at the young man’s sudden insight.  Eventually he rose from his chair and began to leave, intent on getting some rest.  “Good luck out there, Rian,” he said before disappearing into the darkness. 


     “Thanks,”  Rian quietly mouthed, despite Rob already being out of earshot.   Minutes passed by as Rian stared into the flame, hoping that fatigue would take him soon. He longed for a few hours’ rest.  From behind a figure approached, quietly passing by and taking a seat beside him.  Rian was surprised to see Cade, his brooding stare looking up into the night sky. 


     “This reminds me of the first time we tried to stop Jaycen,”  Cade said, his voice just a bit softer now than earlier.  “We brought the fight to him hard.  We thought we had won…  I never thought he’d go so far as to bring this carnage to another realm.” 


     Rian turned to face him.  “Do you think we can fix things?”   


     “To be honest, I don’t think it’s possible to undo something as catastrophic as merging two realms.  The best we can do now is save your people, and put an end to Jaycen.”’ 


     Rian sat there, pondering his words for many moments as the moon rose higher in the night sky.  There was so much he didn’t know about what was going on, even about Darien and Cade.  “So, you’re a scion then, like Darien?”  he inquired. 


     “I am a scion, yes.  But I’m nothing like your friend.  Darien may have given you a nice little light show, but he’s not showing you his true power.” 


     “His true power?”  Rian asked, intrigued. 


     “Some dubbed him the scion of the arcane.  He’s truly a master of the arcane arts, with the ability to manipulate the potent magical energy to his will.  The potential of his powers is quite incredible.”  


     “And what kind of power do you possess?” 


     Cade gave Rian a stare that made him nearly melt into his seat.  “They don’t call me Dragonclaw for nothing.”  Rian’s eyes went wide.  He made a mental note to never get on Cade’s bad side. 


     “I better head in,”  Rian stated as he rose from his seat, fatigue finally starting to catch up with him.   


     Cade turned to Rian as he began to walk away.  “Get your rest, Rian Asher.  We’ve got a journey ahead of us… and when we find Jaycen, I’m going to make sure that he’s dead.” 


     **** 


     The next morning the crew prepared to set out for the journey ahead.  Rian once again wore his winged jacket, his sword and gun both slung across his back.  Darien traded in his simple attire for more fitting traveling gear, as well as a long blue cloak that flowed across his back, his long silver sword dangled at his side.  Angelo slung a hunting rifle over his shoulder and attached a pistol to his hip, a brown cloak pulled loosely over his shoulders.  Around his waist he wore a bandolier of extra ammunition, though he hoped he wouldn’t need it.  Cade adorned his grey coat and his charcoal-colored scarf.  He had no weapons to speak of, though Rian wasn’t so sure he needed one. 


     Rob and St. John approached the gate as the group readied themselves to head out, St. John with his long katana slung across his back and Rob with his bow in his hand.   


     “So, you decided to join us?”  Angelo said as Rob approached him, not trying to mask the smile on his face. 


     Rob let out a sigh of resignation.  “Maya is in good hands here, and when we get back she’ll be here to greet us.”  He looked to Rian, giving him a nod of affirmation.  “Right now, the world needs us.” 


     Rian put his hands on Rob’s shoulders.  “We’re glad to have you by our side.”  Rob nodded in agreement before pulling his green bandana up over his nose and mouth.  The gate slowly creaked open as the group passed through to the outside. 


     “So, would you call our little group here a fellowship?”  Rian said as they began their trek.   


     Angelo laughed.  “I think we’re missing a ring.  Besides, I thought we were calling ourselves the stalkers.” 


     Rob shook his head in protest.  “The stalkers died when we lost the farmhouse.” 


     Darien turned and stopped the group in their tracks.  “Regardless of what we call ourselves, we need to make a pact here and now.  We may be the last hope for the people of this realm and I need to be sure that all of you will do whatever we can save it.”  


     “So, you want us to be heroes then?”  St. John said sarcastically.  “I usually only do things if I’m getting paid.” 


     Rian put his hand forward.  “Before everything changed, back in the old world, I was nothing.  I’m not going to let that happen again.  If being a hero is my calling now, then I’m here to answer.” 


     Angelo outstretched his arm and placed his hand over Rian’s.  “You know I’m with you to the end, brother.”  Rob followed suit, placing his hand on Angelo’s and giving the pair a silent nod.   


     Cade was the next to join.  “I fought this plague on the land once already, I saw the damage it can do.  If I can do anything to save this realm, then I will.” 


     “Someone better be paying me,”  St. John added as he slapped his hand down.   


     Finally, Darien placed his hand atop the others. His eyes met each member of the group as he spoke.  “It’s settled then.  We’ve all seen the evil that lies ahead of us, but together we can save this realm and its people.  As individuals we could do very little, but today we come together for the realm.  Today we make a hero’s pact.” 


     **** 


     A darkly cloaked man stumbled through the halls of a large stone tower, his right hand pressed to his face, covering his right eye.  His face twisted in pain as he forced open the large wooden door in front of him and staggered over to the small pool of water that lay sitting at the room’s center.  The man peered at his reflection in the pool, his sky-blue eye looking back at him through the water.   


     “You… you can’t,”  the man said to his reflection, every word he choked out a struggle.  Slowly, the man’s right hand slid away from his face, revealing his other eye to be glowing a crimson red.  The man ran his hands through his short black hair, his fingers digging at his skull as if his mind itself was tearing apart. 


     “Do not test me!”  the man yelled to his reflection once more, but this time his voice was deep and guttural, its tone almost otherworldly.   


     The man raised his hand to cover the crimson eye once more.  “I won’t let you harm them!”  he yelled, his voice briefly returning to normal.  The man struggled with himself before finally his hand fell free of his face once more.  A wicked grin spread across his lips as he stared at his unmoving reflection. 


     “You let me in, Jaycen.  You made the deal.  Now your powers are mine to control.”    The body of Jaycen Windrider let out another guttural laugh before walking over to the window of the large stone tower.  “Soon, Jaycen,”  the evil voice continued.  “Soon this realm will be fully reborn in my image and the Scions of Valion will be no more!” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Part Two 


     A Journey into Darkness 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 8 


     A Dragon’s Rage 


       


     The hero’s pact, a union forged in friendship and valor… oh, if ever I wanted to intervene it was now, if only to spare these heroes from the trials of pain and loss. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     The small group of men known only to themselves as the heropact, left the settlement shortly after the sunrise.  Their destination was Starfall City, an enormous metropolis that lay hundreds of miles to the west.  Although the men possessed a number of skills between them, none of them were excellent navigators.  Their plan was to head west, following the road signs that still stood and scavenge along the way.  If they were lucky, then maybe they’d hit an old convenience store that still had maps.   


     The first few days of travel were relatively smooth.  The group stuck to the highway, taking refuge in abandoned vehicles by night.  Only once were they harassed by a small group of barbaric orcs, but the combined skills of the men made short work of their enemies.  Each night, St. John would lend Rian his sword and instruct the young man on the proper use of the weapon.  Rian felt his confidence grow with each new technique he learned, determined to be a contributing member of the group. 


     On the fourth day of travel, the group found their rations running low, so they decided to leave the highway temporarily and search for more food.  By midday the men came across an exit on the highway leading to a relatively large suburban area.   


     “Back to suburbia,”  Rian joked as the men walked down the long-paved road.   


     “I never did feel at home in these types of places,”  St. John added as he scanned the perimeter.  “And it’s even worse now.  All the worst kinds of creatures seemed to have made homes in these little communities.  Everyone best keep their eyes peeled.” 


     “And your ears as well,”  Cade added.  “If you hear anything, speak up, even if it’s something like music.” 


     “Music?”  Rian questioned. 


     “Yeah, those damned orcs discovered heavy metal.  They love it.  They think it’s some sort of battlecry.”   Cade peered into one of the nearby houses as he spoke.  “They aren’t as dumb as they look.  Some of the larger clans even convert the running cars they can find into their war wagons.”  Rian knew that all too well, having been nearly killed by one a few days earlier.   


     The group waited near the outskirts of the neighborhood as Rob went ahead to scout the area.  He went up and down a few nearby streets but found no signs of life anywhere.  In the distance he spotted a small plaza containing a few convenience stores, likely their best bet of finding some food.   


     “Looks all clear to me,”  Rob said as he reunited with the group a few moments later.   


     Darien looked around, studying the nearby houses intently.  “Doesn’t it strike you as odd?”  he asked.  “There’s nothing here at all, man or monster, and no sign of a struggle.’ 


     “Maybe the people here got spooked by something,”  Angelo reasoned.   


     “Or worse,”  Cade said before beginning his descent into the neighborhood.  The group followed his lead, walking down the desolate suburban roads until finally reaching the plaza.  The men split off into pairs, dividing the buildings up amongst them to save time.  Rian and Darien elected to search the northernmost building, an old supermarket that brought back some not-so-fond memories.   


     “Really, of all the buildings we have to search the Checkmarks,”    Rian said as they stepped through the entrance, the glass doors long since shattered. 


     “This store was probably built just like the one back in Crestfall.  We’ll be able to sweep it much quicker than the others.” 


     Rian nodded in agreement, then turned to head down the first aisle.  Several minutes passed as the pair scanned the store, finding bare shelves or product that was too spoiled to eat.  Growing frustrated, Rian called out, “I’m going to head to the back, see if anything useful is hiding back there.” 


     “Stay safe and yell if you see anything,”  Darien replied as he rummaged through a cart of boxes. 


     Rian walked along the back wall of the store until he came across the entrance to the backroom.  Being in the store had a certain feeling of familiarity, despite its decrepit state.  He pressed through the tall swinging doors but immediately stopped as he entered the backroom.  A few yards away from him lay what only could be described as a giant nest.  Large pieces of wood and metal clearly torn from nearby houses sat in a giant circular heap that had a span several times his size.  Pieces of flesh and bone dangled from the edge of the heap, as if they were leftovers from some sort of creature’s gruesome meal.  The center of the pile was hollowed out, its bottom littered with the crushed remains of an enormous eggshell.   


     Rian stepped forward, approaching the giant nest slowly and taking a look inside.  A giant hole in the ceiling gave Rian all the light he needed, though he was certain he didn’t want to meet whatever had created it.  As Rian leaned in to get a closer look, a scraping metal sound grabbed his attention.  He turned just in time to see an enormous lizard-like creature attached to the wall, bending its scaly legs in preparation for an attack.  The creature’s body was covered in jade-green scales, from its gaping snout to its razor clawed feet.  On its back were two parallel humps, the start of what would one day be massive leather-like wings.  Its tail twitched back and forth like a pendulum as the creature’s yellow eyes studied its prey. 


     Rian shifted slowly, turning to face the door, ready to bolt at any second.  Without warning the massive reptile pounced at him, claws outstretched and ready to maim.  Rian rolled out of the way as the creature landed beside him, its claws thrashing through the air as it crashed to the ground.  Quickly, he rose to his feet, drawing his sword as the creature turned to strike again.  As Rian gripped the hilt, the small glyphs on his blade began to glow with intensity.  Suddenly, flames burst from the cold steel of his sword, wrapping around the blade in its entirety and ending at the base of the hilt.  Rian marveled at the sword, but only for a split second, for the creature was beginning its second charge. 


     The young warrior gave his blade a fierce swing to meet his attacker, the flaming steel slicing across the snout of the creature and forcing it to relent its attack.  Rian took a step forward, swinging the blade again and forcing the creature to backpedal in retreat.  The reptile coiled its hind legs back, then launched at Rian once more.   He swung his sword a third time, confident this strike would end the beast, but even fledgling dragons were intelligent creatures and born with even greater killer instinct. 


     The small dragon spun in the air, dodging Rian’s swing and causing him to slip off balance.  The fledgling planted its feet and swung its long tail, striking Rian across the chest and knocking him to the ground.  As he hit the floor, his sword went skittering out of his hand, the flames disappearing as the blade slid to a rest several feet away.   


     Rian turned to his stomach and scrambled towards the blade, certain that the creature would rend his flesh before he even made it.  The fledgling darted forward, closing the distance between itself and the boy in a flash.  Rian tried to rise, but the creature’s scaly body crashed into him, sending him flying through the large black doors and back into the store. 


     Rian laid on his back as the small dragon approached, its mouth agape to show off its rows of razor-sharp teeth.  The fledgling coiled back and pounced once more, intent on finishing its prey.  A bolt of blue energy soared through the air, slamming into the fledgling’s chest and bursting on impact, knocking the small dragon away.  Darien stepped forward, his hand outstretched with a second bolt of blue energy growing in his palm.  With a small twitch of his hand, he released the second bolt of energy.  It sailed through the air before striking the small dragon once more, knocking it off its already wobbly legs.   


     Darien stepped past Rian and approached the wounded beast, his eyes blue with arcane energy as he raised his hand above his head.  Arcane energy materialized above his palm, crackling like lightning and growing until it took the form of a long arcanic spear.  Darien let loose the deadly bolt of energy, motioning his hand forward and sending the arcane spear flying through the air.  The bolt tore through the fledgling’s chest and out its back before finally dissipating, leaving a smoking, gaping wound in the creature. 


     The fledgling dragon cried out as it fell to the ground, its screech so loud that Rian was forced to cover his ears.   Darien dashed to the small dragon’s side, retrieved a knife from his boot and in one quick motion sliced the creature’s throat.  “We have to get out of here quick!”  Darien said as he turned back to Rian, his face stricken with panic. 


     Rian scooped up his sword and sheathed it once more across his back.  “Why, we killed it didn’t we?” 


     Darien grabbed Rian by the arm, his eyes filled with a panicked intensity.  “Rian, what we just killed was a fledgling.  A baby dragon.  And that cry that he let out, that was a call to mamma.” 


     Rian’s eyes went wide, his gaze returning to the massive hole in the ceiling and the giant nest that encompassed nearly the entire room.  “We need to find the others and get out of here, now!”  Darien said before dashing through the store and back out the front entrance.  “Cade!  Rob!  Angelo!  John!”  he yelled as he ran through the street.  He didn’t want to call attention to himself, but at this point time was not on their side. 


     Cade and Angelo emerged from a gas station across the street, befuddled looks on their faces.  “What’s going on, Darien?” Cade said as the four men converged once more.  Before Darien could answer a large shadow cast over the group, stealing the words right out of his mouth.  The men peered to the sky to see a massive winged beast circling the area, its body covered in jade-green scales not so different from that of the fledgling’s.  The creature was easily the length of a school bus, its wings spanning nearly thirty feet.  The beast flew high above the group, then descended quickly, disappearing through the hole in the roof of the nearby supermarket.   


     The men froze as the seconds silently ticked by, until finally a fearsome roar echoed from the building and filled the streets.  The dragon’s head slowly rose back out of the roof, its yellow eyes filled with a rage that would make even the goddess herself tremble.  The men fled the plaza as quick as their legs would carry, darting into a large two-story house across the street.  Behind them, the dragon burst through the roof of the store as it spread its wings and soared back into the air.   


     “Get to the center of the house!’  Darien commanded.  The four men huddled together in the small dining area, listening as the dragon let out another deafening roar somewhere outside.   


     Suddenly, everything went very quiet; the only sound reaching the men’s ears was the sound of their own panicked breathing.  Slowly, Rian started to stand before Cade yanked him back to the ground, mere seconds before a giant green claw ripped through the roof and slashed at the air above them.  The dragon let out a roar of frustration before tearing away another piece of roof and shoving its scaled snout into the house.  The dragon snapped at the group as they leapt in opposite directions.  Angelo pressed himself flatly against the floor, the dragon’s teeth just inches from his face.   


     The dragon stretched its neck forward, trying to scoop Angelo up into its jaws.  Quickly, Cade grabbed a shard of glass from the floor and jammed it into the dragon’s eye, forcing the beast to retract its head, if only momentarily.  The dragon roared in pain as its clawed hand raked at its face, trying desperately to remove the glass.  Darien ran towards the front door, looking to guide the men out of the house but the dragon’s tail snapped forward through the doorway, knocking him back towards the others.   


     The dragon reared its head back, its lungs expanding as it inhaled a mighty breath.  “Dragon fire!”  Cade yelled, looking for somewhere, anywhere to take cover.  The dragon pointed its snout back into the house as it exhaled, unleashing waves of scorching flames throughout the interior of the home.  Darien rose, his eyes glowing blue once more as he conjured a small globe of brilliant blue energy around the men.  The flames pressed on with intensity, forcing Darien to drop to a knee as he worked tirelessly to maintain the shield.  He dropped his hands as the flames finally ceased, sweat pouring from his brow. 


     “I, I don’t think I can do that again,”  Darien stammered, the arcane magic in his eyes fading.  “I’m sorry, everyone.” 


     Above them the dragon shifted on the roof, bellowing a large plume of smoke before preparing another torrent of flame.  Just as the beast began to rear back for another strike, a car horn blared not too far off in the distance.  The beast paused its attack and scanned the area to identify the strange noise.  


     “You are going to get us killed,”  St. John clamored as Rob slammed on the gas and sped down the street past the dragon.  In their search, the pair had found a rare commodity, a working automobile that had gas.  It was an older black jeep, the doors and the roof long since removed by the previous owner.  The dragon’s attention quickly shifted.  It spread its leathery wings and left the roof of the house, intent on catching its new prey. 


     Rob cranked the wheel to the right as the dragon swooped in, rounding the street corner and narrowly dodging a strike that would’ve meant certain death. Back at the house, Darien and the others burst out the front door and into the street.  He looked up and down the road searching for something, anything they could use to turn the tide.   “Darien!”  Cade yelled suddenly, grabbing his attention.  He turned to see him pointing back over in the direction of the gas station.  Near the building’s entrance sat a cage of propane tanks, the lock still firmly secured on the cage.  A grin now spread over Cade’s usually serious face.  “I think I have an idea.” 


     Rob gripped the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles were white, the large green dragon closing in on their jeep fast.  He started to turn the wheel again but the dragon predicted his movements, crashing to the ground in front of him and cutting off his escape.  Without hesitation, Rob slammed on the brakes and kicked the jeep into reverse.  The dragon darted forward, its talons ripping up the pavement as it clamored towards the vehicle.  Its stance was wide and its steps were slow and deliberate like that of an alligator, but its massive size let the dragon clear long distances with each step. 


     Rob turned the wheel sharply, whipping the front of the jeep back around before throwing it into drive and slamming on the gas.  The dragon swiped at the vehicle as he accelerated, shearing off the back bumper and nearly taking off St. John’s head.  Rob sped around the corner from whence he came, the beast still in hot pursuit. The jeep took several twists and turns through the suburban streets, the dragon unrelenting as it chased the men down.  As Rob made his way to their original path, he spotted Cade standing front and center in the road, a look of determination on his face.  When the dragon rounded the corner Cade ran towards it, yelling at the scaly beast and taunting it, trying to grab its attention.  The dragon obliged, ignoring the jeep as it sped off and turned its attention to its former prey.   


     As soon as the creature charged, Cade darted off the street into a nearby house, the front door already open and awaiting his arrival. He wasted no time in dashing through the living room and up the stairs as the dragon’s massive head burst through the entrance, its jaws snapping as it tore through the wall.  Cade grinned, for the room that the beast had burst into was thick with the smell of propane, the room littered with dozens and dozens of tanks that sat leaking the deadly fumes into the air.   


     As Cade reached the top of the stairs a gunshot rang through the air.  The bullet flew through the air and burst into the window, making contact with one of the tanks and causing the room to erupt in a mighty explosion that engulfed the dragon and the lower quarter of the house.  The impact from the explosion hit Cade hard, jettisoning him out of a nearby window and into the bushes below. 


     Despite his pain, Cade rose from the bushes and ran to the idle jeep where his comrades now converged, Angelo slinging his rifle back over his shoulder.  “That won’t keep her down for long,” he said as he climbed into the back of the vehicle, taking a seat on the upright tailgate.  Rob sped off as the men reunited once more, putting as much distance as they could between them and the massive beast.   


     Many hours later, the dragon was slow to stir.  Its upper body and face were charred from the large explosion, with several wounds open on its torso  In anger, the beast tore itself free from the burning house, shaking its wings free of ash and debris.  The dragon scanned the horizon, but found no sign of the men anywhere.  It let out a deafening roar, a rage boiling under its green scales.  Then it spread its massive wings and took flight, intent on finding the nearest living creature to terrorize.  For anyone foolish enough to harm a dragon’s young would surely pay the ultimate price. 


     **** 


     The men continued for hours until the gas in their vehicle began to run low.  Their excursion into the suburbs hadn’t yielded anything other than some fresh wounds, most of their stomachs growling in pain from a lack of food.   They passed several more suburban areas as they drove, but decided against another foray into the unknown.  As dusk began to settle in, the group pulled off the side of the road to rest. 


     “Any idea where we are?”   Angelo asked as the men filed out of the cramped jeep. 


     “A few hours away from Charleston, if I’d have to guess,”  Rob said as he stretched his legs.   


     “Do we know if the city still stands?”  Angelo continued. 


     “Big cities are big trouble,”  St. John cut in.  “But…” 


     “But?”  Angelo asked, intrigued. 


     Cade stepped forward.  “But there’s likely food there.  Most of the big cities have been overrun by some creature or another, and that means that there has to be some sort of food there to sustain them.” 


     “Going into enemy territory like that, it’s dangerous.  We’ll be cutting our chances of survival in half, maybe worse,”  Darien reasoned as he leaned against a nearby abandoned vehicle.  


     “It’s that or we starve,”  St. John argued.  Darien looked to others for support, but they all wore faces of hunger and pain. 


     “I agree with St. John,”  Rian chimed in.  “We’ll make it.  I mean, we just fought off a fucking dragon!”  The men smiled at Rian’s comment.  Even Darien, who was against the idea, let out a small chuckle. 


     St. John stepped forward, grabbing the attention of the group.  “I know we didn’t find any food out there, but I did manage to recover a little something.”  He reached into his inside coat pocket and produced a large unopened bottle of liquor that he waved in the air for all to see.  


     A look of concern immediately crossed Rian’s face.  “But I’m not twenty-one,” he stammered, drawing a laugh from each and every member of the group. 


     St. John put his arm around Rian and lifted the bottle to his mouth.  “You’re a man by me, Rian.  Like you said, you just fought a fucking dragon!” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

  


     Chapter 9 


     City of the Dead 


       


     As the trials of my chosen grew more perilous, so too did their resolve.  If only they knew what lay ahead… 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Gromkin the goblin walked gingerly along the side of the road, looking through debris and abandoned vehicles in search of anything that might be of use.  He sniffed about with his elongated green nose, hoping that maybe he’d hit the jackpot and find a little something to eat.   As he peered about the highway, a small blue glimmer on the pavement caught his eye. 


     “Oh, me found a shiny,” the goblin said as he scampered towards the light.  He leaned down closely to inspect the small blue orb, certain that he’d found some sort of treasure.  Unfortunately for him, the tiny blue orb faded as he reached out to grab it.  The goblin scratched his head, befuddled at the disappearance of his prize.   He was so confused, in fact, that he didn’t notice the slender arms reaching around his neck.   


     Gromkin thrashed and kicked as the arms suddenly constricted around his airway.  “Get a hold of him!”  Darien yelled as Rob struggled to subdue the creature.    St. John stepped around and delivered a magically enhanced punch to the goblin’s gut, knocking it out momentarily. Rob flung the unconscious body over his shoulder as the men snuck back into the woods nearby.   


     A short time later, Gromkin woke to find himself bound to a tree and surrounded by six dangerous-looking men.  “Tell us, goblin, what do you know of the city that lies ahead,”  Darien said, remaining very calm with the creature.  The goblin looked about, its small body shaking despite being tightly bound.  ‘I’ll ask again, goblin,”  Darien went on.  “What can you tell us about the city over there?”  He pointed west, to the large township in the distance. 


     St. John quickly grew tired of the goblin’s unwillingness to respond.  In a swift motion, he drew his blade and pressed it hard to the goblin’s nose.  “If you don’t start talking I’m going to cut off your damn nose!”  he growled. 


     “No!  No!”  the goblin squealed.  “Me talk!  Me talk!”   


     Darien put his hand on St. John’s shoulder and gently pulled him off the terrified goblin.  “If you don’t want my friend here to use his sword on you, then you better give me some information I can use.” 


     “F-fine.  Me name Gromkin.” 


     “Alright, Gromkin,”  Darien said, his tone one of reason once more.  “What can you tell us about the city up ahead?”
“Gromkin not go in city.  Gromkin no allowed.  City full of… dead.” 


     Darien gave the dimwitted creature a puzzled look.  “What do you mean?  Has everyone there perished?” 


     The goblin started to laugh, putting the group back on edge. St. John rested his hand on his sword once more.   “Gromkin is going to get reward, maybe even get his own shiny.” 


     “Reward?”  Darien questioned.  “For what?” 


     The goblin wore a wide grin.  “Because Gromkin do his job.  Gromkin work for the dead men.  They tell him to watch, always watch.  They want Gromkin to lure in more new men for them.  And look!  Gromkin get nice big group of them!”  The creature cackled as it dangled from its restraints.  St. John let out his frustration with a hard punch to the goblin’s head, effectively silencing its laugh. 


     “On your guard, everyone!”  Cade commanded as his eyes combed through the trees.  “I think I have an idea about what kind of trouble we might be in.” 


     “You do?”  asked Rian.  “Please, elaborate.” 


     “The dead men he is referring to are likely the Highland Necromancers.  Back in Valion, the only things that they would leave alive would be the fodder they would use to lure in creatures to add to their undead horde.”  Cade wore a look of deep concern on his face as he spoke.  “If that’s the case then we might be in deep trouble.” 


     “Do you think they took the entire city?”  Darien said as he peered into the distance.  


     “Uh, guys,”  Rob said as he knelt on the cold dirt.  “Why is the ground shaking?”  Angelo took a few steps forward into the trees, searching for the source of the disturbance.  A moment passed before he came running back towards the group, terror on his face.  “We got company!”  he yelled as he cocked his rifle.  


     From within the woods appeared a man, once young and full of life, his body now covered in decay.  His gray skin sagged on his bones as he trudged forward, his eyes cloudy and lifeless.  Behind him more undead approached, shambling forward towards the men with outstretched arms.   


     “We can fight this,”  St. John said as he drew his sword.  “I’ve seen these types before.  They’re slow.”   


     “Everyone stay together,”  Darien commanded.  “Once we clear the wave we need to get out of here fast.”   


     The undead shamblers closed in on the group, their movements slow and deliberate.  St. John ended the first pair, his sword removing the heads of the two closest animated corpses.  Angelo took his stance next to Rob as the two worked in unison, firing bow and rifle into several more.  Darien let loose several bolts of arcane energy from his palms that ripped through the air and shattered the skulls of a pair of shamblers. 


     From behind them, Rian heard a terrible moaning sound that was fast approaching.  He turned to see another wave of shamblers coming at them from their flank.  Quickly, he drew his flaming sword and swung it hard into the nearest creature’s skull.  The blade lodged into the shambler’s head, the smell of burning flesh now emanating from its still-moving body.  A second shambler reached for him, but St. John turned and finished the creature off with a decisive slash.  “Remember, kid, you have to swing that thing like you mean it.”  Rian nodded, then freed his blade and swung it once more, this time lopping the undead creature’s head clean off. 


     Cade calmly reached into his coat and produced a steel mask that he gently laid over his face.  The mask completely covered him, save for a small slit across the front where his eyes were located.  He calmly tossed his hood up over his head, then continued by sliding on a pair of black gloves.  His chest rose as he took a deep breath, then in a flash he was gone.  Cade charged into the horde of shamblers, his fists ripping and tearing through flesh and bone as he executed a beautiful dance of death.  Quickly, the shamblers surrounded him as he fought his way to the group’s center, but Cade paid them no heed.  His hands worked tirelessly as he ripped and tore at the creatures’ heads, pieces of skull and flesh littering the ground in his wake.  


     Many moments passed as the men tirelessly fought off the horde of undead shamblers, until finally they stopped their approach.  Cade rejoined the group, his body covered head to toe in the blood of his enemies. 


     “Was that it?”  Rian asked as he sheathed his fiery blade.  That comment caused Angelo to let out a chuckle. He took a long look at dozens upon dozens of bodies that littered the ground around them. 


     “Hardly,”  Darien replied as the arcane glow of his eyes faded.  “The Highland Necromancers value their creations.  They were likely testing us, measuring our strength.” 


     “You think they have more of those?”  Angelo asked, the tone in his voice reflecting his doubt. 


     “Think about it,”  Darien went on.  “Our little goblin friend there called Charleston the city of the dead.  If they have the city, then it’s quite possible that they have thousands upon thousands of undead waiting to be unleashed.”  Each member of the group fell silent, other than St. John of course, who gingerly picked pieces of flesh off his katana.   


     Quickly, the men gathered themselves and readied their weapons for another encounter.  Rob ventured off to retrieve some of his arrows that still lay intact among the scattered bodies.  Without warning, the ground started to rumble again.  Rob squinted off into the distance, searching for another horde of shamblers.  Once the hissing sounds reached his ears though, he knew that he and his friends were in much deeper trouble.  


     “More shamblers?”  St. John called out, readying his sword once again. 


     Rob turned to the others, the color draining from his face as he mouthed the word “ghouls.”  Immediately the group grabbed their things and began sprinting in the opposite direction.  Shamblers were slow and easy to dispatch, but a pack of ghouls large enough to make the earth shake would tear them apart in seconds.   


     With great haste, the six heroes dashed through the trees and climbed back onto the desolate highway.  In front of them, hundreds of ghouls emerged from the opposite side of the road, their fangs dripping with afflicted saliva.  “They’re coming from both sides!”  Rian yelled.   


     “To the city then!”  Cade replied as he weaved his way through the graveyard of disabled vehicles.  Darien wanted so badly to protest the decision, knowing all too well how risky it would be to run directly into the heart of death itself.  They had no choice though.  Packs of ghouls were closing in on both sides, and turning back would only result in more delays and another possible encounter with an angry dragon.  Therefore, the men ran as fast as their legs would carry, straight towards a city that now existed in a perpetual state of undeath.   


     As they swiftly approached, the number of disabled vehicles crowding the road began to increase exponentially.  The men improvised, climbing atop the cars and running across the roofs as the vile creatures swiped at their ankles.  Soon ghouls were climbing onto the cars as well, their twisted bodies gaining ground on the men as they crossed the city line.   


     As they entered the city, a strong odor of death and decay hit the group hard.  Angelo paused to vomit, but Darien grabbed him by the arm and yanked him along, the ghouls still in hot pursuit.  Cade’s eyes darted here and there, scanning the area for an escape route.  Surrounding them were tall buildings, many with shattered windows, broken-down doors and bloodstains smeared across the walls and pavement.   Shamblers began emerging from every direction, converging on the group and blocking their path through the streets.   


     “We’re surrounded!”  Rian yelled as the undead closed in on all sides.  Without speaking, Cade rushed over to the nearest office building. He pushed away the debris that blocked the entrance and rushed inside, motioning for the men to follow.  The group ran in as the undead began to pile at the entrance behind them, forcing their way through in a disjointed mass of death and decay.  The men wasted no time running through the lobby and finding the stairs.  St. John paused to grab a large sofa and began dragging it towards the stair’s base.  Two ghouls leapt forward, eager to rend his flesh, but were blasted back by one of Darien’s arcane blasts. 


     St. John abandoned the sofa and ran to the stairs as the undead horde closed in on him.  The men scaled two floors before darting into the nearest office space and slamming the door shut behind them.  The undead slammed their bodies against the door, trying desperately to gain entrance, but it was no use.  St. John activated the arcane glyphs on his body and used his enhanced strength to ensure the door held true.  “You better think of something quick,” he spat.  “I can’t hold this forever.” 


     Rian, Rob and Angelo all ran across the office and over to the window, trying to get a feel for their location.  They were three stories up, and the streets below were filled with waves of undead clamoring to get inside.  Rob peered across the street to the building opposite them.  Through the windows he could see more shamblers mindlessly trudging through the building’s halls.   


     Darien stood at the center of the office, his hands on his head as he racked his brain for a solution.  Cade walked up to him and removed his dark mask.  “You know what has to be done,” he said calmly, despite the horrible sounds coming from just beyond the office door. 


     “No, not yet,”  Darien replied.  “We can get out of this.”  Just as the men began to argue, the terrible pounding and scratching at the office door ceased.  St. John took a deep breath and eased his pressure on the door, thankful for the break in the action.  For the slightest of seconds, the men let out a breath of relief.  Suddenly, the ceiling above them began to creak and shift, as if a large weight pressed down on its foundation.  Without warning, part of the ceiling gave way as a massive creature landed in the center of the room.  The beast was nearly ten feet tall, black leather sewn over its eyes but leaving its mouth of sharp teeth exposed. Its skin was a sickly grey, but unlike the other undead, this creature was packed with layers of muscle.  Stitch marks covered the body of the abomination, and it was clear that the creature had been put together through the combination of many different parts, both human and otherwise. At the end of its misshapen arms were enormous hands that could snap a man’s bones in seconds. 


     St. John began to open the office door in hopes that they could make an escape, but the stairs were again lined with ghouls that charged at him with a renewed thirst for blood, forcing him to slam the portal shut once more.  Darien took a stance near the windows with Rob, Angelo and Rian, who already had their weapons drawn.  Cade shifted to put himself between St. John and the abomination, ready to defend St. John, who sat helpless as he held the door.  The creature let out a sickly screech which prompted Angelo to fire a bullet into the creature’s chest, though the hulking beast didn’t seem affected. 


     The beast lurched forward, swiping its oversized hand in the group’s direction.  Darien ducked low as the others pressed their bodies against the wall, leaving themselves just out of reach.  Cade scooped up a broken chair leg and struck the creature from behind.  The creature turned and backhanded him, sending him crashing into the wall beside St. John.  Darien let loose a bolt of arcane energy which hit the creature with a thud and quickly fizzled out.  The abomination returned the favor with a swift overhand strike, its huge hand driving Darien into the floor. 


     Rian charged forward and thrust his flaming sword into the beast, which caused it to cry out in pain.  The creature burst into a frenzy, swinging its massive arms around the office in a crazed fervor and knocking to the ground any of the men that got too close.   


     Rian held his fiery blade out in front of him.  The flame was the only thing that seemed to hurt it.  It was up to him.  He watched as the creature thrashed about the room, waited for the perfect time to strike.   Suddenly, the abomination turned back in his direction, screeching as it thrashed its arms in the air.  Rian lunged forward, aiming the tip of the sword straight for the creature’s chest.   For a second Rian was certain that victory would be his.  That quickly changed as the creature’s massive arm swung in from the side.  It struck him hard, sending him spiraling through the air.  Rian crashed into the window, the glass shattering as his body sailed through the open aperture. 


     Right then, for just a second, it seemed like time had slowed down.  Rian watched as the distance between him and the window slowly grew, his body sailing through the open air.  Below him, he could hear the shuffling of thousands of undead feet, clamoring to catch him in their waiting arms and devour his flesh.  Rian reached out for help as his body closed in on the horde below.  If this was the end, he thought, then perhaps this is the price you pay for being a hero. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 10 


     Cade Dragonclaw  


       


     Cade… a true warrior among my disciples.  The others were skeptical due to his reserved nature… That is, until they saw him fight. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     “Rian!”  Angelo yelled as he watched his friend disappear out the nearby window.  He turned back to the creature, its arms still flailing about the office in a frenzy.  In a fit of rage, he charged at the undead beast, firing rounds from the hip as he stalked the creature down.  The beast locked eyes with him, halting its frenzy for a brief second before charging in Angelo’s direction.  Angelo held his gun in front of him in a defensive posture, certain he’d just brought about his own demise.  At the last second, Darien stepped in front of him, arcane energy glowing brighter in his eyes than the men had ever seen. 


     “These boys are under my protection!”  he yelled to the charging beast as he raised his hands into the air.  “You will not harm another!”  With that statement, Darien let loose a barrage of arcane bolts from his hands, so many in fact that they lit up the room a brilliant blue.  The undead beast slowed its approach, raising its hands up to defend itself from the onslaught of magic.  Chunks of dead and decaying flesh flew from the creature as the bolts of energy ripped through its hide. Darien pushed on harder, the room filling with a putrid smoke as the arcane energy seared through the creature’s flesh. 


       Finally, after several seconds, Darien relented.  When the smoke finally cleared, all that lay in front of him was a charred heap, the creature completely decimated by his fearsome display of power.  Darien dropped to a knee, his breathing labored after exerting so much of his power in such little time.  Angelo and Rob rushed back to the window, searching for any sign of their lost friend.  Below them, the streets had begun to thin out with no sign of Rian anywhere.   


     Sweat began to build on St. John’s brow as he continued to hold the door.  The ghouls scratched and clawed and banged at the other side, unrelenting in their desire for living flesh.  The runes on St. John’s body continued to glow, his magically enhanced strength the only thing keeping the creatures out.  “I can’t keep this up forever,” he spat, his feet starting to slide across the floor ever so slightly.   


     Cade turned to Darien, slowly removing his steel mask and handing it to the exhausted scion.  “It’s time,” he said, calmly.  “If the boy’s not dead then the Highland Necros likely have him.  We don’t have time for anything else.” 


     Darien nodded in concession as he rose to his feet.  “So be it, then,” he said.   


     Cade reached to his neck and removed his blood-stained scarf, revealing a small blue gem tied tightly around his neck.  He gave Darien one last nod before yanking the gem off and handing it to him.  Without warning, Cade cried out in agony, gripping his abdomen as pain began coursing through his body.   


     “What’s going on?”  Angelo asked, as he and Rob looked on in shock.  Cade’s pale white skin suddenly began to change, taking a scaly texture before darkening to a black hue.  His clothes began to rip and tear as his body grew, his muscles expanding and stretching his black scaly skin.  Cade’s flat face began to stretch and elongate, taking on a reptilian look as his scream transformed from a cry of pain to a visceral roar.  His fingers lengthened, his nails peeling away to make room for long, gleaming talons.   


      Slowly, Cade shed the shredded remains of his clothes and rose to his feet.  In this form he stood nearly eight feet tall, his body completely covered in scales stronger then metal.  His human face was gone, morphed into something much more draconic.  A long tail protruded from his lower back, twitching back and forth through the air.   


     “St. John, move!”  Darien commanded.  “Cade doesn’t have complete control in this form.”  St. John nodded, diving away from the door as ghouls began to flood the office.  Cade turned, letting out another roar before charging into the creatures.  His draconic claws easily tore through the first pair of ghouls, shearing off limbs and slicing through bone with each deadly swipe.  The ghouls, typically not creatures to possess fear due to their undead nature, began to back away towards the door as the fearsome half-dragon descended on them. 


     The others watched as the monstrous Cade forced himself through the door and disappeared down the stairs, leaving nothing but death in his wake. 


     “W-what was that?”  Rob stammered, truly at a loss for words. 


     Darien briefly turned to Rob as he spoke.  “In Valion, Cade became known as the dragon scion.  He was born with the blood of the dragon coursing through his body.  When he takes on the aspect of the dragon, he’s nearly unbeatable in physical combat.  He’s the fiercest warrior I’ve ever fought alongside…” 


     “And the most frightening,”  Angelo added. 


     Darien nodded as he led the trio back to the stairs.  “He doesn’t have complete control in his dragon form though, and he can’t keep it up forever.  We need to use the time he’s given us to find Rian.” 


     “If he’s still alive…”  Angelo said somberly. 


     With a look of reassurance, Darien placed his hand upon Angelo’s shoulder.  “He is.”  Angelo responded with a nod and the four of them began their descent. 


     **** 


     Rian twisted and turned, trying to break free of his tightly bound restraints.  He still couldn’t believe he was alive.  When he had landed in the waiting arms of the undead horde, he was certain they would tear the flesh from his bones without hesitation.  That wasn’t the case though. The creatures, once rabid and unruly, seemed to be under the command of some sort of guiding force.  Systematically, they restrained him and carried him off, their dull lifeless eyes no longer seeing him as a meal, but rather a mission to be carried out. 


     The undead creatures had brought him to a cathedral that sat in the downtown area of the city.  Just by the looks of it Rian could tell that it had once been a beautiful place, though the lack of upkeep had left the structure in less than stellar shape.  The shamblers carried him past the many rows of empty pews and brought him to the large wooden podium, where they secured him tightly with thick rope.  And then they dispersed, leaving Rian alone. 


     Rian couldn’t help but let out a slight chuckle.  All his life he had never been the type of person who went to church.  Now, he had been forcibly dragged there by the undead.  Moments passed as Rian sat, studying the beautiful stained glass that managed to stay preserved.  He’d grown tired of struggling, his skin red from rope burn in multiple places.   Several more moments of silence passed until finally the oversized front doors swung open.  In walked a woman that immediately sent shivers down Rian’s spine.  She wasn’t particularly fearsome-looking or overbearing, but the aura that she gave off would’ve been enough to silence a packed church.  She wore completely black attire, a stark contrast to her deathly pale skin.  Pieces of bone adorned her black jacket and hung around her neck.  Some were even braided into her long black hair.  It was her eyes that bothered Rian the most though, grey eyes that had seen death and come back to master its machinations. 


     The woman ran her tongue across her obsidian-colored lips as she approached.  Behind her followed two men in similar attire, one short and stocky with a shiny bald head and the other standing quite tall, a white braided beard dangling around his waist.  Quickly, they closed the distance between themselves and Rian, surrounding the helpless young man with their vile stares. 


     “So, you are the boy that Jaycen seeks so desperately,”  the woman said, leaning down to examine Rian as if he were some sort of experiment.  She leaned in closely so that her lips were just inches from Rian’s.  “Pity,” she whispered.  “I sense a great bit of power in you... and you’re oh so cute.  You would make lovely parts for my next golem.” 


     “What the hell are you talking about?”  Rian growled, trying to mask his fear behind a bit of toughness.   


     The woman responded with a swift backhand across Rian’s face.  “Watch your tongue, boy.  It’s not often that a living creature stands in the presence of the Highland Necromancers and keeps his life.”  Reluctantly, Rian dropped the tough act and leaned his head back against the podium.  Darien had spoken of these people before, the Highland Necromancers.  They were proprietors of death, skilled in the art of raising and controlling the dead.  They were also very curious beings, often experimenting on the dead and finding new ways to raise their awful creations.  It was then that it dawned on Rian.  The hordes of shamblers, the packs of ghouls, it was their doing.  They had taken the entire city, had truly turned Charleston into the City of the Dead.   


     The door to the cathedral creaked open once more, catching Rian’s attention.  Immediately, his heart sank.  Strolling towards him was the black-robed, platinum-haired Malichron, a grin spread across his face as he eyed Rian tied helplessly in waiting.  The necromancers stepped to the side, allowing Malichron to waltz directly to Rian’s location.  He knelt just long enough to give Rian a hard swat across the face.   


     “That’s for all the trouble you’ve caused me,” he said as he casually stepped away.  Then, without warning, Malichron turned towards Rian once more and delivered a second strike, causing Rian’s cheek to turn a bright red.  “And that’s for having your friend there try to blow me up!”  Rian sat silently, his face burning from the strikes.  He wanted so badly to break loose from his restraints, to choke the life out of Malichron and avenge Doc and Alice…. But he knew that wasn’t possible.  So he sat, helpless, awaiting his fate. 


     “We have secured the boy as promised, Malichron,”  the first necromancer said in a playful tone.   


     “Well done, Assandra,”  Malichron responded.  “Three-scar comes to collect the boy and take him to the obelisk.  When the task is done, I’ll be sure he sends some of his best warriors back this way.  You’ll be able to do with them as you please.” 


     The short, bald necromancer rubbed his hands together.  “Oh, I love experimenting with orcs,” he said, his voice filled with genuine glee. 


     Malichron drew a small blade from his robes and sliced Rian free of his restraints.  As the young man began to rise, he grabbed a fistful of his hair and forced him to his knees.  “I’ve been told to take you back alive, but if you try to run I’ll remove one of your limbs and give it to Assandra.”   


     The necromancer ran her hand across her neck in ecstasy.  “Oh, please misbehave, Rian,” she said before letting out a chilling laugh. 


     Rian rose to his feet before receiving a quick shove from behind.  “Get moving,”  Malichron ordered.   


     “Do you want that one’s sword?”  the bearded necromancer called out, pointing to the sword lying on a nearby table.  “The horde recovered it when they captured him.” 


     “Keep it,” Malichron replied.  “He won’t be needing that again.”  Rian looked back at his weapon, the sword Doc had given him the night before he died.  The sword the old enchanter had empowered for him.  I’ll get you back, he thought to himself, before Malichron prodded him forward once more. 


     As the pair walked between the pews, the entrance to the cathedral swung open once more.  Malichron stopped in his tracks as a tall violet-eyed man stepped through the doorway, his body mostly naked and covered in blood.  His demeanor was very calm, but in his eyes a deep rage was burning just beneath the surface.  “I’ve been waiting a long time for this, Malichron,”  Cade said as he took a step towards them.  “You stood by and watched as Jaycen killed my brother.” 


     Malichron grabbed Rian by the hair and shoved him back in the direction of the necromancers, then turned back to face Cade.  “You saw how powerful Jaycen had become!  And yet, you and your brother continued to follow Darien’s foolish crusade!  You divided our kind!” 


     “Don’t lecture me about foolish decisions!”  Cade screamed, his muscles beginning to tighten and expand.  “You helped hand our world over to the demon prince!”   


     “I did what I had to, to survive.” 


     “Well, Scion of Shadows, that time has come to an end.”  Cade leapt forward, transforming in mid-flight to his fearsome half-dragon form.  Malichron stood his ground, his form changing into a shadowy apparition as Cade’s claws soared through him.  Malichron re-materialized and created some space between him and his clawed foe.  “I thought you dealt with the boy’s allies!”  Malichron shouted to the necromancers in anger, preparing for another attack from Cade. 


     “Apologies, Mal,”  Assandra said with a laugh.  “We’ll keep the boy safe until you finish your dance there.”  She and the other two necromancers surrounded Rian, who had taken a defensive posture.  Slowly, she ran her finger across Rian’s chest.  “Are you going to come pleasantly, or do I need to tie you up again?”  she said as she let out another laugh.  Rian let out a sigh. 


     **** 


     Darien, Angelo, St. John and Rob ran through the city street, stepping over corpses and sloshing through puddles of blood and flesh.  Cade had unleashed his draconic fury on the undead, dismembering or beheading any creature that dared get too close.  He had cleared through the bulk of the remaining horde, leaving only the stragglers for Darien and the others to contend with.  During his rage, he had picked up Rian’s scent and disappeared into a building far off down the road, leaving the others to deal with the remaining undead. 


     The four of them fought off shamblers and the occasional ghoul, keeping mind to move quickly as more undead began to pour from nearby buildings and fill the streets once more.  Finally, they reached the cathedral.  Angelo yanked open the oversized doors, hoping to find Rian and Cade waiting inside.  Unfortunately, he got more than he bargained for.  Cade’s scaly body came crashing into him, knocking him into the wall.  Without losing a step, the half-dragon jumped back to his feet and charged back in.  Malichron put forth his outstretched hands, causing shadowy tendrils to wrap around a nearby church pew and launch towards Cade, knocking him to the ground once more. 


     Cade was slow to rise, blood dripping from his reptilian jaws.  He took a step forward and crashed back to the floor, his body assuming its human form once more.  Darien stepped forward, his eyes glowing with arcane power as he stared down Malichron.   


     “Well if it isn’t the savior of Valion himself,”  Malichron cackled.  Rob fired an arrow in his direction, but Malichron gingerly raised his hand and caught the projectile, tossing it aside into the church pews.   


     “Let me handle this,”  Darien instructed as he turned and marched toward his opponent, glowing arcane orbs growing in his hands.  “This is your last chance to give me the boy and turn away.”  He raised his glowing hands in the air like pistols ready to fire. 


     “It’s already over and you know it,”  Malichron shot back, lifting his hands and calling forth deadly, shadowy tendrils. 


     “So be it.”  With a twitch of his arms, Darien sent a barrage of arcane bolts flying at his opponent.  Malichron waved his hands, causing the tendrils to rise and block the magical barrage.  With a flick of his hands he sent them forward to consume his adversary.  Darien dashed to his right through a row of empty pews, firing off bolts of magical energy as he ran to avoid the deadly shadows.  Malichron raised his right hand to the sky, causing the tendrils to rise quickly and overturn the pews atop Darien.   


     Angelo, seeing his companion in dire straits, leveled his rifle and fired it at the shadowy scion.  Malichron reacted at the last possible second, dematerializing and allowing the bullet to pass through him harmlessly.  As his form returned, he launched his shadowy assault across the room.  Tendrils slammed into Angelo and drove him into St. John, knocking them both to the ground, pinning them to the wood floor under several hundred pounds of magical force.   


     Darien pushed aside the overturned pew and rose to his feet.  His eyes flared with arcane energy as anger coursed through his veins.  Malichron relented his attack on Angelo and turned his shadowy powers back to Darien. 


     Darien raised his hands, summoning every bit of energy he had left before launching a massive surge of arcane power from his palms.  Malichron willed his tendrils forward to meet the attack, conjoining them into one shadowy spear of dark energy.  The two forces collided, creating a brilliant explosion of conflicting magical forces, followed by a powerful shockwave that knocked both men off their feet.  Bolts of arcane and shadow energy splintered from the blast and crashed into the walls with destructive force.  Dust began to rise as the heavily damaged walls of the old cathedral started to give.  Both men looked up in horror as stained glass rained down on them from above and the ceiling began to cave. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 11 


     Resolve 


       


     Not all of my disciples were warriors by nature.  Some of them chose to employ cunning tactics, while others relied on sheer force of will. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Rian trudged across the long bridge leading away from Charleston, or ‘The City of the Dead’ as it was now called.  In front of him, Assandra walked beside the tall, bearded necromancer.  The third vile member of their trio walked closely behind him.  Whenever Rian slowed, the short bald man would give Rian a stiff shove, prodding him forward like cattle. 


     “I don’t understand why we’re leaving the city,” the bearded man said, his annoyance ringing clear in his voice.   


     “Enough with your insolence, Henrick,”  Assandra replied, giving the man a deathly stare as they walked.  “Malichron instructed us to take the boy to his caravan, so that is what we will do.” 


     Henrick sighed.  “We don’t even know if Malichron lives.  You saw what I saw.  That building was completely decimated!” 


     Assandra let out a feigned laugh.  “Don’t underestimate the Scion of Shadows.” 


     The necromancers crossed the long bridge and led Rian off the road into a wooded area. The short, balding necro delivered a swift kick to the back of Rian’s knee, causing him to fall to the ground.   


     “Be easy with the boy, Gero,”  Assandra said coyly.  “We don’t want to harm his pretty face.”  Gero let out a strange little laugh that sent a shiver down Rian’s spine. Assandra took a quick stroll around the area, her eyes scanning the horizon through the thicket of trees.  


     “I don’t see this alleged caravan anywhere,”  Henrick said, his arms crossed over his chest and a disgruntled look on his face.  “We should’ve stayed in the city.” 


     “They’ll be here!”  Assandra snapped, her playful demeanor quickly fading.  Rian sat quietly, observing the necromancers closely as they argued amongst themselves.   Initially, their dark appearance had frightened him, but now, away from their undead hordes… they seemed almost frail.  Gero was a bit smaller than him and appeared to be unarmed.  Assandra didn’t appear to be armed either, but her behavior alone led him to believe that she had something up her sleeve.  Henrick certainly seemed to be the most formidable of the three.  He was much older than Rian, but his body was still layered with muscle that showed through his black attire.  He also had Rian’s fiery sword strapped to his waist, though it was Rian alone who could activate the blade’s flames.   


     Assandra turned and began to walk back towards the road.  “I’m going to take a quick look around.  Keep an eye on the boy.”   


     Rian watched as she disappeared into the distance.  Slowly, he rose to his knees, and peered around for any sign of the others.  The two remaining necros remained silent, which spoke volumes to the young man.  Out here, in the open, not surrounded by their hordes of undead… they seemed almost nervous.  A boot pressed hard into Rian’s back, breaking his train of thought and forcing him to his hands and knees.   


     “I really hope Malichron is gone,”  Gero spat as he drove his foot harder into Rian’s back.  “I can’t wait to use those parts of yours.”  He let out a sick laugh.  Rian gazed up at Henrick, who had turned his back to the pair, his arms still folded over his chest.   


     Rian’s anger grew as Gero continued to press him into the ground, his sick little laugh making Rian’s blood boil.  Again, and again, Rian began to rise and each time Gero pressed him back into the dirt.  Then, without warning, Rian snapped.  With all his might he forced himself to his feet, causing Gero to stumble back on one foot and eventually fall to the ground.  Rian turned and dived on the necromancer, his fists working furiously as they bludgeoned Gero’s face.  The small, pale man let out a cry before Rian pounded him into unconsciousness.  Amidst his rage, Rian scrambled, picking up a rock the size of his fist and slamming it into the necro’s already bloodied face.  He raised the rock into the air again, ready to slam it down onto Gero’s head.   


     Suddenly, he was yanked away from the helpless necromancer.  Henrick grabbed Rian around the wrist, dragging him to his feet before delivering a hard punch that staggered him, causing the rock to fall from his hand to the ground.  Henrick didn’t relent, slamming Rian into a nearby tree before throwing a pair of stiff punches into Rian’s stomach.  The young hero raised his hands to defend himself from Henrick’s assault.  “I don’t need magic to kill you, boy,”  Henrick growled as he wrapped his hands around Rian’s throat.  “I’ll just need it to bring you back!” 


     Rian gasped for air, causing Henrick to squeeze all the harder.  He dug his nails into his assailant’s muscled forearms, but to no avail.  Henrick leaned in close as he choked the life from the young man, eagerly staring at Rian as he waited for the light in his eyes to fade.  In a last-ditch effort, Rian launched his knee forward into Henrick’s groin.  The bearded necromancer stumbled back, releasing his grasp on the young man’s neck.  Rian charged forward, his rage renewed.  He launched his fist at Henrick, but the necromancer had enough wits about him to block the strike.   Rian moved quickly, reaching to Henrick’s waist with his free hand and grabbing onto the hilt of his sword.  Henrick dropped his hands to the sword’s hilt and the two men struggled for possession of the weapon. 


     Frustration and fear mounted inside of Rian as he felt his larger opponent begin to overpower him.  The men shuffled through the grass as they struggled to get their hands planted on the sword’s hilt.  Rian let out a primal scream from deep within.  He slammed his shoulder into his opponent while simultaneously ripping one of Henrick’s hands away from the sword with his own.  Quickly, Rian reached down and latched his hands onto the blade’s hilt.  The magic in the sword came burning to life, scorching Henrick’s leg and forcing him to back away.  Rian let out another cry of rage.  He lifted his flaming sword into the air and swung it blindly.  


     Rian’s eyes went wide.  He stood there in shock, his hands shaking as he gripped the flaming blade that now protruded from his opponent’s skull.  Henrick’s body shuddered, his hand reached forward slowly before he finally fell to the ground in a lifeless heap.  Rian stumbled backward, grasping for air.  He used a nearby tree to support him as the adrenaline drained from his body.  Rian had fought monsters, supernatural creatures that he couldn’t explain.  But now, in front of him lay two men, dead at his own hands.  Rian dropped his sword to the ground, placed his head into his bloodied hands and screamed. 


     **** 


     Several moments passed by as Rian sat against the tree, struggling to catch his breath.  His knuckles were cut and swollen, his face battered and bloodied.  He longed for a reprieve, a moment to forget about the dangers around him and finally catch his breath.  He thought back to his old life, to the life he had before the binding of the realms.  Everything was so much easier… and yet he had wasted his days away like they were nothing. 


     The rustling of some nearby leaves snapped Rian out of his thoughts.  He stood up straight, hugging the tree and trying hard to conceal his location.  He stood tall, remaining still as a statue for what seemed like eternity.  Finally, Assandra passed by the large maple.  She rushed over to her downed comrades, too distracted to spot Rian perched several feet behind her.  Quietly, he raised his sword back into the air and crept towards the unsuspecting woman.  The blade wavered in his trembling hands, his stomach in knots as he positioned to strike.  Suddenly, the woman turned, her expression one of shock. 


     “Please, spare me!”  she pleaded, raising her hands in front of her face in a defensive posture.  “I submit!  Please don’t do this!” 


     Rian hesitated...  He knew what had to be done.  He’d seen the hordes of undead.  The undead that she had helped raise.  And yet, he couldn’t bring himself to run his blade through the woman.   


     Assandra grinned.  “Foolish boy,” she said before thrusting her boot forward, delivering a hard kick to Rian’s groin.   


     He gritted his teeth as he fell to the ground in pain, angry at himself for letting this happen.  Assandra leaned in close and blew a thick gray cloud of miasma into the air.  The miasma burned at Rian’s skin like fire.  He tried to hold his breath, but the gas worked its way into his lungs.  He gripped at his throat in agony.  He wanted to breathe but even the shallowest of breaths felt like swallowing sharp needles. 


     “Do you feel that, boy?”  Assandra said as she circled the young man, a smug grin on her face.  “That is the essence of death.  First, it takes your life… slowly.  I’ve heard the pain is excruciating.”  Rian rolled to his stomach.  His fingers dug deep into the dirt as waves of pain continued to wash over him.  Unable to cope, he cried out in pain.  Assandra replied with a short laugh.  “So, little Rian, did you think you were going to kill me?  A necromancer from the Highlands of Valion?  One of the first?”  She gave his writhing body a quick kick to the ribs, bringing out another cry of pain.   


     Rian struggled to his knees, fighting the agony of the miasma.  He looked Assandra right in the eyes.  “I didn’t have a problem with those two.”   


     The cold necromancer let out another laugh, though this one seemed genuine.  “Those fools?”  she asked, pointing to the corpses of Gero and Henrick.  “Those were mere acolytes.  Their powers were infantile and clearly their judgement was poor.  They will serve me better in death.”  She gave Rian a wink.  “As will you.”  Assandra began to conjure another cloud of the toxic miasma.  Slowly it approached and encircled Rian.  He tried to move, but the toxic assault had sapped all of his strength.  He was helpless, trapped at the mercy of the beautiful, terrible woman.   


     Rian covered his face, waiting for the cloud of death to take him.  Seconds passed by… but the pain never came.  He peered up, but the cloud of deadly miasma had dispersed, gone into the wind.  He looked to Assandra but her attention was no longer on him, her gaze fixated on something in the distance.  He turned to see a troop of orcs approaching from the road, a three-scarred behemoth of a warrior at their lead.   


     “Keep your magic away from my prize, witch,”  Three-scar spat as he approached the pair, his entourage of greenskin warriors shortly behind. “Less you want to lose your head.” 


     “You overestimate your strength, you pitiful creature.”  Assandra gave Three-scar a devious look.  “I was thinking, if I gave you another one of those pretty scars on your face then would you have to change your name?”  Assandra brushed her long hair back to better see Three-scar’s reaction. 


     The brutish orc commander remained stone-faced.  He was far too disciplined to play into her often dangerous games.   “You won’t be so cocky when Malichron finds out you almost killed the boy.” 


     Assandra frowned.  “You are absolutely no fun.”  The woman’s gaze averted from the orc and turned to Rian.  She leaned down close to the boy.  “Hopefully we’ll be seeing each other again soon, little Rian,” she said before planting a soft kiss on his lips.  Rian stared silently at the woman as she turned and headed back towards the undead kingdom.  A lingering cloud of miasma floated through the air.  It hovered over the pair of dead acolytes until their bodies had soaked up the noxious cloud. To Rian’s horror, Gero and Henrick’s fresh corpses slowly rose to their feet and began to shamble forward, following in her path. 


     Three-scar spat on the ground.  “Evil woman.” 


     **** 


     The troop of greenskin warriors trudged down the abandoned highway, their young captive trapped at the group’s center.  Every dozen yards one of the orcs would errantly shove or smack their feeble captive, trying to elicit a response.  The young man stood firm though, resisting the creatures’ jests.  With every passing moment the orcs grew more frustrated, shoving their captive harder and more violently, until finally one of them turned and struck the young man’s face, leaving him sprawled out on the road.   


     Silently, Rian rose to his feet, his face emotionless as he wiped the trickle of blood from his nose.  Three-scar turned to the group, his face boiling with anger.  “If one of you damages the boy, I’ll personally deliver your corpse to the dead woman!”  The orcs fell silent, the memory of Assandra casually raising her fallen comrades from the dead fresh in their minds. 


     The group walked for several miles, the battle-hardened orcs never once stopping for rest.  Whenever Rian began to slow, an orc at the rear of the pack would give him a slight shove and keep him trotting on.  Darkness began to fall as the group approached their destination, a flat, crumbling complex surrounded by an overgrown field.  The words on the building read ‘Valley Highschool’, though it had been long since the building had seen students. 


     “Take the boy to the hold,”  Three-scar ordered.  “And I want at least three of you on guard at all times.”  The greenskin commander turned and approached Rian, his hulking frame towering over him.  “Don’t think I forgot how you and your friends blew up my warriors.”  He clutched Rian’s hand in his own, squeezing until his bones were about to break.  “Once this is over I’m going to kill you... very slowly.”  Three-scar released him and stepped aside as the orc warriors escorted him away.  Rian nursed his hand, his fingers nearly numb from the pain. 


     The greenskins escorted Rian into the building and up the first set of stairs.  It was eerie, walking through the empty hallways of the school.  It reminded him of a time when the world was safer, when it was normal.  The orcs brought him to the end of the hall, stopping at a large classroom door where two more of the creatures stood guard.  As they arrived the orcs opened the door.  The others gave Rian a hard shove and slammed the door behind him. 


     The young man peered around the room in disbelief.  At least a dozen other men and women sat, huddled on the floor of the classroom.  They were filthy, tired individuals, the looks on some of their faces indicating they had been prisoners for far too long.  Rian rose from the floor, his heart sinking as he looked upon the pitiful state that his fellow captives were in.   


     Suddenly, his eyes went wide.  His heart felt like it was in his throat.  He stumbled forward, approaching her in complete disbelief.  Their eyes met, her expression one of complete shock.  Slowly, he approached her, his hands beginning to shake.  Unable to believe his eyes, he called to her, praying that this was real.  “Karina?” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 12 


     Fateful Reunion 


       


     Of course, there are other things that can motivate a man to fight. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     “Rian!”  Karina yelled as she jumped to her feet.  He winced as she dove into him, wrapping her arms around his battered body and squeezing him tightly.  Several seconds passed before she finally released him from her grasp, tears welling in her deep green eyes.  “I… I thought you were dead.” 


     “I thought the same of you,” he responded, taking her hands in his.  “I can’t believe this!” 


     “I know!  I was certain that demon had dragged you off somewhere that night!  I’m so glad you made it.” 


     Rian’s smile faded just a bit.  He thought back to that fateful night, the night he had left her and Michael to die on the cold cement floor.  The thought of confessing put his stomach in knots, so he shifted the conversation.  “What happened to you?  I thought for sure you were dead.” 


     Karina took a seat on the floor next to Rian as she spoke.  “I thought I was too.  After we got attacked, well, I was out for a while.  When I woke up I was all alone.  No you.  No Mike.  Hell, even the demon that attacked us was gone.  I was terrified… and the noises I could hear coming from outside the store, the screaming… I didn’t know what to do.  So, I rounded up as much shitty food as I could and locked myself in the office.” 


     The pair stared at each other in silence for several seconds until they both burst into laughter.  Despite their dire situation, the two had a special chemistry together that made light of even the worst situations. 


     “The apocalypse came and you locked yourself in at work?  Now that is priceless,”  Rian teased. 


     “I didn’t stay long though…”  Karina’s tone returned to one much more somber.  “That place was raided hard.  People needed food.  A group of guys found me.  They broke down the door.  Dragged me out of the store.  They had…. bad intentions.”  Rian’s fists began to clench as she went on.   


     “They tried to take me back to their ‘hideout’ or whatever they called it, but I fought back.  I kicked and screamed.  Ended up getting the attention of a couple orcs that were in the area.  It got bloody real quick, and I escaped in the chaos.  I ended up running into this woman, Jen, and her family.  I stayed with them for months.  Eventually, things started to get too dangerous up north, so we rode south in their camper.  We were careful, stayed off the main roads.  But it didn’t matter.  The greenskins still found us. They killed Jen’s husband and her boys when we tried to fight back.  Took me and Jen and threw us into this hold.  That’s where I’ve been ever since.” 


     “Where’s your friend, Jen?  Is she here?” 


     “They took her.  Every couple nights they come and take somebody, then we never see them again.  Then, a couple days go by and a few new faces get dropped off.  None of us know what the hell is going on.” 


     The pair’s conversation was interrupted as the door to their classroom-turned-holding cell abruptly swung open.  A large pair of orcs lumbered in, one of them holding a crude axe and the other carrying a pair of plastic buckets.  The orc plopped the buckets in the center of the room and with a grin, announced in his deep, crusty voice, “dinnnnnner.”  Then the pair marched out of the room and slammed the door shut. 


     As soon as the orcs were out of sight, the malnourished captives began crowding around the buckets in a fervor.  They reached their hands into the buckets and pulled out handfuls of brown slop that they shoved into their mouths, a sight they made Rian’s stomach turn. 


     “That’s what they feed us.  We nicknamed it ‘soup’, but don’t be fooled, it’s the vilest thing on the planet.”  Karina sat, unmoving as the others in the room continued to drain the bucket of its awful contents.  “I only eat it if I feel like I’m about to die.”  Rian nodded in agreement, but his aching, growling stomach disagreed. 


     He crawled over to the mostly empty bucket and leerily peered inside.  “Will it kill me?”  he asked as another one of the captives scooped out a pile of the muck.   


     “Better than dyin,”  an older man said, wiping away some ‘soup’ residue from his brow.  Reluctantly, Rian reached his hand in and scooped out a large dollop of the slop.  It smelled putrid and it looked even worse, but he persisted and shoved the ‘soup’ into his mouth.  The young man found himself gagging as he tried to swallow the ‘soup’, fighting to keep it down.  Eventually he was able to fill his belly, though he merely went from feeling incredibly hungry to incredibly sick.  He crawled back over to Karina and laid his head on her shoulder, letting out a soft moan as he held his stomach. 


     She gave him a gentle pat on the head.  “Told ya.” 


     **** 


     Several hours passed by as Rian and Karina sat, huddled amongst the other prisoners, awaiting a fate unknown. 


     Growing bored, Karina rose to her feet and began rummaging through the drawers of the old school desks.  Her eyes went wide as she made a discovery, pulling out a dusty old Polaroid camera that was hidden behind a stack of papers.  She lifted the camera in the air, awkwardly pointing it at herself and snapping a photo. 


     She set the camera down as it slowly ejected the small rectangular photograph.  Scooping up the picture, she walked back over to Rian and set it in his lap. 


     “What’s this?”  he asked, holding up the small photo that hadn’t quite fully developed yet. 


     “Something to remember me with,” she said.  “In case we’re split up again.” 


     “I’m not letting that happen again,” he said with confidence, pulling her close as she took a seat back on the floor. 


     “So, you never told me.  What happened to you?”  Karina asked, now that some of the color had returned to Rian’s face since his grisly meal. 


     Rian sighed.  He was worried.  Worried about what she would think of him when she found out that he had fled, leaving her and Michael behind.  Regardless, he had to tell her.  He was a different person now than he was those many months ago.  At least, that’s what he told himself.  “During the attack that night, you and Mike went down hard.  I thought I was next, but then Darien showed up.” 


     “Darien!  Is he alive?”  she exclaimed. 


     “If you only knew.  Darien has a part in all this.  And apparently, so do I.  He said that thing, that the demon was coming for me.  That’s why Darien came back to get me…. And we ran...  I’m sorry.”  Rian put his head down in shame. 


     Karina wore a confused look on her face.  “Sorry for what?” 


     “Sorry that I left.  I left you to die…  I wanted so badly to save you, you and Mike.  I should have!  But instead I ran like a coward.  I followed Darien and I left you there alone to—” 


     “Stop it, Rian!”  Karina yelled, causing his eyes to go wide.  “This isn’t your fault!”  She shook her head.  “The world as we know it has ended and you want to beat yourself up about it.  Listen, I made it, and so did you.  That’s all that matters.  Now, we do everything we can to survive.  We take care of each other now.  Got it?” 


     “Got it,” he responded, his cheeks turning bright red.   Rian raised his hands to Karina’s face.  Despite everything she had been through, her skin was still soft.  He looked into her eyes, his thumb gently caressing her cheek.  She stared back at him, returning the affection.  The old him would’ve been petrified, but right now, after everything he had been through, he knew what had to be said.  “Karina,”  he muttered.  “I think I lov—” 


     Before Rian could finish his sentence, the door to the classroom burst open again.  The large burly orc had returned, but this time he hadn’t come with buckets.  “Who’s coming with me this time, then,”  he spat, scanning the room of cowering captives.  Finally, his eyes settled on Karina as he let out a toothy grin.  “You’re a pretty one.  You’ll do just fine.”  The orc marched over and grabbed a hold of her arm. 


     “NO!”  she screamed in protest as the hulking orc dragged her back towards the door.  Anger began to boil up inside of Rian.  They had just reunited.  He would not allow her to be taken from him again so easily.   


     Rian bolted to his feet and charged at the orc.  “Let her go!” he yelled.  The orc turned and swatted Rian to the ground with a vicious backhand.  He immediately rose to his feet again and charged back in.  This time, the orc delivered a hard punch to his chest, causing him to fall back to the floor, gasping for air.  Karina continued to struggle, helplessly trying to free herself from the orcish warrior’s vice grip. 


     Rian turned, looking for help from someone, anyone!  But to his dismay, the rest of the captives sat, huddled against the wall.  Their eyes were wide as they watched him eat punch after punch and still return for more. 


     “You see, you alone,”  the orc said, pointing to the other prisoners.  “They know better.  Now sit and watch as I take your girl here.”  The orc gave Rian a mocking grin, before he turned to head back out the door.  Suddenly, in that moment, something in that room changed.  An older man, clearly withered from months of captivity, rose to his feet and planted himself between the orc and the exit.   


     “You too?”  the greenskin said with a chuckle, before grabbing the man by the hair and throwing him to the ground.  A second captive rose to her feet, a young woman not much larger than Karina, and ran to stop the orc’s exit.  He swatted her away, which prompted several more prisoners to rise to their feet and take charge. 


     The orc released Karina and backpedaled into the corner as all twelve captives began to wail on him, overwhelming and bludgeoning the brute as he desperately tried to escape.  Rian leapt in, channeling his anger into vicious punches that he rained down on the battered orc. 


     “What’s going on in here?”  a second orc yelled as he entered the room, followed by a third.  The prisoners scattered as the greenskins brandished their iron swords.  Rian reached to the downed orc’s waist and pulled out the blade strapped to his waist.   


     “Put that down, boy,”  the second orc commanded.  “Before I butcher every one of these ugly skin bags.” 


     Sweat rolled down Rian’s brow.  He had just rallied these people to action seconds ago.  He didn’t want to be the reason they died.  Then, a particularly crazy idea dawned on him.  Rian raised the blade to his own neck, pressing the iron firmly against his throat. 


     “Back off!”  Rian shouted.  “Back off or your master loses his prize.” 


     The two orcs looked at Rian with more than a bit of skepticism.  They tuned to each other, shared a puzzled glance, then looked back to the young man.  “You wouldn’t.  You don’t have the balls, boy.”  The pair took a step forward, still intent on causing mayhem.   


     Rian pressed the tip of his sword into his neck, drawing a large bead of blood that ran down to his shirt.  “Try me,” he said, staving off the brutes with an intense stare.   


     A few tense seconds passed before Three-Scar appeared in the doorway, a long bearskin cloak in place of his usual heavy armor.  “What’s going on here!”  he roared as he surveyed the chaos. 


     “The boy got the others to kill Grum, and now he be wantin to off himself!” 


     Three-Scar shook his head in disgust.  “Can you fools do nothing!”  he shouted, causing both orc and human to reel back in fear.  Three-Scar turned to address Rian, his muscular frame towering over the budding warrior.  “You have proven most formidable, boy.” He pointed to Grum’s bloody body.  “Look, another one of my warriors you have taken from me.” 


     Rian choked up on the hilt of the blade, trying to hold it steady to his throat despite his shaking hands.  “If I end myself here, then you or your greenskins won’t last much longer either.” 


     Three-Scar let out an exaggerated laugh.  “I almost want to keep you around… for the excitement.”  He turned to the two orcs at his flank as he began to head back towards the door.  “Back to your posts.  No one goes in or out.” 


     “But, what about the boy?”  one of them asked confusedly. 


     Three-Scar turned and gave Rian a chilling stare that sent shivers down his spine.  “Let the boy have his way for now.  He’ll be meeting a fate much worse soon enough.”  The two lesser orcs shuffled out of the room, dragging Grum’s bludgeoned body with them.  Three-Scar gave Rian one more angered glare.  “Remember, boy, orcs can keep secrets, especially when it comes to dead men.  Test me again and I’ll peel the flesh from your bones.”  Then, the door slammed shut. 


     As soon as they were clear, Rian released the blade from his sweaty palms.  Karina rushed over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck.  “Rian Asher…”  she whispered into his ear. 


     “Yes?”  he responded softly. 


     “You are such a goddamned idiot.”  Rian smiled, and she hugged him even tighter. 


     **** 


     St. John angrily shook out his long coat as pieces of dust and debris fell from his pockets.  “Damn it all,”  he muttered to himself, pulling out a sliver of stained glass stuck in his boot.   


     Angelo and Rob gazed around in amazement, studying the masterwork stone walls that surrounded them.  Just moments ago, the men were scrambling for their lives as the roof of the cathedral came crashing down around them.  Remarkably, as the building crumbled, a large hole in the floor had opened up, revealing the entrance to an ancient network of catacombs. 


     “Since when did Virginia have underground tunnels like this?” Angelo said as he ran his hands across the smooth stone wall, clearly in disbelief. 


     “These are Valonian catacombs,”  Darien replied, studying the ornate runes scribed into the walls. 


     “Valonian?”  Angelo asked. 


     Darien nodded.  “Yes.  I recognize these runes.  These catacombs are from Eastern Valion… It must be from the binding of the realms.  Our worlds are merging more with each passing day.  Soon the barrier between the two worlds will be indistinguishable.” 


     “What does that mean for your people back in Valion?’  Rob asked. 


     Darien shook his head.  “My people are still unable to cross into this realm.  If Valion and Earth are completely bound… then they’ll have nowhere to go….  They’ll be lost to the void.”  Rob grimaced at the thought.               


     The men’s conversation was interrupted by a loud thud on the stone floor behind them.  They turned to see Cade standing in front of Malichron’s unconscious body which he had casually tossed to the ground.  “Before we do anything, we have to take care of him.” 


     Rob immediately reached for his bow, ready to nock an arrow and sink it into Malichron’s skull.   


     “Hold!”  Darien commanded as St. John and Angelo reached for their weapons as well. 


     “What do you mean hold!  He needs to die!”  Rob shouted, his typically cool and calm demeanor washed away in anger. 


     “He’s right,”  Cade said, causing even Darien’s head to turn.  “When we fought… he could’ve killed me.  I hate to say it but I know he could’ve.” 


     “But why didn’t he?”  Angelo implored. 


     “I don’t know…”  Cade replied.  “But I need to find out.” 


     Angelo ran his fingers through his hair in frustration.  “What happens when he wakes up?  He nearly handed us our asses.” 


     “Not only that,”  Rob added.  “I saw him turn to shadow briefly during our last encounter.  What stops him from escaping?” 


     Cade nodded to Darien, who pulled out a small blue gem dangling from a silver chain… a gem Cade had given him right before he had transformed.  “The Jewel of Aketesh,”  Cade said, walking over and retrieving the gem from his fellow scion. 


     Angelo raised his eyebrows.  “What’s that going to do?” 


     “The Jewel of Aketesh is a magical inhibitor.  Cade uses it to keep his dragon side under control.  It should hold Malichron for now.” 


     “Does that mean we have to watch out for Cade going all dragon on our asses in our sleep?”  St. John said sarcastically as he rejoined the group. 


     “I’ll be fine,”  Cade spat as he wrapped the jewel tightly around Malichron’s unconscious neck. 


     Angelo looked about the halls of the seemingly endless vault, darkness keeping the hallways’ contents a secret.  “We need to get out of here and find Rian.”  Darien nodded and placed his hand upon Angelo’s shoulder. 


     St. John peered down the dark catacomb beside them.  “Yeah, let’s get going.  This place gives me the creeps.” 


     The others nodded in agreement, and in moments they were off, venturing into unknown depths with a very dangerous man as their captive.  Regardless, the men were determined to face whatever lay in front of them and find their lost comrade. 


       


       


      


       


       


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 13 


     A Shadow’s Ambition 


       


     I’ve done my best to protect the boy, but the machinations of Zanthios have left us separated… for now.  I can only hope that what I’ve taught him thus far will be enough to keep him alive.  Please… watch over him. 


     -A prayer from Darien to the goddess, Elunia 


       


     At least an hour had passed before Malichron’s eyelids slowly peeled open.  The platinum-haired scion blinked a few times before he finally gained his wits.  He tossed and turned on the ground, trying to free his arms, but found that they were bound tightly behind his back with a leather belt.   


     Malichron stopped struggling and sat up, his face twisted in anger.  He tried to call forth his array of shadowy powers, but an outside force was holding them at bay, preventing him from unleashing his wrath.  It was then that he noticed the blue gem tied tightly to his neck.  “Damn you, Cade,”  he spat, recognizing the Jewel of Aketesh and its inhibitive powers. 


     Cade turned to him and shot him a primal glare.  “Be glad I don’t start my quest for vengeance right here.” 


     Malichron let out a mocking laugh.  “Fool.  I didn’t kill Belmond and you know it.” 


     “You may as well have!  You sat by idle as Jaycen beat him down, as he destroyed him!”  Cade’s eyes began to fill with rage as he shouted. 


      Malichron shook his head in denial.  “You fools really have no idea what’s going on, do you?  You’re so quick to cast the stone.  Your brother and I, we were the only ones that truly tried to help Jaycen!” 


     Cade balled his hands into fists and began to march towards Malichron, but Darien quickly stepped in between them, halting his charge.  “What are you talking about?” he growled.  “Jaycen is the one who let the demon prince into our world!  He’s now brought two realms to ruin!” 


     Malichron shook his head once more, dismissing Darien’s heated comments.  “Again, your foolishness shines through.  Just because Jaycen no longer wanted to take part in your ‘selfless crusade’ to save Valion, does not mean he sought to leave the realm in ruin.”  Darien and Cade stood at attention, though Cade looked ready to lash out at any second.  Regardless, they were listening, so Malichron went on.   


     “Jaycen actually wanted to make Valion a better place, just like you.  He wanted to make the realm a utopia.  But the work he saw you two doing, putting out fires, building bridges, they were menial tasks.  Things that would be undone by the next conflict or disaster.   He sought a greater power, power that would give him the strength to make meaningful, lasting change.” 


     “So, he made a deal with the demon prince?”  Cade snapped. 


     “No, the opposite.  He sought the power of the goddess… Jaycen, Belmond, and I, we went to every corner of Valion, searching through ancient tomes, scouring ruins of places long forgotten.  We found things…. Pieces of Valion’s dark history that had been buried…. But then we discovered the temple.” 


     “…Temple?”  Darien questioned. 


     “Yes,”  Malichron replied emphatically.  “The temple of the goddess.  Buried deep under the world’s surface.  All our clues pointed in that direction.  So, we followed Jaycen down.  But…. it was a ruse.” 


     “What do you mean?”  Cade growled. 


     “The goddess, the temple.  It wasn’t what we thought it was.  What we did… the chain of events we set into motion…”  At that moment, Malichron began to wear a look of shame on his face.   


     Cade reached forward and hoisted him up by his black shirt.  “What did you do?”  he said through gritted teeth. 


     Malichron looked away as he spoke.  “As I said, it was all a ruse.  The temple of the goddess, it was a lie.  That place was actually a prison… for the demon prince Zanthios.”  Cade dropped Malichron to the stone floor in disgust, but he continued on anyway.  “We fought the demon prince, but he was far too strong for the three of us.  Jaycen, in a last-ditch effort…  he tried to re-seal the demon prince away… in a tomb of flesh.” 


     Darien’s eyes went wide.  “You mean—” 


     “Yes,”  Malichron interrupted.  “Jaycen trapped the demon prince inside his body.  He intended to bury himself down there, to remain a living prison for all of time.  But, something unintended happened.  Zanthios overpowered Jaycen, he took control of his body, took his powers...”  Malichron winced as he spoke his next words.  “Jaycen Windrider is long dead.  He doesn’t answer to the calls of the demon prince… he is him.” 


     Darien and Cade both wore stunned expressions on their faces, Darien’s mouth slightly agape.  Angelo, having been listening to the story unfold from afar, rose from his seat on the floor and marched past the pair.  He withdrew his pistol from his waist and quickly pressed it to Malichron’s forehead before the others could stop him. 


     “Shut up!” Angelo yelled at Malichron, before turning to the other two.  “What if he’s lying!”  He cocked the gun with his thumb.  “He’s the reason some good friends of mine are dead.  You can’t trust him.” 


     Malichron remained calm, despite the fact that a loaded gun was pressed firmly to his head.  “Think, boy.  Think hard.  I never brought harm to you or your friends.  The old man blew himself up.  And the other, he was slain by that fool, Three-Scar.  I had only come for your friend, Rian.” 


     Angelo clenched his jaw.  Malichron was right, but it didn’t do anything to soothe his anger.  He held the gun up for a second longer before dropping it to his side. 


     Darien stepped forward.  “Tell me this, Malichron.  If Zanthios really did kill Jaycen and take his body, then why are you still alive?” 


     Malichron winced at the comment.  With a sigh, he tipped his head, motioning to his shoulder.  Darien reached forward, pushed Malichron’s black cloak aside and pulled down on his shirt.  On his shoulder, a glowing red symbol was burned into his skin.  A demon brand.  “I only do what I have to… to survive.  If I don’t obey him, Zanthios will cast me into the under-realm.” 


     Cade snarled in anger.  “Is that what happened to my brother?” 


     Malichron nodded.  “Belmond and I, we never gave up.  Belmond, he thought he could manage to turn the tide, but Zanthios banished him.  I’m playing the long game, though.  I’m not going to let that thing just destroy Jaycen like that, to desecrate his body, and get away with it.” 


     “Wait,”  Cade stammered.  “Belmond… if he’s in the under-realm, he could be alive!” He turned and grabbed Darien by the shoulders.  “We have to find him!  He might be there, suffering!”   


     Darien put his hands on Cade’s and slowly lowered them back to his side.  “We will,”  he assured.  “But first we need to make sure there’s a realm left to bring him back to.”  Darien turned back to Malichron.  “That brand… what power does he hold over you?” 


     “Not much, at least from this distance.  He can summon me if he wishes, but he usually leaves me to my own machinations.  But if he finds out that I’m conspiring against him… I’ll be joining Belmond.” 


     Darien stood in silence, deep in thought.  In the early days of the scions, Malichron had traveled by their side.  He was often sarcastic and even more so a pessimist, but until recently Darien had never thought the man to be evil.  Could everything he said be true…  Darien walked over to Malichron and pulled him to his feet.  “What does Zanthios want with Rian?” 


     “You think that thing tells me anything?  He gives me tasks and I complete them.  The boy was merely another objective.” 


     “And the orcs?”  Angelo asked, the pistol still firmly in his grasp. 


     “They fear me, so they listen.  Disgusting creatures.  Most of them, anyways.” 


     The group stood silently in the dark passage of the catacombs, absorbing everything they had just heard.  Before another one of them could speak, a pair of figures appeared from the darkness ahead.  Rob and St. John emerged in their presence, their clothes covered in dirt and dust but otherwise unharmed.  Rob pulled his bandana off his face before speaking.  “I think… we found a way out of here,” he said between long breaths.  The pair had gone scouting ahead, searching for a way out of the underground maze, or at least a way that didn’t take them back to the undead city.  “It’s a bit of a trek, but the path is clear.”   


     Darien nodded.  “Let’s get moving then.  We need to get to Rian.” 


     St. John waltzed up to Malichron with an exaggerated grin on his face.  “Good morning, sunshine,” he said as he gave the scion a pinch on his cheek.  Malichron’s eyes flared with anger, but St. John paid him no heed.  He turned to the other two scions.  “What are we planning to do with this one?” he asked as he pressed his index finger into Malichron’s chest.  


     “He comes with us,”  Cade replied coldly.  “For now.” 


     Rob cut his eyes at the pair.  Like Angelo, he hadn’t forgotten what happened at the farmhouse, and he refused to forgive.  At this moment though, he chose to remain silent.  Instead, he pulled his bandana back over his face and guided the group forward. 


     “Are you going to leave me tied up?”  Malichron asked as they began their trek. 


     “Of course,”  Darien replied.  “You’ve done nothing but tell a great story.  For now, you’ll remain with us as is.” 


     And so, the group went forward through the dark passages in a desperate search for daylight. 


     **** 


     Rob led the motley crew through the dark catacombs, a small flashlight guiding their way.  St. John and Angelo followed closely behind him, with the three scions at the rear of the pack.  They traversed the tunnels for a few miles, a trip that they found eerily quiet.  Finally, they found the passage’s end.  It opened up into a large natural cavern, with an opening near the top of the cavern’s wall.  Littered across the cavern’s floor were chunks of stone and debris, a much lighter color than the stone hallways they had just walked. 


     “I felt a breeze coming from that hole up there,”  Rob said as he pointed towards the top of the cavern.  “Should take us out of here.” 


     The group nodded in affirmation and began to walk across the large cave, but Darien paused.  As the others moved forward, he leaned down and inspected a chunk of the white stone that lay on the floor.  The stone was in fact an arm, the arm of a once masterly crafted statue.  He tossed in aside and picked up another chunk.  This chunk was the stone head of a man.  Something was bothering Darien though.  This head wasn’t from the sculpture of some sort of warrior or deity.   It was the statue of an everyday man, his stone hair a sculpted mess underneath his Yankees hat.  Suddenly, his eyes went wide as he dropped the chunk of stone to the ground. 


     “We need to get out of here, now!”  he yelled, rushing over to the other side of the cave as Rob and St. John began to scale its wall.  From behind, the men heard a loud ‘hsssssss’ echo through the tunnel.   


     “Oh no,”  Malichron mouthed as he tried once more to wriggle his arms free.  “Untie me now, before we all die!” 


     “I don’t think so,”  Cade replied as he heaved the man over his shoulder. 


     Suddenly, the cavern fell silent.  The men stood tense for several seconds….  Then, without warning, rubble and debris went flying as a large reptilian head burst through the tunnel’s opening, its fangs long and sharp and dripping with black venom.  The creature’s elongated blue body continued to slither out of the tunnel like a snake, its head rising into the air as its body coiled at the cavern’s center.   


     “Basilisk!”  St. John yelled as he began to climb the wall at a furious pace, the cave’s exit still many feet away.   


     “Don’t look into its eyes!”  Darien shouted as he drew his silver blade.  “And watch out for its venom!  It’s just as deadly!” 


     Cade tossed Malichron to the ground and rushed to Darien’s side, his hands transforming into claws that were sharp as daggers.  Neither of the scions had much power left in them, but they weren’t about to let themselves become stone ornaments in the basilisk’s lair.   


     Darien dropped his gaze to the floor and swung his blade forward; the steel cut through the air but fell short of the monster.  The basilisk lashed its long body out, knocking both Darien and Cade to the ground.  It darted forward at Angelo next, knocking him into the hard, stone wall. 


     Rob reached the cave’s opening near the ceiling and steadied himself, then surveyed the battlefield.  The basilisk had its large, petrifying eyes focused on the men below.  He would have to be their sight now. 


     “Dodge right, Angelo!” Rob yelled.  The young man leapt out of the way as the basilisk’s fangs smashed into the stone wall.  Below, Malichron continued to work his arms against a jagged stone, furiously trying to free himself.   


     The beast turned and lunged back at Darien, whose eyes were shut tightly.  “In front of you, Darien.  Now!”  Rob yelled.  Darien swung his sword forward at precisely the right time, slashing the basilisk’s gaping maw and sending it reeling.   


     Angry, the creature shifted towards Cade and lunged forward once more.  “In front of you, Cade!”  Rob yelled once more, but it was too late.  The tip of the beast’s nose slammed into Cade and drove him into the ground.  It bared its fangs, poised to sink them into his body.  Instead, it lurched to the side as St. John leapt from the cavern’s wall and landed atop its back, sinking his katana into its blue flesh.   


     The beast bucked and spun its long body about the room, knocking the men back to the ground and sending St. John spiraling to the stone floor.  Rob began to shout another command, but the creature turned its glare upwards, forcing him to turn away.  Cade rose slowly from the last attack, his body still incredibly weak from the battle in the cathedral.  He stood there, helpless, his power drained and his eyes shut tightly.  The basilisk turned to him and sprayed its vile venom in his direction.   


     Angelo rose to his feet and darted forward.  He wrapped Cade in his arms and rolled out of the way as the venom cascaded across the stone floor.  Darien charged in but the beast twitched its tail and knocked him back to the ground.  The basilisk cocked its head back, preparing to sink its fangs into the downed pair of Cade and Angelo.  Its head shot forward with incredible speed.  The men felt the rush of air as the beast lunged forward to end their lives…. But the strike never came.  Cade peeked his eyes open, certain that the creature was playing some sort of cruel predatory game.  Instead, what he saw was the basilisk’s head wrapped tightly in the grip of a shadowy tendril.   


     Malichron stepped forward, his hands out in front of him.  He called forth a second shadow to his side, then a third.  The dark apparitions floated forward.  Then, without warning, the shadows took the shape of long spear-like forms and jutted into the basilisk’s body.  The creature hissed in agony as the shadows continued to assault the beast.  St. John rose back to his feet and began hacking away with his sword, carving the creature’s soft blue skin. 


     The basilisk slithered away from the men, desperately trying to reach the exit. St. John was quicker though.  Activating his magical glyphs, the warrior dashed forward and cut the beast off.  With an enhanced strike, he slashed out with his blade, over and over until finally he had severed the creature in half.   


     A calm finally settled on the cavern.  Darien fought his many aches and pains and slowly rose to his feet.  Rob re-emerged at the cave’s exit and observed the carnage below.  He gasped as he watched the newly freed Malichron casually walk towards Angelo and Cade.  Malichron stood over the men, his gloved hand digging into his pocket.  From it, he retrieved a blue gem that he casually tossed onto Cade’s chest.  “You can have this back,”  he said, before turning to go inspect the downed basilisk.  Rob let out a sigh of relief. 


     Slowly, the men began to re-group, their bodies weary, desperately needing a reprieve from battle.  Angelo was the last to rise, a look of shock on his face.  “Uh, guys,”  he stammered.  The men turned to see him remove his jacket, black venom dripping from its sleeves.  Angelo rose his right arm in the air, seemingly normal and unharmed.  Then, he brought his left arm up to match, his skin gray and made of stone. 


      


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 14 


     The Dawnbreakers 


       


     Malichron… one of my most powerful scions.  I had thought him lost to the darkness that he wields so readily, but he is proving to be far more cunning than I once thought. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Angelo stumbled up the ascending cavern passage, sweat building profusely on his brow.  He nursed his stone arm, cradling it to his chest like a child.  Initially, he found himself in shock when the basilisk’s venom had afflicted him.  But now, he was left with an excruciating pain, worse than if he had lost the arm itself.  Every step he took was labored, his vision growing cloudy as he neared the exit of the cave.               


     As Angelo attempted to trudge his way forward, his legs gave way. St. John jumped in and scooped him up.  “Easy, partner,”  he said, supporting the young man’s weight under his shoulder.               


     “Your friend here is going to need treatment soon if you intend to keep him around,”  Malichron remarked as he watched Angelo begin to slip in and out of consciousness. 


     “I’m well aware.  We’ll get him help,”  Darien replied, though the concern in his voice could not be mistaken.  The group emerged from the mouth of the cave and found themselves in an overgrown grassy plain.  Rob was the first to reach daylight, followed by Malichron who was still under Darien’s watchful eye.  St. John emerged next and guided Angelo’s fading body over to a large rock, where he sat with the man just long enough to catch his breath.   


     Cade was the last to exit the cavern.  Resting on his shoulder was the severed head and neck of the basilisk.  Although quite dead, the creature’s head still contained potent sacs of venom that could be used to reverse Angelo’s ailment… if only they knew how to do it. 


     Darien gazed about the landscape, looking for any recognizable landmarks or signals.  He sighed, then turned to his young scout.  “Rob, you have any idea where we are?” 


     Rob solemnly shook his masked face.  The ever-changing landscape had thrown off his sense of direction, made his knowledge of the lay of the land obsolete.  They were in uncharted territory. 


     Angelo let out another agonizing moan, once again drawing the men’s attention. 


     “We just need to get moving,”  Cade demanded.  “We’ve gotten far enough away from the city.  There’s bound to be something else nearby.” 


     The men obliged and set out, their weary legs moving as fast as their bodies would allow.  They were all very tired and hungry.  The scions were drained of their magic, and Angelo was barely hanging on.  They needed to find something, and fast! 


     The group had barely crossed the grassy field when Angelo let out another wail.  “You need to shut him up!”  Malichron snapped.   


     Rob turned to him in anger.  “He’s dying and you want him to be quiet?!” 


     Malichron gritted his teeth in annoyance.  “Yes, you fool!  He’s going to get us killed!” 


     Just as Malichron finished his sentence, a terrible howl filled the men’s ears.  “You see!”  Malichron continued.  “You cry out like wounded prey and the predators show up.” 


     In the distance, the silhouette of a large canine creature could be seen fast approaching.  Its hair was unkempt and wild; its sharp claws could be seen gleaming in the sunlight. 


     “Is that a wolf?”  Rob asked as he nocked an arrow.  He took a deep breath as the creature drew closer.  It may have resembled a wolf, but the beast stood on two legs.  Rob took a knee in the grass and leveled his bow at the approaching beast.  Just as he prepared to release the arrow, a shot rang out through the air.  A bullet whizzed by the men and flew over the tall grass, ripping through the large wolf’s hide.  The beast slowed to a trot before another shot came flying in, then another, dropping the creature dead in its tracks. 


     The group instantly went on high alert, searching for the origin of the very precise bullets. 


     “We are not equipped for another battle,”  Cade growled, his voice clearly indicating distress.  The roar of engines began to build in the distance as the men frantically searched for the source. 


     “Form on me!”  Darien yelled, doing what he could to rally the men together.  As the engines grew closer, the group formed a small circle, keeping their backs to each other and awaiting the threat to arrive.  Angelo sat protected in the middle of the group, barely conscious and nursing his stone arm. 


     From over the horizon appeared several roaring pickup trucks.  On their hoods were crude lion heads painted in all white.  In the bed of each truck sat several men, all armed with guns.  The trucks circled the group several times, tearing up the ground and kicking up mud and dirt all over Darien and his companions.  The group stayed vigilant though, holding their circular formation, prepared for whatever came next. 


     After a handful of laps around the group, the trucks finally came to a stop. The men stood by tensely as truck doors opened and more armed strangers filed out.  At first glance, these newcomers certainly appeared to be formidable.  They were dressed for war, with riot gear and pieces of combat armor protecting their bodies. Each of them was heavily armed, be it with a firearm, a sword, or even a baseball bat.  As they approached Darien took note of the large lion’s head painted in white on their chests. 


     The last to emerge from the semi-circle of trucks was a well-built stocky fellow.  The white lion on his chest contrasted greatly with the fiery red beard that dangled over it.  He trudged forward towards the group, unarmed but seemingly unconcerned just the same.  Slowly, the fiery-haired brute circled the group, sizing up each of the men with a furrowed brow.  He stopped at St. John, who returned his look with an equally disdainful gaze.  The two of them stood eye to eye for several seconds.  Darien was certain a fight would break out at any second, a fight they would surely lose. 


     Then, without warning, the man wrapped his arms around St. John and let out a loud, jolly laugh.  St. John returned the gesture, and soon both men wore big smiles on their faces. 


     “Well if it isn’t the immortal swordsman, damn it all!”  the man bellowed, patting St. John overly hard on the shoulder. 


     “Conrad!  You’re even uglier than the last time I saw you!”  The bearded man let out another bellow following St. John’s jab at him. 


     “You know this guy, John?”  Cade inquired, slightly more at ease. 


     “Know him?”  St. John replied incredulously.  “I’ve saved this guy’s ass twice in the last six months!  And for free even!” 


     “And you make sure to tell every damn person I meet!”  the burly-armed Conrad replied, giving St. John a playful shove.  “What the hell are you doing out here, anyways?” 


     “We’re looking for our friend,”  Darien interjected.  “And trying to find help for another.”  He stepped aside to reveal the frail body of Angelo at the center of their group. 


     Conrad stepped forward and inspected Angelo’s stone arm.  “Well I’ll be damned.  You guys musta ran into the basilisk.  That thing took 3 of my men already, turned em into statues.” 


     “We killed it,”  Cade said coldly, pointing to the creature’s head that lay nearby on the ground. 


     “Jesus,”  Conrad blurted out, scowling into the creature’s once-deadly eyes.  He turned back to Angelo, studying the young man’s stoneskin affliction. 


     “Were you able to save any of your men?  Were you able to find a way to reverse the condition?”  Darien implored, a glint of hope in his eyes. 


     Conrad shook his head, making his beard flop this way and that.  “Most of my men are soldiers.  No way of knowin how to fix something like that… although, we were able to save one of the boys…”  Conrad gave Darien a somber look, then gazed down to the blade resting at his hip and nodded. 


     “There has to be another way,”  Rob interjected, listening closely to the men and catching on to Conrad’s verbal cues.   


     “The stone, it’s poisoning the boy,”  Conrad insisted.  “Look at him.  He’s gettin sicker by the second.”  All eyes turned to Angelo, who laid quite still on the ground, his face having lost most of its color. 


     Malichron leaned in closely behind Darien.  “He’s right.  You know he is,” he whispered into the scion’s ear.  “Nobody in this realm has the knowledge nor the skill to heal this ailment properly.” 


     “You’d be surprised what the people of this world are capable of,”  Darien jabbed back.  


     “Swallow your pride or watch your friend die.  Your choice,”  Malichron turned and stormed off, leaving the others to mull over their fallen ally. 


     Angelo let out another moan of agony so horrible that it caused the others to wince.  “We need to do something now,”  Cade declared, staring directly at Darien.   


     The scion looked to Conrad, who despite his size and nature, seemed a bit spooked by Angelo’s suffering.  “Do you think you can save him?”  Darien asked, panic starting to build in his chest. 


     Conrad rubbed his hairy chin. “I think I can,”  he replied, before heading to his truck to retrieve the proper tools. 


     Conrad returned a few seconds later.  In his hands he carried a long white cloth and an extremely sharp hatchet.  Without words, he leaned down and began tying the cloth tightly around Angelo’s shoulder.   


     Darien stepped forward, beginning to have second thoughts about the situation.  Conrad paused and looked into his eyes with nothing but earnest conviction.   


     St. John stepped beside Darien and put his hand on the scion’s shoulder.  “He’s a good man.  He’ll do everything he can for Angelo.”  Darien nodded, then turned to Rob for affirmation.  Rob silently returned the nod, before pulling his bandana back over his face. 


     Conrad turned back to the young man and resumed preparing his arm.  Angelo’s eyes rolled about as if he was close to losing consciousness once more.  That was, until he spotted the hatchet looming closely to his arm.  Suddenly, a jolt of adrenaline brought some life back to him.  “D-Da-Darien?  Darien, what’s going on?”  Angelo stammered. “Darien, I can make it.  I can hold on.” 


     St. John leaned down and held up a small piece of rope in front of Angelo’s mouth.  “Bite down on this, kid,” he said solemnly. 


     “No….no!  No!  NOOO!”  Angelo screamed.  He tried to rise but a wave of dizziness made him immediately fall to his back.  Several men ran over and restrained Angelo’s limbs and body.  His eyes went wide as he looked over to his companions, his friends, pleading for their help. 


     Darien returned the young man’s frightful look with a sympathetic stare.  “I’m sorry, Angelo.  It’s the only way we can save you.” 


     Angelo stared at Darien for a second longer before turning to see Conrad raise his hatchet into the air.  He breathed deep and shut his eyes tightly as the hatchet came down.  What followed next was a swift chop, followed by a young man’s scream that was loud enough to scare off an elder dragon. 


     **** 


      Just seconds after the crude operation, the group loaded up into Conrad’s caravan and set off towards his base of operations.  Angelo had passed out from the pain of losing his limb almost immediately.  A makeshift tourniquet was slowing his loss of blood, but he was far from safe.  It wasn’t long though before the troop of trucks pulled up to a large walled-off complex.  The lead truck aired its horn a few times and before long, the gate slowly, methodically slid open.  As soon as they entered the trucks pulled up to a large office complex where a trio of men ran out and retrieved Angelo, then rushed him inside the building.  Rob leapt out of the back of the truck and dashed to Angelo’s side, determined to see the recovery of his friend through. 


     Malichron casually leapt from the vehicle as well.  “I’ll keep an eye on them,” he said as he began to walk off.   


     “Stay close,”  Darien ordered, though he was certain there wasn’t much he could do in his current state.  The man may have saved their lives, but he was still far from earning his trust. 


     Conrad turned to Darien, “We may not have any doctors on site, but we have a few ex-field medics who are more than capable.  They’ll keep your friend alive.” 


     Darien nodded.  “This place must be yours, then?” 


     Conrad nodded his head in agreement, then pointed to the side of a nearby building where a large white lion’s head was crudely painted on its side.  “This is the home of the dawnbreakers.” 


     “…The dawnbreakers?”  Cade replied with more than a bit of pessimism in his voice. 


     “That’s what I said, isn’t it?”  Conrad glared his eyes at Cade, who returned the look with an equally menacing stare.  After a moment, Conrad released his gaze and shifted his attention to the others.  “A friend of St. John’s is a friend of mine.  You guys are welcome to stay and catch your breath for a few nights.” 


     The men peered around the complex.  A small cluster of buildings sat in the center of the grounds, with a number of heavily armed trucks parked near the back.  To the right of the buildings was a large open field where a group of men were busy exchanging strikes while practicing unarmed combat.   


     Cade paid these details no attention, instead he looked to the sky, trying to estimate their current location.  “This base of yours…it’s precariously close to a lot of… dangers.”     


     Conrad chuckled.  “Shit, we are the scariest thing around here.”  With pride, he puffed out his chest. 


     “Is that so?”  Malichron inquired, certain that with a bit of rest he could prove him wrong.   


     A big grin grew on Conrad’s bearded face.  “Let me give you the tour.” 


       


     With great interest, the companions followed Conrad through the well-guarded front doors of the nearest complex.  For as drab as the outside of the building was, the inside appeared to be a technological haven.  Their eyes went wide when they realized that fluorescent lights were illuminating the interior, something they hadn’t seen in many months. 


     “Holy shit!”  St. John blurted out.  “You have electricity?!” 


     “Generators, my friend,”  Conrad replied with a wink.  “Just wait.  You haven’t seen nothin yet.”  He guided the men through the lobby and into the first corridor, a room with walls that were lined with racks of guns of varying size and power.  “Me and a few of my guys stumbled on to this place about a month after shit went south.  The guy running this place, a guy named Bennet, he took us in, armed us.  Guess this was some sort of secret military base.  He was one of the higher-ups.” 


     “How did you end up in charge?”  Darien asked unapologetically. 


     “I made a lot of noise when I got here, but I also put in a lot of work.  People respect that.  When Bennet went down on recon, I took charge.  Guided them outta the shit storm.  Saved their lives.  The men turned to me after that.  Been runnin this place ever since.”  Conrad walked them through to the next corridor, where a group of men were paired off, sparring with large kendo sticks, loud slapping sounds echoing through the room as the weapons met.  “Every one of my dawnbreakers knows how to fight,”  Conrad explained.  “We’re the kings of this jungle.  That’s why we wear the lion’s head proud.” 


     The men marveled at the sights as Conrad proudly paraded them through the complex, showing off his impressive arsenal of weapons and the soldiers he had that were well-equipped to use them.   


     “This is quite the setup you have here,”  Darien complimented as they walked through one of the final rooms.   


     “You just wait,”  Conrad said with a sly grin.  With the flip of a switch, he opened a large bay door, thicker and more fortified than any of the others.  Even Darien’s eyes went wide as the group entered the room.  Standing in the center of the room was a row of weapons held up by a large steel rack.  The weapons were like nothing any of them had ever seen.  Built of solid titanium, each weapon had etchings of strange sapphire material molded into their grooves.  


     “What the hell are those?”  St. John asked, closely inspecting the selection of swords.   


     “These are the dawnbreakers’ pride and joy,”  Conrad replied.  He waltzed over and selected a lance from the weapon rack.  It was inexplicably light for its size, allowing Conrad to wave the weapon about gingerly. Wrapped around its shaft were bands of blue sapphire material etched into its very creation. “About a month back, we were clearing out a nasty group of orcs, the kind with magic.  Come to find out that the lot of them were shamans.  After we killed em, we found these strange blue stones made of solid magic energy.  They called em ‘arcane stones’.  We took em, and well… after quite a few failed attempts and a few blown-off hands, we were able to fuse them into our weapons.”  Conrad waved his hand proudly over the cache of weapons.  “I present to you, the dawnbreakers’ arcane armory!” 


     St. John sarcastically let out a slow clap, although the other heroes were truly impressed.  “A weapon isn’t any good unless you know how to use it,”  St. John jested, trying to knock Conrad down a peg or two.  The red-bearded man only grinned back in response.  Slowly, he turned and waltzed towards one of the targets set up on the far side of the room.  With a squeeze of the handle, he activated the arcane reactor inside of his lance.  Immediately, the blade began to grow a bright blue, illuminating in his grasp with magical energy.  Conrad thrusted the weapon forward at the target.  As soon as it made contact, the energy inside of the lance let loose, obliterating the target and sending shards of wood flying about the room. 


     “Alright.  Alright,”  St. John conceded, before drawing his katana.  “Why don’t you stop smashing targets and put that thing to a real test.”  Conrad’s grin grew twice as large.  Quickly, he scooted back over to the weapon rack, replacing the lance with an enormous claymore.  A streak of blue arcane stone ran up the side of the blade and wrapped in small bands around the handle, which began to glow as Conrad grasped the weapon. 


     Without warning, the immortal swordsman charged in, slashing at Conrad with precision.  The bearded man easily parried the strikes though, manipulating the huge sword as if it was light as a dagger.  As soon as St. John relented, he returned fire, smacking the claymore into St. John’s katana and knocking him back several feet. 


     St. John gritted his teeth and charged forward once more, activating the glyphs on his body to enhance his strength.  Likewise, Conrad squeezed down on the sword’s handle, causing the blade to grow a fierce blue.  The others winced as the men’s weapons collided, certain someone would end up dead from this exchange.  Their mouths went agape though as the energy exploded from the claymore, sending St. John spiraling across the room and slamming into the far wall faster than a moving vehicle.   


     Darien and Cade rushed over to check on their downed comrade, a man who’d taken on five-to-one odds in the past but had just been obliterated by a single attack.  As they approached they noticed a huge smile appear on St. John’s face.  He winced in pain as he leaned forward, giving Conrad a congratulatory thumbs up.  “I need to get me one of those!”  he hollered. 


     “Maybe someday I’ll let ya borrow one,” Conrad teased, giving his weary friend a hard slap on the back. St. John winced in pain, then smiled. 


     “This group you have here, the dawnbreakers.  It looks as though you have so many resources available to you,”  Darien said with almost a questioning tone. 


     “We do,” Conrad interjected. “And we plan on putting em to good use.” 


     “How so?” 


     “A dozen miles north a here. Orcs got a compound of their own. Been taking people captive, makin em slaves… or worse. We’re gonna liberate em.”  He turned to face Darien directly. “And you’re welcome to join us.” 


     “Rian could be there. Worth checkin out,” St. John added, a bit of hopefulness in his voice. 


     Darien nodded.  There was a lot to consider, but it was certainly better than remaining idle. 


     “You boys fill your bellies and rest up. And when you’re all good and ready, then you can ride with the dawnbreakers,” Conrad stated before he turned to one of his soldiers who lingered outside the door. “Tell the boys to start preparations, cause in a few days’ time we’re takin this war to the orcs!” 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 15 


     Advent of Power 


       


     It nearly shattered me to see my once great prodigy now just a vessel for evil. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     The large makeshift cell began to grow dark once more as the sun descended in the sky.  Rian raised his orcish blade and etched a vertical scratch into the wall.  There were four of them now.  Four nights that he had been trapped with little interaction from his captors other than the occasional meal. 


     It could be worse, though.  Rian looked to his shoulder, where Karina was quietly dozing.  In his old life, this was all that he ever wanted.  Although the current circumstances were less than ideal, it felt good all the same. 


     A few moments of silence passed by before the loud trudging of boots could be heard approaching from down the hall.  Immediately, Rian and the other captives leapt into action.  With a cautious haste, the men and women carefully positioned themselves around the room.  They would only have one chance at this. 


     “It’s showtime, people,”  Rian whispered as he handed his blade off to Karina.  He leaned in close and placed a kiss on her forehead.  “Stay safe,”  he said before taking his spot just outside the door. 


     Several tense seconds passed by before the approaching footsteps stopped.  Slowly, the door slid open as the orc placed a pair of buckets on the floor.  In that instance, Rian sprang forward, slamming his shoulder into the greenskin and knocking him into the open door.  The orc stumbled as it tried to regain its balance, before steadying itself and tossing Rian to the ground.  Karina jumped out from behind the door and buried her blade into the orc’s neck.  The orc shoved her away before falling back through the open doorway, gripping its wounded neck as blood seeped through its fingers. 


     The second orc who’d been idly guarding the door rushed into the room, brandishing a crude axe in its hand.  Several of the captive humans charged the greenskin, relentlessly clawing and grabbing, trying to restrain the beastly orc.  The greenskin freed his arm and swung his axe downward, brutally cleaving one of the men within range.  Two more captives charged in, grabbing the orc’s arm, preventing a second attack.  Slowly, they dragged the orc to the ground as they battered him into submission, until finally he lay unbreathing and very still. 


     As the other captives beat down the outnumbered orc, Rian retrieved the blade from Karina and dashed into the hallway. The first orc was there, slowly rising and nursing his wounded neck.  Before he was able to get his wits about him, Rian lunged forward and stabbed his blade into the orc’s eye.  The orc fell to one knee, before finally succumbing and falling to the floor.  Rian turned as the other captive humans began to file out of their cell, many of their hands now covered in blood.  Karina was the last to exit, shaking herself off before taking her place beside Rian. 


     “What now?”  one of the old men asked as he nervously gazed down the hallway, certain more orcs would be charging in at any second.   


     “We stick with the plan,”  Rian ordered.  “Cover yourselves.  Use the darkness.  If you make it out, run west.  And no matter what, don’t stop for anything. You know there won’t be any mercy if you’re caught.” 


     “Are you sure about this?”  an older woman pleaded, the fear in her voice blatant. 


     “Anything is better than continuing to live like this,”  Karina interjected. 


     “Even death?”  the woman responded. 


     Karina turned and looked to Rian briefly, before facing the woman once more.  “Even death...” 


     Rian tossed a blanket over his head like a hood and began guiding the group down the hall.  It was quiet, save for the occasional hooting and hollering coming from the orcs outside.  Quietly, he paced down the stairs and approached the double doors at the front of the school building.  Peeking through the window, he could see a pair of armed orcs standing guard just outside.  In the distance, an enormous bonfire burned where dozens of orcs sat around, communing and chowing on roasted boar.  


     Rian turned to the group.  “We’re not getting out this way,” he said with a sigh.  He was never a leader before, but with all the danger he had faced recently, the way the people rallied around him when he fought to save Karina’s life… it was like he had felt something begin to awaken inside of himself.  He wiped away his sigh.  He had to remain strong now if they were going to survive. 


     “I-I worked at this school, years ago before all of this mess,”  another woman spoke up.  “There’s a fire exit just down the hall and to the left.  The way might be clear.” 


     “Let’s hit it then, and fast,”  Rian proclaimed as he led the captives down the dark hall.  Just as the woman had said, the group soon came across an old fire exit, its door seal still intact.  “Everyone ready?”  Rian asked, placing his hand on the door.  Some of the captives exchanged nervous looks, while others gave the young man a nod of affirmation.   


     Here goes nothing, Rian thought to himself.  Then, with a quick motion, he flung open the door. 


     Immediately, a piercing screech blared from the door’s console, sending the group into a panic.   


     “God damnit!”  one of the men yelled.  “Of all the things to have working batteries in it!”   


     The shouts of approaching orcs could be heard all around them.  “Everyone, run!”  Rian yelled, throwing his plan out the window.  The former captives began to scatter, running through the parking lot of the old school.  In the distance was a fence that surrounded the perimeter, and beyond that a possibility of freedom if they could just get away. 


     The group had made it about thirty yards before the roar of war wagons filled the air.  Two of the vehicles peeled around the corner of the building, dashing by the group and nearly mowing a pair of the escapees down.  The vehicles came to a stop in front of the fence, cutting off their potential escape.  Greenskins jumped from the back of the crude vehicles and dashed towards the humans, waving their blades and forcing the men and women to retreat backwards.  Methodically, the orcs surrounded the captives, rounding them up like cattle.   


     Rian drew his orcish blade, hoping that holding his own life ransom might work twice.  That idea was quickly shot down though as a large dark-skinned orc grabbed him from behind and wrestled the blade away from him.  The other captives watched as the orcs restrained Rian, twisting his arm behind his back and forcing him to yield.  


     Almost instantly, the other captives lost their will to escape, many of them willingly handing themselves over to the greenskins in hopes of receiving a reduced punishment.  The orcs didn’t take the humans back to the school though.  Instead, they guided the group around the front of the building into what used to be the school’s front lawn.  A large bonfire burned on either side of the yard, illuminating the area…. as well as the faces of over a hundred orcs! 


     Despite the enormous crowd, the orcs remained silent as Rian was escorted to the center of the lawn.  He stood there, alone, his eyes full of scorn. 


     Abruptly, the large crowd of orcs in front of him parted, making way for their brawny leader, Three-scar.  His armor glowed with an orange hue from the reflection of the nearby fires, his over-sized blade nearly dragging on the ground as he walked.   


     “What did I tell you, boy,” he said in a low, domineering tone as he slowly circled Rian’s location.  “I warned you this would happen.” 


     Rian looked back at Three-scar in disgust.  “If you wanted me dead then I would be already.  You can’t touch me.” 


     Three-scar bellowed out an exaggerated laugh.  Then without warning, he stepped forward and grabbed hold of Rian’s left wrist.  Slowly, methodically, the orc used his free hand to bend Rian’s fingers back, forcing the young man to scream out in agony.   “My master will be here for you shortly, boy,”  Three-scar taunted.  “Then you will know true pain.” 


     Just beyond the perimeter of the schoolyard, the roar of engines could be heard, the noise growing closer with every second. 


     “He’s almost here, me lord!”  one of the orcs nearest Three-scar shouted. 


     “No!”  Three-scar shot back.  “That’s not him…”  Just as the words left his mouth, a row of trucks appeared on the horizon, white lion heads painted on their hoods. 


     “Prepare the defenses!”  Three-scar hollered as he turned to inspect the coming attackers.  “We’re under attack!”  


     Noticing his captor’s pre-occupation, Rian hopped to his feet and put some distance between him and the armored orc, though there really wasn’t anywhere safe to go.  Shots began to ring out through the fence and tear through the orcs as the trucks closed in on the schoolyard.  The greenskins remained defiant, taking up arms and firing back at their attackers with bows and stones, even as their comrades fell at their sides. 


     Clouds of dirt and debris flew into the air as the trucks crashed into the fence and tore down the flimsy barrier.  From the bed of one the trucks, a burly red-haired man rose to his feet.  “Destroy them all!”  he yelled.  “Show them the might of the dawnbreakers!” 


     Dozens of men followed him, rising from the truck beds and firing their rifles into the crowd of orcs.  Some of the greenskins fled in fear, but many more doubled down, surrounding the vehicles and chopping away at the dawnbreakers inside.   


     The first group of dawnbreakers were quickly overwhelmed as orcs piled into the truck, tearing away their weapons and slaughtering the men where they stood.  The orcish horde continued to press on, and the next truck fell shortly after.   The savage green warriors set their sights on the third vehicle and the burly red bearded man that stood inside.  As soon as the orcs began to converge on the vehicle, a bright burst of blue energy erupted from the truck bed, knocking the creatures back.  Darien stepped forward next to Conrad, unleashing bursts of arcane energy into the orcish mob, his eyes once again glowing a brilliant blue. 


     The ground rumbled as a second wave of dawnbreakers appeared on the horizon, the men armed and ready to enter the fray. Bullets and arrows flew through the air as the vehicles approached, a set of arcane weapons gleaming in the hands of the dawnbreakers’ most elite warriors.  The men continued to push the orcs back across the schoolyard, slaying even more as the greenskins fell dead to the ground. 


     Rian’s eyes desperately searched the battlefield.  Amidst the chaos, he had lost track of Karina, something he’d promised himself he wouldn’t let happen again.  His eyes went wide as he spotted her, pinned beneath the body of a dead orc.  He darted forward, his only goal now to get her out of danger.  


     Rian made it about three steps before a large hand grabbed him by the collar and hoisted him off the ground.  “I don’t think so,”  Three-scar said, before delivering a swift strike to Rian’s kidney.   


     “Rian!”  Rob yelled, spotting his friend as he emerged from one of the dawnbreakers’ assault trucks.  Immediately, he drew his bow and fired off an arrow at the armored orc.  Three-scar lifted his hand and snatched the arrow out of the air just inches from his face.   


     Rob grimaced.  It would take more than a well-placed arrow to save his friend.  He scanned the battlefield for a better target, then nocked another arrow and prepared to fire.  From behind him, St. John and Cade emerged, dashing side by side into the thick of the battle.  St. John drew his sword and began slicing through the mob of orcs, his enhanced strikes causing his blade to cut through their hides with ease.  Cade was once again fully masked, dashing through the battlefield and delivering vicious strikes to each passing greenskin that dropped them low.  Dozens more soldiers charged in behind the pair, wielding an array of swords, bats, bludgeoning tools… a select few even carrying weapons from the arcane armory! 


     Three-scar glared at the dawnbreakers’ approach.   As the battle closed in on him, he threw Rian to the ground with reckless abandon, ensuring he wouldn’t be rising for at least the next few moments.  Immediately, he drew his titanic sword, cleaving the first soldier that carelessly got into his range.  Another dawnbreaker charged in, the man’s blade bouncing harmlessly off the orc’s thick armor.  Three-scar grinned before swinging his blade in a savage vertical chop, splitting the man in two.   


     St. John closed in on Three-scar quickly, striking with his katana without hesitation.  The orc easily parried the blow, then lifted his blade to cleave the immortal swordsman.  He didn’t anticipate the man’s unnatural speed though.  Before he could adjust his swing, St. John dashed past the massive blade and swung his katana, opening a massive gash on Three-scar’s side.  Quickly, he dashed around to the orc’s flank, burying his blade into Three-scar’s back before he could even turn around.   


     The orc fell forward, turning and raising his sword in pure defense.  St. John waltzed forward, measuring up Three-scar, searching for another hole in his armor that would allow for a killing blow.  He raised his katana to the sky, preparing to strike, but a thunderous boom of unnatural thunder immediately stole his attention… 


     It was as if the battle around them slowed.  The companions watched from their various vantage points as a black-robed man appeared on the horizon.  Slowly, meticulously, he marched into the chaos, paying neither enemies nor allies any heed.  As he neared the battle, the man tossed his black robe to the ground.  His crimson eyes surveyed the battlefield, his arms crossed over his dark leather tunic. 


     “Jaycen!”  Cade growled, his hands rapidly changing into sharp draconic claws.  He immediately launched himself forward, charging at the demonic man.   


     Jaycen slowly raised his hand, pointing his palm at one of the nearby disabled vehicles. With a flick of his wrist, the hood of the truck tore away and jettisoned towards Cade.  The dragon scion leapt into the air, barely dodging the flying sheet of metal.  He wasn’t prepared for the car door that immediately followed though, which collided with his stomach and flung him back. 


     St. John charged in just behind Cade, using his enhanced speed to quickly close the distance between him and Jaycen.  He lifted his katana into the air before swiftly bringing it down on his enemy’s location.  Jaycen raised his left arm in response.  His fingertips almost instantaneously turned black and glossy, hardening into an unbreakable obsidian.  The transmutation rapidly spread up his arm and to his shoulder, allowing him to use his appendage to block St. John’s blade. 


     The immortal swordsman danced around him, testing his blade high and low, searching for an opening, but Jaycen matched his every attack, using his obsidian arm to knock away every swing of the sword.  A short distance away, Cade leapt back to his feet and charged back into the fray, his body almost completely in dragon form. 


     St. John broke off and the pair circled Jaycen, diving in and out with strikes, searching for an opening in their enemy’s defenses.  Jaycen’s crimson eyes darted back and forth, not with fear, but with pure, cold calculation.  The second the two attackers were close enough, Jaycen slammed his fist into the ground, creating a shockwave that sent both St. John and Cade flying. 


     Jaycen stood back up just as several bolts of blue arcane energy came spiraling towards his location.  With haste, he raised his right hand and summoned a barrier of red energy that handily absorbed the oncoming assault.   


     Darien jumped from the back of his vehicle, his hands working furiously to summon energy for another attack.  As soon as he touched the ground, he stepped forward and launched a powerful arcane spear with conviction.  Jaycen dropped his barrier and fired back with a beam of red energy from his palm.  The beam cut through Darien’s arcane spear, dissipating it in mid-flight before colliding with the scion’s chest, brutally slamming his body into the side of the truck. 


     “Damnit,”  Rob muttered to himself, leveling an arrow at their seemingly unstoppable enemy.  With a deep breath, he launched the projectile.  Immediately, Rob felt regret as Jaycen easily sidestepped the arrow, then returned fire with a bolt of red energy that blasted him in the chest like a battering ram. 


     From a distance, Rian watched in horror as Jaycen easily dismantled his companions, one by one.  No matter what skill or power his friends pulled out of their bag of tricks, it seemed that Jaycen had the perfect counter.  Suddenly, the blood drained from Rian’s face as Jaycen turned his crimson eyes on him and began his methodical approach through the battlefield.   


     Rian stood there, frozen in fear, almost certain that his time was up.  That was, until a familiar face stumbled into his view. 


     “Rian!”  Karina screamed, having recently freed herself from under a toppled orc.  She stood there amidst the chaos, calling out to him, her back turned to the approaching doom. 


     Jaycen’s crimson eyes shifted from Rian to Karina, who now stood directly in his path.  He raised his right hand to his side, red energy freely flowing from his palm that formed into a glowing crimson blade.   


     Rian shook off his fear and dashed forward, his heart racing.  He had to reach her in time!  Karina, realizing something was amiss, slowly turned around. She knew that she was in deep trouble.  Behind her, Jaycen approached, his red blade of energy wavering dangerously close.  She closed her eyes as Jaycen lunged forward, graciously accepting her fate. 


     A voice cried out in front of her.  With trepidation she peeled her eyes open to see Rian standing there, Jaycen’s red energy blade buried deep into his chest.  Rian tilted his head to look at her one last time. He gave her a soft smile despite the blood leaking from his lips, a smile that carried a promise that they would meet again.  And just like that, Rian fell to the ground, his body laying lifeless at the feet of Jaycen Windrider. 


      


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


      Chapter 16 


     Scion of Earth 


       


     And at that moment he thought his life taken, he breathed in anew as his soulspark awakened. 


     -Valionian proverb 


       


     The world around him swirled into darkness.  Rian felt his lifeforce slipping away, his lifeblood running freely from the hole in his chest.  As he began to fade, he took one last look at the assailant in front of him.  It was then that it hit him.  The man in his dream from so long ago, the man that saved his life during that hellish nightmare…. It was Jaycen Windrider.  “W-why…”  Rian spat out as he crawled forward, placing his hand on Jaycen’s tall boot.  Then, with one final breath, his lifeforce dissipated. 


     **** 


     Rian…  a soft yet transcendent voice called out.  Rian… the voice continued to fill the air.  Slowly, the young man’s eyes peeled open.  Startled, he gazed about, trying to discern his location.  He was no longer in the midst of battle, no longer surrounded by enemies and allies on all sides.  Instead, he found himself in a space devoid of shape, absent of color… a void.  Rian rose to his feet, though there was nothing beneath him holding him up.  As he looked down he noticed the hole in his shirt where Jaycen’s sword had pierced him.  He lifted the garment, fearing the worst… but to his surprise his wound was gone!  Rian…  the voice called out once more. 


     “Hello?”  Who’s there?”  he responded, calling out into the void.  He waited patiently for several seconds, but the void gifted him nothing but silence.  Doubt began to creep into Rian’s mind.  Was he dead?  Was this the afterlife? 


     Just as he began to ponder his existence, the void began to change.  Slowly the darkness around him began to swirl and fade.  Brilliant colors and hues flowed into one another, steadily taking shape around the young man.  Then, almost like clockwork, his surroundings took form.  Suddenly, Rian found himself standing in the interior chamber of a large stone temple, the room illuminated by torches that burned with gentle blue flames.  Rian stood in the center, his mind struggling to comprehend everything that was happening around him. 


     The sound of footsteps pulled Rian from his daze.  He turned to see a woman entering through the open doorway.  She was tall, nearly matching his height.  Her beauty was immeasurable, the grace in her steps something no mortal could hope to achieve.  She walked towards Rian, her perfect body barely contained in the blue fabric that wrapped around her torso.  “I’ve been watching you, Rian Asher,” the woman said, her voice soft yet powerful, carrying an almost otherworldly tone.   


     “Who are you?”  Rian quickly responded, watching as the woman paced around him.   


     The woman placed her hand on his shoulder and slid it across his back as she paced.  “Who am I?”  she echoed back.  “I have been called many things…  The creator… The Goddess… but you may call me Elunia.” 


     Rian gave the woman an incredulous stare.  “Goddess?  Does that mean I’m dead?” 


     Elunia let out a playful laugh.  “Perhaps you are...  If that is the case, then perhaps you’re destined to spend the rest of your days here, in my temple, all your desires just a thought away.” Elunia raised her hand and opened her palm, producing a delicious vine of juicy grapes.  “Is that what you want?” 


     At that moment, rest sounded much more appealing to Rian than he ever thought it would.  What a relief it would be to rest his weary legs, enjoying the pleasantries of his every whim… that was not him though.  Pushing their way to the forefront were thoughts of his friends, Angelo, Darien, Rob, St. John… and Karina!  They needed him more than ever.  “No,”  he responded defiantly.  “I need to go back.  My friends, they need my help.” 


     Elunia smiled at his response.  “I knew I had chosen well with you, Rian Asher.” 


     Rian pulled his shoulder away from her grasp.  “Just tell me what the hell is going on!”  he demanded.  “Was I right?  Are you God then?” 


     “Of sorts,” she responded coyly.  “Though not of your world.  I am the Goddess of Valion, mother of its peoples… or at least I was.” 


     “Was?” 


     “Yes.  Valion was like my beautiful child, healthy and prosperous… that is, until that cursed demon Zanthios corrupted it.”  Rian could see the intense pain in her eyes as she spoke.  “He desecrated my realm… ripped it right out of my hands.  That’s why I awakened them…  the greatest warriors Valion had ever seen… The scions.” 


     “You mean Darien?  Cade?  You gave them their power?” 


     “Their power was their own,” she responded.  “I merely awakened what already lay dormant inside them.” 


     Rian’s eyes went wide as he made a sudden realization.  “But that also means that you awakened Jaycen.” 


     Elunia let out a deep sigh before continuing.  “Jaycen was the strongest of the scions...  You see, I don’t possess the ability to walk the earth as you do.  However, through the scions, my influence could be felt in the realm.  That’s why I awakened Jaycen’s power.  The potential in him was limitless.  Unfortunately, Zanthios also saw that.  He tricked my prodigy, took his body and his power along with it!  He nearly destroyed my world!”  The temple shook violently as Elunia’s anger flared. 


     “What does this have to do with me?”  Rian responded coldly. 


     “Everything,” she snapped back, her voice nearly knocking Rian off his feet.  “That vile creature corrupted my beautiful Valion, tore apart its lands.  And now, he looks to take what’s left of it and converge it with your world, like a catastrophic crucible of the realms...  So, I’ve come as well, to help preserve what’s left of my beautiful Valion, and to protect your Earth.” 


     “Does that mean—” 


     “Yes,”  Elunia interjected.  “I’ve summoned you here, Rian Asher, to be reborn anew.  You have incredible power inside of you waiting to be unleashed.  Become the first scion of Earth.” 


     With a wave of her hand, an immense blue energy swirled around Rian and soaked into his body. A once-dormant strength grew inside of him that he’d never felt the likes of before.  He raised his hands to the air, basking in the strength of his newly awakened power. 


     As the gravity of the situation settled on him, Rian took pause.  “Why me?"  


     "I see many things,”  Elunia responded.  “The conviction you hold in your friends…  Your desire to do the right thing... and surprisingly, your newly discovered unwavering resolve.  You are worthy.” 


     Elunia’s words echoed through Rian, giving him strength and bolstering his faith in himself. Still, he was suspicious of this creature that called herself a god. “I’ll fight, but I fight for my friends,”  he declared, otherworldly energy pulsing through his clenched fist. 


     “Good,”  was Elunia’s simple reply.  Slowly, the temple began to melt away around him as Rian’s vision began to fade.  “And one more thing, Rian Asher,”  Elunia said as she faded from his sight.  “Make them suffer.” 


     **** 


      


     Rian’s eyes popped open.  Around him, he could hear the battle raging on, both orcs and humans suffering heavy losses.  Methodically, he picked himself up off the ground and surveyed the area.  It didn’t take long for him to spot his target.  Just ahead stood Jaycen, unscathed and carrying on his assault against the dawnbreakers.  Rian paused for a moment, watching the man dismantle his attackers one by one.  His heart sank as he watched the men fall to the ground, unable to touch the powerful scion.  Rian’s fists started to tremble in anger as he watched the battle unfold.  He had seen enough.   


     “Jaycen!” Rian yelled, trying to draw the scion’s attention.  Jaycen paused for a split second, before he turned and fired a barrage of red energy blasts, hoping to end the young man’s life a second time.  As the bolts closed in, a blue orb surrounded Rian, shielding him from the blast.   He turned to see Darien lying on the ground, a battered and bloody mess.  His hand was outstretched, the last bit of energy leaving his palm to generate the protective shield for just a second longer.  It was then Rian noticed that many of the bodies scattered across the ground were those of his friends.  Beaten down.  Broken. 


     In that very moment, something inside of Rian changed.  A spark ignited inside of him, flooding his body with a strange, powerful energy that he’d never felt before.  Rian raised his fists as the air swirled around his body, an aura of translucent white energy building around his form.  The muscles in his body tightened, his eyes burned with fierce white light. 


     Jaycen began to slowly approach.  “The Fates were right.  They said that you would come back to me,” he taunted, his voice guttural, vexing, otherworldly. 


     Rian’s burning eyes locked onto him.  “You hide behind the face of another, demon!  You send your minions for me, to destroy everything close to me!  Well, now we’re face to face, and you will feel my wraaaaaaath!”  Rian let out a primal cry as his energy churned around him like a hurricane. 


     Jaycen paused his approach, taken aback by the sudden display of power.  That hesitation proved to be costly.  Rian lowered his stance, then bolted forward with incredible speed.  Jaycen was too slow to react, and felt the full force of Rian’s fist crashing into his face.  The force of the blow knocked the demonic scion off his feet, sending his body skidding across the ground. 


     Rian inhaled deeply, marveling at the newfound strength coursing through him.  His body felt light like a feather, and yet his fists felt like they carried the weight of the world behind them.  He didn’t quite understand the extent of his new power, not yet.  But one thing was for sure.  He was fast.  Faster than any of them. 


     Rian darted forward once more, launching a barrage of strikes at Jaycen as he tried to rise.  He let his instincts take over, blasting Jaycen with a left, then a right.  The demonic scion brought up his forearms to block, so Rian countered with a hard knee to the sternum.  As Jaycen doubled over, Rian threw a vicious uppercut to the face that drew blood.   


     Jaycen brought his hands together, creating a quick burst of red energy that forced Rian to halt his onslaught of strikes.  Jaycen used that opportunity to leap backwards, creating much-needed distance from him and his attacker.  He rose his right hand to the air, conjuring a blade of red energy in his hand.  With his left hand, he wiped away the blood from his mouth.  Jaycen breathed deeply, recomposing himself, then in an act of confidence, he waved his opponent on. 


     Rian charged in once more without hesitation, his stormy aura still enveloping his body.  Jaycen lunged forward with his blade, looking to end the fight quickly.  The energy blade homed in on Rian, heading directly for his chest, but he was prepared.  At the last possible second, Rian planted his foot, pressing off the ground and spinning through the air like a corkscrew.  Jaycen’s blade sliced through the air, coming within inches of his opponent but ultimately falling short.  Rian landed behind him, quickly turning and landing an open palm strike to his lower back. 


     The pain brought Jaycen to his knees, his energy blade dissipating as his focus faltered.  He started to rise back to his feet, but a brutal strike collided with his face, knocking him back into the dirt. 


     “It’s over, demon,”  Rian proclaimed as he stood over his fallen opponent. 


     “This can’t be,”  the demon prince muttered through Jaycen’s lips.  “I killed you!” 


     Rian responded by grabbing a handful of the possessed scion’s hair.  He hoisted him to his feet, then without pause, landed a crushing headbutt to Jaycen’s face that sent him staggering backwards before he tumbled to the earth several feet away. 


     Rian’s eyes continued to glow a fierce white, the muscles of his body pulsing with focused energy.  Jaycen rose to his feet once more, his crimson eyes staring back with nothing but hatred.  “Damn you!”  he growled.  “This won’t change anything.  The realms will still be mine!”  With that statement, his eyes rolled back into his head, his guttural voice rattling off a quick incantation.  Suddenly, an arc of dark energy began to form behind him.  It started as a small circle, then quickly expanded into a dark portal.  Rian lunged forward, intent on finishing his opponent.  He nearly made it, but at the last possible second, Jaycen fell backwards into the portal, transporting himself safely away from the battlefield. 


     Rian gazed around at the carnage that surrounded him.  The battle had died off. Friends and enemies all lay at his feet, some struggling with grievous injuries while others were quite dead.  Exhaustion began to creep into his body as his power began to fade.  The powerful aura that surrounded him began to taper off until finally it completely faded.  With nothing left in him to give, Rian dropped to his knees and stared into the twilight.  


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Part 3 


     A World Worth Saving




  




  

    

 


     Chapter 17 


     Evolution and Adaptation 


       


     With a divine boost of power, my scion of Earth brought Zanthios to his knees, restoring a tiny semblance of peace.  It appeared that the continued valiance of my scions would ensure the preservation of the realms… 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     A few months later… 


     A storm was rolling through the hills, fast approaching the streets of Haventown.  Rian walked down the stone path, his hands tucked into the pockets of his jet-black coat.  His sword lay strapped to his back, gently rocking back and forth with each stride he took. It was truly a marvel, he thought to himself, how resilient humanity had proven to be.  Just a few months ago this area lay in ruin, orcish hordes forcing the people to live in hiding.  So much had changed though, since the night that Jaycen Windrider had disappeared. 


     After his defeat, Jaycen had fled to areas unknown, leaving his dark forces without a voice, without focus.  Naturally, the orcs and goblins and other dark races of the realm ended their chaotic alliances, branching off into small territorial clans.  This gave humanity the opportunity to rally, to claim back some of its lost cities, to rebuild. 


     And so, civilization began to return, though it would never be like it was.  The landscape had changed, merged with Valion to create a new world all its own.  Technology still existed, though magic was beginning to become a prominent part of people’s lives.  Small towns and settlements were popping up all over, much like the one he currently walked through.  Humanity was gaining its foothold once more.               


     As Rian strolled through the crude little town, people on the streets greeted him with nods and waves.  Word of his triumph over the tyrant Jaycen Windrider had spread, making him a hero in many people’s eyes.  And what a change for him that was! 


      After a short walk Rian came to the door of a small gray building.  On the building’s front, a mish-mash of letters taken from neon signs and crumbling billboards spelled the words ‘Whispering Tavern’.  He looked over the makeshift sign, let out a slight chuckle, then went inside. 


     The tavern was quite busy, even for the middle of the afternoon.  Men gathered in groups around the various round tables.  Some of them had just finished work for the day either building onto the town’s infrastructure or bolstering its defenses.  Other men sat, decked out in survival gear, guns or swords slung across their back.  These men, commonly referred to now as monster hunters, kept the area clear of large or dangerous threats.  Today, they were busy filling their bellies with beer before their next big hunt. 


     Neither group paid Rian much mind as he strolled past the tables and took a seat at the bar.  A tall man with a bushy gray mustache emerged from behind the counter and approached the young man.  “What can I get you, son?” 


     “Got any soda?” 


     “Fresh out,” the old man replied.  “The boys did stumble upon a wrecked Budweiser truck though.  Got plenty of that.” 


     “I’ll pass,”  Rian proclaimed.  “A water will be fine.”  Before the man had the chance to turn and grab the beverage, Rian reached into his pocket and slapped a beat-up polaroid photograph on the table.  “You haven’t seen this girl around, have you?” 


     The old man studied the photograph for a moment.  “Afraid I haven’t,”  the man replied.  Rian nodded, then shoved the old photograph back into his pocket.  He hunched over the bar, running his fingers through his long black hair in frustration.  That fateful night, the night his powers awakened and Jaycen was defeated… he was sure he’d saved everyone.  But when the smoke cleared, Karina was nowhere to be found.  At first, he assumed she fled the battle, but as they scoured the area, questioned the other survivors, it soon became clear that she had mysteriously disappeared.  Despite everything that had happened, the fact that he had lost her again devastated him the most. 


     The door to the tavern swung open again, yanking Rian out of his thoughts.  He turned to see Angelo pacing towards him, a scaly blue cloak draped over his shoulders.  Angelo walked up and silently took a seat at the bar next to Rian.  “A beer please,”  he said, drawing a nod from the barkeep.  Seconds later, the man brought over a foamy beverage and placed it in front of him.  From under his cloak emerged a silver bio-mechanical arm, newly fashioned to replace his missing appendage.  He carefully scooped up the mug in his metallic hand.  As he tried to raise the glass, it shattered in his grip.  “Damn this arm.  It’s hard to get used to,”  Angelo said with a chuckle. 


     “It’ll help on the battlefield,”  Rian responded, sipping on his water.  “Find out anything new?”  he asked, changing the subject. 


     “Nothing we didn’t already know.  The obelisk is about fifty miles north of here and still no demon sightings.  Destroying this thing might be easier than we thought…  Anything on Karina?” 


     “Nobody’s seen her…”  Rian replied somberly. 


     Angelo placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “Don’t worry man.  When this is all over, me and you, we’re gonna scour every corner of the realm until we find out where she is.” 


     Rian looked to Angelo and nodded.  No words were needed after that.  The friendship between them had molded into an unbreakable bond, an understanding that either of them would sacrifice whatever was needed to help each other out.   


     With a gulp, Rian finished off his water and rose from the bar.  “Any word from Rob?” 


     “Actually, another raven arrived this morning.  Apparently, Kingdom Come has grown quite a bit lately.  It’s a full-blown fortress now, a lot different than that dingy little community with crumbling walls that we visited before.” 


     “And Maya?” 


     “Almost fully recovered.  Apparently, she’s taken a role in their militia… a leadership role.” 


     “How fitting,”  Rian responded coyly.  After the battle with Jaycen and the greenskins, much of the group had splintered.  Rob had returned to Kingdom Come to be at Maya’s side.  Malichron had mysteriously disappeared moments before the battle.  Cade, assuming treachery, abandoned the group and left to hunt the scion of shadows on his own.  The dawnbreakers had rallied their wounded and returned to their base to regroup with plans to further develop the arcane armory.  This left Rian, Angelo, Darien and St. John to continue their quest to the obelisk on their own.   


     “I wonder how the others are doin,”  Rian said after a long pause. 


     “No idea,”  Angelo responded.  “But they’re strong.  Likely stronger than us.  I’m sure we’ll see them again sooner rather than later.” 


     As the two men began to exit the bar, a table of monster hunters rose their glasses to them in salute.  The two of them had garnered quite the reputation as of late with their greatly improved fighting prowess.  Angelo had acquired the nickname ‘The Basilisk’ due to the fine blue cloak he wore fashioned from its skin.  Rian, first scion of Earth, became known as ‘The Hurricane’ due to the windy aura that surrounded him in battle. 


     The pair stepped through the door and back into the street.  The skies had grown darker as the storm grew closer to town.  A short distance away the pair spotted Darien closing in on them, his newly tailored gray traveling garments and high leather boots a stark contrast to the crude infrastructure of Haventown.   


     Rian shoved his hands into his jacket pockets and started walking towards his ally.  During his battle with Jaycen, most of his clothing and possessions were destroyed.  Since then, Rian had switched to mostly black attire, save for his tall leather boots that matched Darien’s.  In a stroke of luck, he was also able to re-acquire his flaming sword from the hands of a fallen orc.  Fate’s Edge, he decided to name her, seeing that it was fated for the blade to return to his hands. 


     “You boys ready to head out?”  Darien asked as the trio converged in the center of the road. 


     “Ready as we’ll ever be,”  Angelo replied.  “Where’s St. John?” 


     “Completing a contract.  Vampire.  It’s been picking people off at nightfall.  He found its nest in a cave a few miles north of here.” 


     “Let’s give him a hand,”  Rian suggested.  “Quicker we get this over with, quicker we can get moving.”  Darien nodded in affirmation, and the trio headed north out of town.   


     Over the last few months of travel, the group had made stops at various settlements to complete contracts… jobs that proved far too dangerous for the average traveler, in exchange for food and shelter.  Although Rian, Angelo and Darien saw it as necessity, St. John found joy in them, enamored at the thrill of the hunt.   


     The three of them walked the few miles through the foothills, reaching the cave just as the skies opened and rain began to fall around them.  “Awfully dark in here,”  Angelo stated as they began to descend into the dark grotto.  “Rian, would you mind?” 


     In response, Rian drew his sword and raised it into the air, its fiery blade illuminating the chamber like a torch.  They continued their descent for what seemed like forever, until finally they happened upon a grisly sight. 


     “What the hell happened in here?”  Rian asked to himself more than the others.  Blood covered the walls and floor, and from the looks of it, the blood was fresh. 


     “A fight,”  Darien responded.  “We need to find St. John, now.”  The trio quickened their pace, hurrying through the underground chamber in search of their friend.  They only made it a few dozen feet before they stumbled upon the first body, a young man with blood-red eyes and sharp fangs, a sharp piece of wood protruding from his cold, lifeless chest.   


     “That’s a good sign,”  Angelo said, assuming this was the handiwork of the immortal swordsman.  Immediately, his attention was drawn to the commotion up ahead, the sounds of a struggle echoing through the cave.   


     The group ran ahead as the cave opened up into a large open cavern.  At its center was St. John, his glyphs glowing brightly along his body and up the side of his face.  Recently he had made some new additions to his bodily enchantments in order to bolster his combat effectiveness. He gripped his katana tightly in his hands, slowly turning his body, ready to strike out and stave off the four vampires that currently surrounded him.   


     “You need some help, old man?”  Rian yelled, drawing the creature’s attention away. 


     “Rian!”  Darien began to protest. 


     “Don’t worry, I got this,” he replied, confidently holding his blade out in front of him.  The vampires bared their fangs at Rian, extending their clawed fingers and letting out a terrible hiss.  They charged at him with superhuman speed, ready to drain his body. 


     Rian’s eyes became a stormy white as he called forth his scionic power.  The first of the vampires to reach him, a young woman with ravenous bloodlust in her gaze, struck out with her sharp claw-like nails.  Rian sidestepped the strike and brought his blade down hard on her neck, cleanly removing her head and sending her body skidding across the cavern’s floor. 


     The second vampire charged in close behind.  Rian used his free hand to grab the creature around the neck, preventing it from sinking its teeth into him.  He lowered his sword and shoved it through the creature’s midsection, the fiery blade immolating his fanged opponent.   


     Rian winced as the third vampire approached his flank, much quicker than he anticipated.  It was a male, a muscular athlete in life, now even more formidable in undeath.  He braced himself, preparing for the strike, but a mechanical hand grabbed the creature from behind, halting its approach and slamming it to the ground with brutal force.   Angelo raised his bio-mechanical fist into the air once more, then slammed it down into the vampire’s face, crushing its fragile skull. 


     The fourth of the vampires backpedaled, wary of approaching the flaming swordsman and his companions.  Unfortunately, it had forgotten about the enemy at its back.  St. John ran his blade through the creature’s chest, quickly and efficiently ending its unnatural life.  “Don’t get comfortable,”  St. John warned, turning and looking about the cavern.  “Those were just new recruits from the village.  The den mother’s still here, and she’s a lot worse than that.” 


     As if on cue, a maniacal laugh echoed through the cavern, sending chills down each of their spines.  The men converged at the center of the cavern, turning their backs to one another and readying their weapons.  Their eyes darted about, searching for the foe lurking in the shadows.  In seconds, Angelo spotted her silhouette.  “I’ve got eyes on her!”  he yelled, warning his companions.    


     The den mother emerged from the shadows, a crazed grin on her face that revealed her sharp fangs. Her skin was the palest of white from lack of exposure to the sun, her hair an unkempt mess that fell over her breasts.  She crouched down, extending her fingers to reveal nails that came to a sharp point. 


     “I got her!”  Rian yelled, departing from the others and charging in. 


     “Don’t break formation, kid!”  St. John yelled, but it was too late.  Rian bore down on the vampire with all of his speed, swinging his sword over and over at the wicked creature.  The vampire let out another laugh, dancing around playfully, dodging all of Rian’s strikes.  As soon as the opportunity arose she grabbed Rian by the back of the head and shoved him forward, slamming his head into the stone wall.     


     “Damnit,”  St. John muttered, charging in after his overly-eager companion.  The vampire lunged forward to meet his attack head on.  St. John swung his sword in a swift vertical attack, looking to cut down his opponent quickly.  The vampire was ready though.  She placed her hands together at the last possible second, catching the blade in mid-air.  St. John tried to yank his blade free, but the vampire’s grip held true.  With a laugh, she tossed her opponent to the side, blade and all, slamming him into the far cavern wall.   


     “This is an elite vampire,”  Darien whispered to Angelo as the den mother set her eyes on them.  “We need to work in unison.” 


     “I think I know what you mean,”  Angelo said, dropping back behind Darien. 


     The vampire charged in, her eyes locked on the seasoned scion.  Darien raised his right hand, a blue wave of energy wrapping around his fingers and extending out to form a long energy blade.  Darien grinned.  The energy blade was a new trick of his, something he’d picked up from the battle with Jaycen.  It was particularly useful since he no longer needed to carry a weapon at his side. 


     The den mother closed the distance quickly, slashing out at Darien with her dagger-like nails.  He raised his blade to parry her attack, keeping her stationary for just a second.  It was all the time they needed though.  In perfect unison he stepped aside, allowing Angelo to charge in behind him.  His arm glowed fiercely with blue energy, the arcane reactor built into his bicep now activated at full power. 


     The den mother didn’t have time to react; her attacker’s coordination was too precise.  Angelo cried out as he lunged forward, his arcane fist punching directly through the vampire and leaving a giant, gaping hole in her chest.  She stumbled backwards, blood running freely from her parted lips.  Despite being seconds from death, she let out another maniacal laugh.  “You fools,” she stammered.  “Marching into your own death.” 


     “Ignore her,”  Darien ordered as he helped Rian and St. John to their feet.  “She’s just trying to goad you into attacking so she can drain you.” 


     The vampire cackled once more as she fell back against the wall, her blood running down the cold stone.  “Oh, I have accepted that I am quite dead,” she proclaimed.  “It is you that is in denial.  You think you’re safe, but the demon has been working from the shadows.  Just by coming to this cave, you’ve already spelled your doom!” 


     “What the hell did you say?!”  Rian yelled, picking his weapon back up and shoving the flaming steel just inches from the vampire’s face.  She let out one final laugh before her body slumped over, her blood-red eyes growing quite dull. 


     Darien walked up behind Rian and grabbed him by the shoulder, pulling his attention away from their downed enemy.  “Don’t do that again,” he ordered, staring hard into Rian’s eyes.  Rian stood defiant for a second, then reluctantly nodded. 


     “I’m sorry, Darien.  I thought I could take her.” 


     “You could have,”  Darien replied.  “You’re quite the scion.  But against an enemy like that, you need more than strength.  You need to fight smart.  You need strategy.” 


     “Can we get goin,”  St. John interrupted.  “The job is done, and I am starvin!”   


     The men gathered their things and began ascending out of the cave.  “What do you think she meant?”  Rian asked, still bothered by the vampire’s remarks.   


     “Probably nothing,”  Darien replied.  “I told you, she wanted you to attack her.  She wanted to heal from your blood.” 


     Rian let it go, but the words still echoed in his head.  She had to have known something… 


     As the group left the cave, the smell of smoke immediately hit their noses. 


     “What the hell is that?”  Angelo said, pointing to a large black cloud of smoke that continued to grow in the sky. 


     “Oh god, no,”  St. John said as he traced the smoke to its distant source.  “That’s Haventown!” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 18 


     Rooftops 


       


     …Or so I thought.  It soon became apparent that the war with the demon prince was far from over. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     The storm raged on as the men raced through the rainy foothills, drenching them as they closed in on the source of the smoke.  Their eyes went wide as they crested the final hill, the burning buildings of Haventown now fully coming into view.   


     The town wasn’t completely destroyed.  In fact, much of it remained intact, save for a few of the larger buildings that were spouting flames from the roof.  The bigger concern was the unsightly forces making their way through the town’s streets.  Darien gasped as he spotted the red-skinned creatures that were once thought gone, their muscular bodies covered in armor of bone, their obsidian horns stained with blood.  “Demons,” he mouthed, though he wasn’t certain if any sound had come out.  “The demons have returned!”  he reiterated once more, quickly regaining his composure.  Without a word, the others dashed the rest of the way to town, praying they would arrive before it was too late.   


     The first to reach the gate was St. John, his hand already gripping his sword hilt.  Rian arrived just behind him, his eyes glowing fiercely with scionic energy.  Immediately, the pair ran towards the center of town… that is, until a massive clawed hand came swinging in, colliding with St. John and sending him flying through the wall of a nearby home. 


     “Damnit,”  Rian muttered to himself, drawing Fate’s Edge and igniting the blade.  In front of him stood a greater demon.  The beast was massive by all accounts, standing close to fifteen feet tall.  Its hands were oversized, perfect for gripping smaller foes and squeezing them until their bones shattered.  The demon leaned forward, towering over Rian in a display of dominance.  It opened its mouth, letting out a hellish growl between rows of sharp teeth.   


     Rian charged forward, unaffected by the demon’s intimidation tactics.  It lifted its large hand into the air, then slammed it into the ground with reckless abandon, attempting to flatten the young scion with a single strike.  


      Rian rolled to the left, easily dodging the creature’s overbearing blow.  Before the demon could raise its hand back up, Rian leapt onto its arm and dashed up to the creature’s shoulder.  In one fluid motion, he leveled Fate’s Edge at the demon’s face and thrust the blade forward, stabbing the fiery steel into the demon’s eye.   


     The greater demon roared in agony.  It brought its other hand into the air and tried to swat the young scion away.  Rian saw the strike coming and jumped from the creature’s shoulder, doing a quick backflip in the air and landing on his feet.  The demon roared again and charged forward, enraged at the wounds that Rian had given him.   


     Before the beast was able to close the distance, a bolt of arcane energy ripped through the sky and struck the demon in the face, sending him backpedaling once more. 


     “Next time, wait up,”  Darien scolded as he ran up to Rian’s side.  Just behind him was Angelo, marveling at his friend’s handiwork.  The demon was not so easily defeated though, and in seconds it was charging back once more, its black eyes focused on the three men in front of it.  Darien charged up another ball of arcane energy and launched it forward, blasting the demon and stunning it for a split-second. 


     “Rian, now!”  Angelo yelled.  He stepped forward, raising his bio-mechanical arm into the air.  In an instant, Rian leapt atop Angelo’s fist, crouching low to maintain his balance.  Angelo reeled back, his arm glowing blue as the arcane reactors fired up.  Then, he punched his arm forward, shooting Rian into the air like a cannonball.  He drew his sword in mid-flight, pointing it forward as he careened towards his target.  The blade slammed into the demon’s chest, the momentum behind the strike allowing Rian to easily pierce the creature’s leathery hide.   


     The demon stiffened up before crashing into the house behind it, its face twisting in agony before its lifeforce finally slipped away. 


     “Nice job, kid,”  St. John remarked as he emerged from a nearby structure, cutting down a lesser demon that foolishly entered his path.   


     Angelo powered up his fist once more, blasting away another demon as it charged in at the group.  “Where the hell are these things coming from?” 


     “It could be Jaycen,”  Darien replied.  “This many demons in one location… someone has to be leading them.” 


     More of the lesser denizens came charging in, slowly surrounding the group as they fought through the growing horde.  Rian eyes shifted as he scanned the area, looking for a leader or shot-caller of this demonic warband.  It was then he noticed him.  A short distance away, perched on one of the low rooftops stood a man, his arms crossed over his chest.  The man wore dark scale armor, a large armored pauldron strapped over his left shoulder.  Covering his face was a simple brown mask that fully covered his right eye, leaving just one hole to see out of with his left.   


     “There he is!”  Rian growled, pointing his sword towards the onlooker.  He called upon his power, creating a small vortex of wind under his feet that allowed him to leap over the surrounding demons and onto a nearby rooftop. 


     “Be careful, Rian!”  Darien yelled in between strikes, watching as his young disciple set off in pursuit. 


     The masked man left his perch as soon as Rian began his approach, fleeing across the rooftops as the young scion trailed him.  Rian used his windy aura to carry him quickly across the rooftops, taking care not to slip as the rain continued to fall.  He soon found that the masked man was quick as well, taking a sharp turn and bolting down a different street each time that Rian got close.   


     Rian took a great leap, growing tired of the chase.  He soared past the masked man, gracefully landing in front of him and cutting off his escape.  He drew Fate’s Edge, waving the fiery blade in front of his enemy in hopes of preventing any further escape.  The man responded by pulling out a short staff looped onto his belt.  With the flick of his wrist, it extended into a full-size quarterstaff that the man held firmly in a wide battle stance.   


     The two men stood silently on the roof, unwavering, waiting for the other to make their move.  Steam rose from Rian’s fiery blade as the rain continued to fall, though the flames continued to burn bright as ever.  Rian gritted his teeth, growing anxious and impatient with the impending encounter.  The masked man, however, seemed completely calm, slowly rotating his staff in his hands.   


     Unable to wait any longer, Rian charged forward with reckless abandon, swinging his blade in a horizontal slash.  The masked man raised his staff, easily parrying the blow and firing back with a short swing that popped him in the nose.  Rian grimaced in pain then dashed forward once more, swinging his blade with every ounce of strength he could muster.  The masked man continued to dodge, dancing around to avoid Rian’s strikes and occasionally returning with one of his own.  As soon as the opportunity presented itself, the man jabbed his polearm forward, nailing Rian in the sternum and dropping him to his knees. 


     The masked foe quickly turned the tide of the battle, striking Rian in the shoulder and back with a series of relentless overhead strikes.  Rian tried desperately to cover up as the staff continued to rain down on him, bludgeoning his upper torso.  Rage began to boil inside of him, but he fought against it.  Charging in recklessly had already cost him positioning.  He knew that’s not how battles were won.   


     The weapon came down on him again, striking him hard over his shoulder.  As the masked man pulled his staff back up to ready another strike, Rian shot forward.   


     With little room to attack, Rian opted to lift his sword horizontally and press forward into his opponent.  The man used his staff to stave off the flaming blade, but he couldn’t stop Rian’s forward momentum.  The scion pressed on with everything he had, forcing his opponent to backpedal until finally they ran out of roof and went tumbling over its side.  The pair crashed into a leather canopy below, tearing through and spilling out into the street.   


     The man was slow to rise, unlike Rian who quickly pounced to his feet.  In came his fiery blade, slashing forward in a horizontal strike that would remove any man’s head.  His masked opponent tried to duck low and avoid the strike, but the blade still made a partial connection, shearing off a portion of his adversary’s mask. 


     Rian nearly dropped his blade in shock, watching as the rest of the man’s guise crumbled away.  Staring back at him was a face quite familiar, yet different all the same.  It was a face he had seen many times before in his life, before all of this chaos.  The right side of the man’s face was heavily scarred, his right eye tightly shut and unusable.  Still, it was the same face that Rian remembered, that same messy brown hair and half smile he’d seen so many times before. 


     “Michael?”  Rian stammered, his mind racing in a million directions.  Michael didn’t voice a response, opting to strike his opponent hard in the stomach with his staff. 


     “Miss me?”  he asked coyly, watching as Rian doubled over in pain. 


     “What the hell is going on?”  Rian choked out, backing up to try and create some space between them. 


     “Oh, don’t you remember, little Rian?  It was less than a year ago that you left me to die on the floor.  Not ringing a bell?”  Michael jabbed in again with the end of his staff, forcing Rian to stagger backwards.   


     “Damnit Michael, I thought you were dead,” he responded, swinging his blade half-heartedly to keep his opponent at bay.  Michael returned the strike with fury, spinning his staff and then bringing it down hard on the scion. 


     Rian raised his blade once more, blocking the strike and giving Michael a hard shove.  He was noticing a pattern in his strikes, anticipating where he would lash out next with his staff. 


     “You hoped I was dead,”  Michael spat, continuing his assault but finding much less success with each consecutive strike.  “Admit it, you left me there, bleeding out and never gave it a second thought!”  Michael channeled his anger, swinging his staff in a sweeping motion, attempting to knock his adversary off balance.  Rian read his movements though, ducking under the attack and leaning in to blast Michael in the chin with the butt of his sword.   


     Michael fell to the ground, stunned by the evasive strike.  Immediately, Rian stepped forward and kicked away his opponent’s staff, leaving him unarmed and at the mercy of his flaming blade.  “It’s over, Mike,” he lamented, pointing his sword at Michael’s face.  “I don’t know what’s going on here, or why you’re in the company of demons… but we can fix this.  Just come with me.” 


     A manic smile stretched across Michael’s face as he let out a chilling laugh.  “Fix this?  There’s nothing to fix you fool.  The demon prince has been busy since you two last fought.  You see, he wanted so badly to suck the soul from your body… but now he has her, and she will do just fine.” 


     Rian tensed up as he processed Michael’s statement.  “Her?  What do you mean?  Who are you talking about!”  he raised his blade, threatening to strike his disabled foe. 


     “Who else?”  Michael teased. “Other than your lovely Karina.” 


     Michael’s words were like a shock to Rian’s system.  The last six months he’d searched for her, scoured the twisted realms in search of any sign of her… and now he found that she was in the clutches of the most dangerous person… the most dangerous creature that he’d ever met. 


     Rian dropped his weapon and hoisted Michael off the ground by the collar of his shirt.  “You’re lying!”  he yelled in rage, before slamming his body up against the nearby wall.   


     Michael smiled back at him.  “Am I?” he responded, pushing Rian’s anger even further.  The young scion ferociously threw Michael to the ground before reclaiming his sword.  He lifted the blade, hovering over Michael’s neck as if he were an executioner. 


     “Tell me where she is!”  Rian growled.  “Or so help me god, I’ll cut your head off here and now!” 


     “Rian!”  a voice hollered, briefly drawing his attention.  He glanced over to see Darien approaching, his clothes covered in splatters of demon blood.  His mentor stopped in his tracks as soon as he saw the man at Rian’s feet.  “Mike?!”  he blurted out in disbelief. 


     “Well hello, boss,”  Michael said, giving Darien a wicked grin despite the bit of blood that trickled from his mouth.  “Sorry I haven’t been to work, I’ve been a little pre-occupied.”  He tipped his head, sarcastically pointing to the scarred-up side of his face. 


     “Michael… I’m sorry,”  Darien lamented.  “I thought—” 


     “I was dead?”  Michael interrupted, rising back to his feet.  Rian raised his blade, but Darien waved him off, allowing Michael to approach.  “Let me tell you, boss.  I wasn’t dead at all.  No, I was quite alive!”  He let out a maniacal laugh as he spoke.  “I laid there, bleeding on the ground while you whisked your golden boy, Rian, away.  I risked my life while you saved that coward!”  Michael’s tone quickly turned to one of anger as he came face to face with Darien. 


     “Michael, whatever happened… we can get you help,”  Darien said in his most reassuring tone.  He tentatively reached his hand out and placed it on Michael’s shoulder. 


     Michael nodded solemnly.  “Fine, but first you have to know something.” 


     “What?”  Darien replied, eager to help. 


     Suddenly, Michael’s wicked grin returned.  His brown eyes began to shift to a dark crimson color as a demonic aura swirled around him.  In a flash, he reached up and grabbed Darien’s arm before he could back away.  He leaned in close enough to whisper, “Jaycen isn’t the only one who’s been given demonic power.” 


     With a quick show of strength, Michael yanked Darien by the arm, ripping him off his feet and tossing him into the nearby wall.  Immediately, Rian summoned his wind aura and charged forward, Fate’s Edge burning bright in his hands. Michael held his hands out in front of him.  His fingertips began to burn brightly as a torrent of flame swirled out of his palms and towards his opponent. 


     Rian rolled to the right, doing his best to avoid the widening cone of flame that nearly seared the skin from his bones.  He looked up to see Michael leaping onto the damaged canopy and then vaulting back to the rooftops.  “Next time I see you, Rian, my demonfire will burn you until you’re scarred worse than me!”  With that, Michael dashed across the rooftops once more, fleeing the men.   


     Rian’s first instinct was to chase his former friend once more, but that plan quickly changed.  More demons began to pour in from the nearby streets, their obsidian horns already dripping with blood form their previous kills.  Slowly, Darien rose and scampered back over to Rian’s side, summoning his arcane power as the demons closed in.  The creatures in front of them were lesser demons, certainly not powerful enough to take down the scions on their own.  Nevertheless, their vast numbers made taking down even the toughest foes an easy task.   


     “What now?”  Rian said as he pressed his back to his mentor’s. 


     Darien glanced around quickly, searching for an escape route or a vantage point that they could fight from.  Suddenly, Michael’s quick escape gave him an idea.  “When I make the call, we run for the roof.”  The two men stood firm as the demonic horde charged in, yearning to tear the flesh from their bones.  “Now!”  Darien proclaimed as the demons barreled in.  Rian leapt into the air, landing softly atop the head of one of the taller denizens.  The creature immediately bucked him off, launching him straight into the air.  Rian turned, rolling forward and landing gracefully on the roof. 


     Darien pressed his hands to the ground and unleashed his arcane power, creating a pillar of blue energy that launched him straight into the air.  He reached out as the energy dissipated, grabbing onto Rian’s arm and pulling himself on the roof.  Lesser demons began to scale the walls of the house, forcing the two to flee across the rooftops back towards the town’s entrance.   


     More denizens began to climb atop the roofs of Haventown, cutting off any planned escape Darien and Rian had.  A third person emerged from the mob of demons below, his body drenched in the blood of his enemies.  St. John swung his sword, viciously removing the heads of the two closest demons.  Spotting the pair atop the roof, he quickly changed tactics, dodging the strikes of the beasts around him and running for the closest building.  He sprang forward as he reached the wall, running up its side and grabbing onto the scaffolding.  With a quick flip, he pulled himself atop the roof to join his comrades. 


     Rian scanned the battlefield, frantically searching for Angelo, who’d been lost in the chaos.  “This might be it, boys,”  St. John stammered as he joined the pair, breathing heavily despite the glyphs glowing brightly on his body and side of his face.  The three of them hunkered down, drawing their weapons as the demons climbed atop the roofs and encircled their location.  The rain had finally stopped, the sun once more burned bright in the sky, shining down on what the men thought was their final moments.  That’s when Rian spotted it. 


     Soaring towards them was a massive avian creature, its size greater than the average man.  Upon inspection, the creature resembled a giant owl, though glittered through its feathers were traces of magical energy.  It spread its massive wings and dived down, wrapping the men in its dark wings as the demons nearly reached them.  The bird held the men to its feathery breast, flying high and away from Haventown, a place that now belonged to the demons.   


     As they closed in on the edge of town, Rian spotted him, his arm glowing fiercely as he swung it through the air, battering the demons that circled his location.  “There!”  Rian yelled, pointing to Angelo who was struggling to hold on against the demonic swarm.  The owl dived low, skimming over the battlefield as they neared the struggling warrior.  Rian and Darien each reached a hand out, grabbing a hold of their companion as they passed and hoisting him into the owl’s feathery grasp. 


     Once they were safely away, the creature dropped them softly to the ground.  The feathers slowly dissipated as the bird began to take a new form, its body and appendages shrinking until they took the form of a human.  Standing in front of them was a man with little in the way of clothing except for a pair of hide pants. His bare feet rubbed into the soil, his short yet wild green hair matching the colors of the forest.   


     Darien’s jaw dropped at the sight of the man, a scion he’d known well during his life in Valion.  “Talios?  Is it really you?”  he stammered. 


     The man silently nodded, holding back a bit of a smirk.  “I told you I’d find my way over,” he said, giving Darien a wink. 


     “Do-do you know this guy, Darien?”  Angelo asked, still in disbelief from that impressive display of shapeshifting. 


     “He does,” the man replied proudly.  “Talios the druid, at your service.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


     Chapter 19 


     Musings and Machinations 


       


     Upon my forced return to the Obelisk, I thought my demise was imminent.  However, it appears my ruse has held true.  Perhaps the demon prince is not as clever as I once thought. 


     -Malichron, Scion of Shadows 


       


     The sun began to fall as the men hurried through the twisting trees, closely following their new green-haired companion.  “I still don’t understand how you got here,”  Darien said as he walked beside the druid. 


     “A lot of meditation and a bit of luck, I suppose,”  Talios casually replied.  “The other scions and myself, we did what we could to preserve Valion… but it’s mostly gone, an empty shell of the realm it once was.  Anything worth saving has already merged with Earth realm.  So we rallied who we could, and we took down one of the obelisks.  A handful of us made it through before the demons cut us off.” 


     “Who else made it over?” 


     Talios let out a sigh.  “Axel and I were the only two scions that I know of.  Things got pretty crazy after that and he got lost in the fray,”  Darien nodded in affirmation.  Regardless of who was there, a little help would be better than no help, especially after seeing what they were up against. 


     Talios raised his hand to the air, slowing the approach of the group.  He knelt and peered into the woods ahead.  In seconds, his vision began to change, taking the form of sharp eagle eyes that enhanced his sight tenfold.  When he was certain the coast was clear, he blinked a few times, returning his eyes to their original form. 


     “Is that one of the perks of being a druid?”  Angelo asked, truly impressed.   


     “Devoting myself to the ways of the druid has afforded me many abilities,”  Talios humbly replied.  “But I am also the scion of the wild. And that has given me even greater strength.” 


     “Damn it all, I think everyone is bound to have magic powers but me,”  St. John added, his voice dripping with sarcasm. 


     “Are you kidding?”  said Angelo.  “You’re like a living enchanted weapon.  You could probably kick any of our asses.” 


     “Maybe six months ago,”  Rian added slyly. 


     St. John let out a laugh.  “Don’t get cocky kid.” 


     Talios abruptly ended the men’s conversation, halting the group in the center of a small grove.  The greenery in the area was much more lush and expansive than in the rest of the woods, and a tall canopy of trees surrounded them.  “Hold here for just a moment.”  Talios scanned the area as if something lurked just beyond their sight. 


     Not a moment passed before the group began to hear rustling in the foliage around them.  “We got company,”  St. John announced as he began to draw his blade. 


     “No, wait!”  Talios protested, but it was too late.  Emerging from the trees came several woodland warriors, their armor a perfect shade of green to match their surroundings.  The warriors closely resembled humans, though their frames were much more slender and agile.  On the sides of their elongated faces were pointed ears at least twice the size of any normal man’s.  Each of these warriors brandished a curved blade that they wielded with finesse.  Quickly and efficiently, the warriors surrounded the group.  They took extra care with St. John, who now had several blade tips pressed into his soft neck. 


     Several tense seconds passed by before another one of the strange warriors emerged from the trees.  This particular fighter donned a long, green cloak that flowed around his oaken armor.   He wore a stern expression as he approached the group, that is, until he spotted Darien O’Hara.  Suddenly, his stern look melted away as he gave the scion a glowing smile.  Darien stepped past the other warriors and the two embraced. 


     “Darien.  Meyun lunestara,”  the strange man said in a foreign yet elegant tone. 


     “Eludrin.  Strength and prosperity, old friend,”  Darien responded as he pressed his hands to the warrior’s face while he spoke.  “How did you get here?” 


     “We were able to make it over alongside Talios… he and the other scions did what they could to save my people from wasting away…I’m afraid there’s nothing left for us in the old Valion.  We need to find a way to get the rest of my people here.”  Darien nodded, leaning forward and pressing his forehead to Eludrin’s. 


     The other warriors lowered their weapons, allowing Rian to approach the pair.  “Are these more of your allies?”  he asked, a bit of hope in his voice. 


     Darien broke his embrace with Eludrin to give Rian a firm nod.  “These are more than allies, Rian.  This is Eludrin, fist of the forest, and his elvish warband, the ravagers.” 


     **** 


      


     Night began to fall as Eludrin and the elves led the men out of the forest.  It wasn’t but a mile they traveled until they came upon an old Shell gas station, its doors and windows reinforced with wood and iron.  Eludrin approached the door, whispering a short elvish proverb.  After a few seconds, the door cracked open, allowing the group to enter.   


     “How long have you been holed up in here?”  Darien questioned as he gazed about the room.  On the counter, an assortment of weapons were laid out, all of them finely crafted from elvish steel.  Several makeshift cots were set up on the floor around them, with spare pieces of armor piled neatly in the corner. 


     “Weeks,”  Eludrin replied.  “We’ve been scouting the area, foraging, but we’re still running low on food.  We have enough for seven days, but after that I fear we may run into trouble….” 


     “Come with us!”  Rian interjected, raising his fist into the air with conviction.  “Seven days is more than enough time to reach the obelisk!  And after that… well, we’ll just see what happens.”  Everyone paused and turned to Rian, wearing a mixture of expressions ranging from surprise to annoyance. 


     “Don’t be ridiculous,”  Eludrin said as he dismissed the notion.  


     “No, he’s right,”  Darien said, drawing even more looks of surprise.  “Jaycen hasn’t been spotted in months, but clearly he’s still operating from the shadows.  If there is any time to strike, it’s now before he regains his foothold in the realm.” 


     Eludrin stepped closely to Darien, placing his hands on the scion’s shoulders.  “My friend, throughout the years, your counsel has always shown me the correct path, but this time I fear that your judgement may be off.  We are talking about marching into the grasp of death itself.” 


     Darien turned to his comrades: St. John, Angelo, Rian.  Each of them wore scars of the long and often trying road they had walked, and still they pressed on.  With assurance, Darien turned back to Eludrin.  “I have never been more certain about this, old friend.” 


     Eludrin let out a sigh.  “So be it,” he conceded.  “If you feel like you must march into the demon’s nest, then my warband and I will do what we can to aid you.  Our swords are yours.” 


     Darien put his arms around his elvish counterpart, squeezing him in a firm embrace.  Talios gingerly waltzed up beside the two, standing in awkward silence until Darien acknowledged his presence.  “I do believe I may have found us some help getting to the obelisk,” he said. 


     “And who might that be?”  Darien shot back. 


     Talios grinned.  “You forget, Darien, being one with nature has afforded me many, many friends.” 


       


     The men took refuge with the elves that night, getting some much-needed rest after their battle with the demonic horde.  As dawn broke, Darien and Talios headed back out to the front of the makeshift hideout. Talios let out a shrill cry into the air.  Several seconds later, a small group of ravens emerged from the sky, taking their perch on the druid’s outstretched arm.  Darien leaned in and carefully attached small scrolls to each of the birds, taking care to ensure the message was secured well without harming the majestic birds. 


     As soon as he finished, Talios gently waved his arm through the air, causing the ravens to take off in opposite directions through the sky. 


     “Five days,”  Darien said as he watched the birds disappear in the distance.  “If we hear nothing in that time, then we head to the obelisk.” 


     “Who are those messages intended for?”  Talios inquired. 


     Darien watched the sun peek over the horizon as he spoke.  “Friends, past allies.  Those that we’ve helped and those who have helped us.  Anyone that might be able to aid us in the coming battle.” 


     Talios gave Darien a curious look.  “Why don’t you just wait a bit longer?  Amass an army.  Rally the people just like in Valion and take this realm back with unstoppable force.” 


     “No.  Not like that.  Not again.  I’m only looking for a bit of aid, not to build another army.  I refuse to ravage this realm with war…  I can’t bear that again.  This time, we go straight for the source.  We storm the obelisk and cut off the demon’s head.” 


     “And if no one answers the call?” 


     “Then we go as we are.  We are scions.  We swore an oath to protect the realm… regardless of what we were up against.” 


     Talios placed his hand on Darien’s shoulder.  “And we will, my friend.  We will.” 


     **** 


     Darks clouds slowly passed over the massive stone tower known as the obelisk.  In its main chamber, Jaycen Windrider stood in silence, his hands clasped behind his back.  At the chamber’s center, a wild orb of energy spun and twisted, its power barely contained by the floating runes that sealed its strength.  Tentatively, he reached his hand towards the massive orb until he could feel its power tingling at his palm. 


     Suddenly, the door to the chamber opened, causing Jaycen to quickly withdraw his hand.  He turned his head ever so slightly to listen to the footsteps approaching.   


     “Michael,”  he greeted, recognizing the man from the rhythm of his steps. 


     “My lord,”  Michael responded, bowing his head to Jaycen before taking his place by his side. 


     “What news do you have for me?”  Jaycen asked, his crimson eyes still fixated on the entrapped orb in front of him. 


     “I made contact with Rian and the others.   They came, just as you said they would.  I… I told them about her.” 


     “So, they know that I have Karina?”   Michael nodded hesitantly.  “Good,”  Jaycen went on.  “They’re likely making their way here as we speak.” 


     “M-my lord,”  Michael muttered, mustering up his courage.  “I don’t understand why she has to be involved in this.  She did nothing wrong.” 


     Jaycen turned to look Michael in the eyes, his crimson orbs burning fear into his young disciple.  “I’ve already told you, my young disciple, time is of the essence.  I need Rian Asher, and as you know… there is no greater motivator than the heart.” 


     Michael gritted his teeth, biting back any rebuttal that made its way into his mind.  He wanted to see Rian bleeding and dying on the floor, but using Karina as bait did not sit well with him.  “When this is over—” 


     “I understand that you have feelings for the girl,”  Jaycen interrupted.  “After I’ve claimed the life of Rian Asher, then she will be released into your care.” 


     “Thank you, my lord,”  Michael responded before performing another low bow.   


     Silence lingered in the chamber for several seconds as Jaycen continued to study the orb.  Finally, Michael spoke up once more.  “Let me go kill him, my lord.  With my demon cloak, he’ll be no match for—” 


     “No,”  Jaycen said with conviction.  “I know that he hurt you in the past, but you’re not ready for this, not yet…. I am the one meant to take the life of Earth’s first champion.  It has been spoken by the fates.” 


     “But my lord—” 


     “Silence!”  Jaycen’s crimson eyes flared with energy, forcing Michael to quickly back away in fear.  “I already underestimated the boy and his allies once.  That is why we wait.  That is why we lure him to my domain where he will be crushed!” 


     Sweat dripped from Michael’s brow as the chamber filled with Jaycen’s dark energy.  “Yes, my lord,” he said obediently before hastily taking his leave.  Michael walked down the long spiraling hall, quickly putting distance between himself and his angered master.  He slowed as he reached the reinforced door of a small chamber.   Michael paused at the door, a look of anguish crossing his face.  He peered through the small porthole to see Karina sprawled out on the cold, dark floor.  She was asleep—whether it was from fatigue or just lack of anything better to do, Michael couldn’t be sure.  He wanted to open the door so badly, to embrace her and let her know it was all going to be alright, that he would fix things…he quickly dismissed the thoughts though, realizing the repercussions from Jaycen would be severe. 


     Michael lingered a moment longer before an approaching black form caught his eye.  A shadowy crow descended from the sky, entering a nearby window and circling the young warrior.  The shadows stretched and grew, quickly taking the form of a platinum-haired man donning a long black cloak. 


     “It’s foolish to dwell on your desires,”  Malichron jested as he strolled past Michael.   


     Michael’s cloak of demonic energy flared up around him as he glared at the shadowy scion.  “Don’t speak to me about desire.  You’re just angry that you lost your place as Jaycen’s first.  You couldn’t help but fail him too many times, so you’ve been relegated to just another soldier.  You envy me, just admit it.” 


     Malichron grinned as he continued to walk down the hall.  “Say what you want, fool, but I do nothing without reason.” 


     “Is that so? 


     Malichron let out a chuckle.  “You’re so proud to be Jaycen’s top lackey, but be careful, boy.  Continue to play a demon’s games and you’re likely to get burnt.” 


     **** 


     Malichron took his shadowy form as he slipped through the sealed stone door and into Jaycen’s main chamber.  He re-materialized as he made his approach towards the demonic scion, silently approaching his flank. 


     “Are you trying to sneak up on me, Malichron?”  Jaycen said as he continued to stare into the revolving orb of energy in front of him. 


     “Certainly not, my lord,”  Malichron replied, taking his side at his superior. 


     “I would hope not,”  Jaycen continued.  “The stench of your failure gives you away quite easily.” 


     Malichron grimaced at the statement.  “My lord, must you constantly remind me of my shortcomings.  This attitude is likely why the orcs are so hesitant to follow you still.” 


     Jaycen turned to look Malichron in the eyes.  “Fool.   You speak as though you’re still talking to your old friend, Jaycen.  Do you forget you are in the presence of Zanthios, demon prince and heir to the under-realm?” 


     “Certainly not, my lord.  I only look to aid you, to help bolster your strength in the realm.  Dealing with orcs and humans can be much different than demons…” 


     “Are you not the one who manipulates the orc, Three-Scar, using fear?” 


     “Perhaps I do, but I also reward him when he does my bidding well.  There is a…. mutual respect.” 


     Jaycen shook his head in annoyance.  He raised his hand in the air, outstretching his fingers and creating a small spark of red energy.  He promptly squeezed his hand shut, causing Malichron to drop to his knees, writhing in pain.  The demonic glyph of binding shone brightly on Malichron’s shoulder, sending waves of anguish through his body. 


     “Malichron, the great manipulator.  Always playing games in the shadow.  I suppose it’s only your nature.”  Jaycen squeezed his hand harder, forcing the writhing scion to fall completely to the ground.   


     “Pleeeeaaase, my lord,”  Malichron managed to spit out, begging for reprieve. 


     “Don’t worry, scion, I intend to keep you close… and if you disobey…” Jaycen raised his hand, causing Malichron to fly through the air and slam against the stone wall.  “I’ll send you to the under-realm to burn with Belmond.”  Finally, Jaycen released his ethereal grip on the scion of shadow and took his place once more by the floating orb.  “Now, gather the forces.  The time of reckoning will be upon us soon.” 


     Malichron rose to his feet, his eyes locked onto Jaycen’s flank in a heated glare.  “Yes, my lord,” he responded through gritted teeth.  Then, with utmost haste, he exited the chamber.  As he walked down the stone hallway he placed a hand on the burning mark etched into his neck.  That cursed mark had brought him back to this place, had summoned him back to the obelisk and forced him into servitude once more. He longed to be free from the demon’s control.  Perhaps he would be, eventually.  But for now, he had to grit his teeth and play the demon’s game. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


       


       


       


     Chapter 20 


     Into the Hornet’s Nest 


       


     I watched my scions with a growing concern as they prepared for the battle to come.  Zanthios held the heart of Valion, the very essence of the realm…. And with it, the very fate of my people. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     It had been four nights since Darien had sent his pleas for help on the wings of ravens, and still he’d received no replies.  The beasts were supernatural aspects… surely his scrolls had arrived days ago…. But why had no one answered his call!  


     He lingered for a moment longer before heading back in to the small shelter that they currently shared with the ravagers.  In he went through the main storefront and into the backroom where Rian sat, waiting for him on the floor. 


     “I see you’re ready for your training,”  Darien said as he took a seat in front of his young protégé. 


     “It’s the only thing that’s keeping my mind straight,”  Rian replied.  “We should be rescuing Karina right now, not sitting on our asses.” 


     Darien sighed.  “I understand how you feel, but rushing into our deaths unprepared is not going to help her.  We need to be prepared, to have as many resources available to us as possible.” 


     Rian nodded, though he declined to offer a verbal response.  Darien ignored Rian’s dejection and began to fall into a state of concentration, focusing his energy.  He sat cross-legged, his palms open in front of him.  “Alright Rian, call forth your power.” 


     Rian nodded, mirroring the posture of his mentor.  His eyes changed to a stormy gray-white color as he called forth his scionic power.  “Good,”  Darien continued.  “Now, close your eyes and focus your energy inward, just as we practiced before.”  Rian complied, closing his eyes and pulling his power inward with a deep breath.  Almost immediately his hands began to tremble as he struggled to maintain perfect control of his energy.  His body began to strain, as if he was using a muscle that had nothing left to give.   


     “Focus, Rian,”  Darien ordered.  “Control your energy.  Focus on it and nothing else…  Now, tell me, what do you see?” 


     Sweat began to build on the young scion’s brow.  “N-nothing.  I see nothing,” he stammered, giving everything he had just to remain still. 


     Despite Rian’s troubles, Darien persisted.  “Listen to me.  I know this is difficult, but if you don’t push yourself, if you don’t take yourself to the next level, then we will fail.  Jaycen will not be caught off guard twice. If you want to save your friends, if you want to save Karina, then focus damnit!”
Rian doubled down, clenching his trembling hands into fists and pulling his remaining energy inwards.  A vision began to materialize in his mind’s eye.  He stood in a barren field, a storm brewing around him.  “I… I see it Darien!  There’s a storm all around me.  It’s powerful… I, I can manipulate it!  It’s like an extension of me!” 


     “Excellent, Rian.  Now, try to wrestle control of the storm.  Make it obey you.”  Darien looked on as Rian’s face became strained once more.  Rian fought to control the storm that swirled around him in his mind’s eye, but the wind whipped harder, throwing him from his feet and breaking his focus.  He opened his eyes, releasing his energy and causing powerful winds to whip around the room.  Darien went skidding across the floor and slammed into the door as Rian’s energy continued to pour from his body like a gale-force gust of wind.  Finally, the chaos subsided as Rian slumped over on the floor, his body covered in sweat. 


     Darien rose to his feet and walked back over to his young protégé.  “You’ve done well.  Once you’ve mastered your power, you’re going to be unstoppable.” 


     “We don’t have time to wait around for me to master my powers,”  Rian insisted.  “You saw the demon horde in Haventown.  Hell, you said yourself that Jaycen has more than likely returned.” 


     “I know,”  Darien conceded.  “One more day, Rian.  If the ravens haven’t returned by then…. We head for the obelisk ourselves.” 


     Rian nodded.  He watched as his mentor turned to exit the room.  Just as he reached the door, Rian stopped him.  “Darien,” he called. 


     “Yes?”  the arcane scion replied, his hand resting on the door handle. 


     “Thank you… for everything.” 


     Darien smiled as he turned back to his scionic student.  “Get some rest, hero.  You’re going to need it.” 


     **** 


     The next day came and went quickly, and still, none of the ravens had returned.  Regardless, the men and elves began their preparations, arming themselves for a journey many feared would be their last.  On the afternoon of the next day, the group readied themselves to depart.  They opened the door to the old fortified gas station, and to the surprise of many, a man stood awaiting them outside. 


     Several feet away was a tall figure with black hair and violet eyes that had seen too much. 


     “Cade!”  St. John yelled as he clamored forward to give the man an uncomfortable slap on the back.  “Where the hell have you been?” 


     “Searching for answers.  That is, until a little birdy came calling.” 


     “Glad to have you with us, my friend,”  Darien said as he approached his old comrade.  “Did you find the answers you sought? 


     “I haven’t, but perhaps that a trip to the obelisk will provide some resolution...  How did you find me, anyways?” 


     Darien turned and pointed to Talios, who was currently in a very one-sided conversation with a large oak tree.   Cade rolled his eyes.  “I should’ve known.” 


     Shortly after the reunion, the group took to the road en route to the obelisk.   Eludrin and his seven elvish ravagers led the group, scouting ahead for nearby enemies and obstacles.  Darien, Cade, and St. John followed shortly behind, discussing battle tactics against the various breeds of demons they had faced.  Talios flitted in and out of the group, looking to the trees, the foliage, and anything else that captured his short attention span.  Hanging in the back of the group, Angelo and Rian walked side by side. 


     “We’ve come a long way since our shitty apartment,”  Angelo said as he pulled his basilisk cloak over his shoulders. 


     “Who would’ve thought,”  Rian replied with a laugh. 


     “Do you miss it?  How things used to be?” 


     Rian brought his hand to his chin, thinking hard on the question.  “Sometimes I miss how easy things were.  And then there’s the times where I lie awake at night, the faces of the people we lost stuck in my head…. But ya know, I would never want to go back to the person I was.” 


     “You have grown a lot,”  Angelo said with a gentle pat on Rian’s shoulder.  “It makes me proud to call you my friend.” 


     “We’re not friends,”  Rian replied, drawing a confused look from Angelo.  “With all that we’ve been through, we’re brothers.” 


     The men carried on as day turned to night and the group was forced to find shelter among the trees.  They continued their travels for another two days, splitting their rations and foraging any edible greenery that they stumbled across.  As the sun fell on their third day of travel, the group came to a stop.  Both man and elf stood atop a large hill, granting them excellent view of the land around them.   


     Nearly every member of the party stood wide-eyed as they gazed upon the sight in front of them.  In the distance stood a massive stone tower reaching to the heavens, its shadow looming over the land like a dark curse… they had arrived at the obelisk.  Gaining entry would be no easy task though, for surrounding the tower was a sprawling city-scape that stretched for miles in either direction.   


     Starfall City.  It was built like a fortress, with large walls protecting the perimeter, some marked with blood from those foolish enough to try and gain entrance.  The buildings and bridges inside showed signs of decay, with much of the infrastructure in shambles.  The front of the city was sealed with a heavily reinforced gate.  Though it was quite a distance away, some of the men could see creatures moving throughout the city streets. 


     “This is a suicide mission,”  Eludrin pleaded.  “We’ll die before we get over the wall.” 


     “Not quite,”  Talios chimed in with his quirky tone.  “I have friends, reliable friends.  They’ll get us inside.”  Eludrin cast a doubtful gaze at Talios.  “The western wall, that’s where they’ll meet us!”  Talios reiterated. 


     “So be it,” Eludrin conceded, though he made it a priority to shoot Darien a look of concern. 


     The group used the cover of night, keeping their distance from the hellish cityscape until finally they reached its western wall.  Talios emerged from the cover of the trees first.  Quietly, he knelt down in the grass and waited patiently for his friend to arrive.  A few moments silently passed by, that is, until a small fox appeared from the far bushes and began trotting to the druid’s location.  “He’s here,” Talios signaled to the group, awaiting the creature to reach him. 


     “You have got to be shittin me,”  St. John muttered as he watched Talios speak to the woodland creature.   


     “This way,”  Talios signaled, as he began to follow the fox along the giant stone barrier.  Reluctantly, the group followed his lead, heading a half mile north along the city’s western wall.  The fox stopped at an overgrown portion of the wall, scratching at it crazedly.  Talios leaned forward and lifted away the foliage to reveal a small crumbling portion of stone.  Near its base was a hole just large enough for a man to squeeze through. 


     “Well I’ll be damned,”  St. John said, refuting his earlier statement. 


     “Don’t count out the resourcefulness of a scion.  Even one as eccentric as Talios,”  Darien scolded as he slipped through the wall. 


     “Yeah, what he said,”  Rian added, poking fun at the immortal swordsman’s stunned expression. 


     Talios watched as his four-legged friend disappeared back into the trees, then promptly slipped through the wall with the rest of the party. 


     “Well, we’re in,”  Angelo stated.  “Now what?” 


     “We head to the obelisk and we end this,”  Rian said, pointing to the massive stone tower in the distance.  “I know she’s in there… I can feel it.”   


     A few of the others nodded in agreement, though Eludrin and some of his elvish ravagers appeared more than leery about being in the crumbling city.  Nevertheless, the group moved forward, heading down a small broken alleyway that spilled out into a larger street.  The city was dark and the portion they found themselves in was desolate.  Regardless, the men stayed on their toes, keeping their movements swift and hidden in the shadows.   


     Quickly, they reached the end of the street.  Eludrin raised his hand to halt the group’s progress, signaling one of his elves to scout around the corner.  Several seconds of silence passed by as the group awaited his return.  Just as Eludrin was about to send a second scout, the elf returned, a look of worry painted on his face. “Hostiles up ahead, sir,”  he reported.  “Looks like an elite demon and a group of thralls.  We could probably dispatch them, but not quietly.” 


     Eludrin shook his head.  “No.  We don’t have the forces for a large-scale encounter.  Is there a way around?” 


     “There is, sir.  If we stick to the western side of the street, we can use the buildings as cover.  Just beyond the street, there’s a crumbling bridge that we can slip under.” 


     Eludrin nodded, then turned to the others.  “You heard the plan.  Everyone stay quiet and follow our lead.”  Silently, the men and elves rounded the corner, quickly but quietly walking along the side of the crumbling building.  In the distance, the elite demon could be seen standing in the street.  He didn’t stand much taller than your average human, unless you counted his long obsidian horns.  The creature donned a long black robe that covered most of his fiery red skin, a staff of bone firmly in the creature’s grasp.  The demon spoke in his native tongue, giving instruction to a large crowd of thralls that circled him.   


     Rian studied the creatures as he and the others moved through the shadows.  He could feel the dark power emanating from the demonic crowd.  Already, he’d had several encounters with their kind… and none of them were good.   


     Rian continued to watch the demons as the group neared the end of the street.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t watching where he was going, and bumped right into Angelo’s back.  Angelo stumbled forward, instinctively putting his metal arm out to stop his fall.  A loud ‘CLANG’ echoed through the street as his hand slammed into the streetlight in front of him, immediately drawing the attention of the demons. 


     “Damnit, Rian!”  Cade yelled, shooting a glare at the young man through the slit in his steel mask.  The elite demon raised his bone staff into the air, pointing it at the group before shouting an otherworldly command.  Immediately, dozens of thralls came rushing towards them, a bloodlust in their eyes. 


     “Run!”  Darien yelled, as he bolted for the toppled bridge ahead.  The elite demon let out a horrific roar, drawing the attention of other denizens in the area before beginning his pursuit as well.   


     The men reached the bridge with the thralls in hot pursuit.  Two of the elvish ravagers drew their swords, fending off the first wave of demons as the others squeezed through the small, broken passage. 


     “C’mon!”  Rian yelled, signaling for the elves to follow. 


     One of the ravagers turned to him, a look of certitude on his face.  “Go!”  he urged.  “We’ll halt their approach.  Save the realms.  Save our people.” 


     Rian gave the elf a solemn nod, then disappeared through the passage.  Behind him, he could hear the echo of sword strikes, followed by the horrific screams of the elves.  Nonetheless, he pressed on, unwilling to let their deaths be in vain. 


     The situation only got worse though as Rian emerged from under the bridge.  Thralls and lesser demons began to emerge from nearby structures and alleyways.  Many of them had enslaved orcs and goblins in their tow.  Spears and projectiles came soaring in through the air, one of them finding its mark in the chest of an elvish ravager. 


     “Climb!”  Eludrin yelled, as he began to scale the broken bridge.  The men followed as the demonic horde began to close in, along with the four remaining ravagers.  St. John and Rian drew their swords, striking away thralls that dared to scale the bridge behind them.  More projectiles came flying in.  Rian winced as a spear came soaring directly for his chest, but Angelo’s bio-mechanical arm shot forward to knock away the blow.   


     Cade raised his hands, transmuting them into dragon claws and slashing away at the demons as they continued to climb the broken bridge.  Angelo followed suit, activating his arcane reactor and bashing away on a lesser demon that foolishly came too close.  Talios began to take his bird form, hoping to provide another quick escape.  As he began to rise, a well-aimed spear cut through the air, sinking into his wing and dropping him back to the ground. 


     “Hold fast, boys!”  St. John yelled as he pressed his back to Rian’s.  “This might be it!”  Just as the words left his mouth, he felt the heat of a growing energy behind him.  Darien stood at the center of the group, channeling his arcane power as his companions continued to fight on all sides.  He raised his hands to the sky as his arcane aura continued to grow, causing the air itself to swirl around him.  Darien pulled his fists into his chest, then with a loud cry, he outstretched his arms and released a powerful sphere of arcane energy that pushed back the demons, creating a protective barrier around him and his companions.   


     Immediately, Darien dropped to his knees, his hands outstretched and his mind deep in focus as he worked to maintain the arcane barrier.  The others dropped their weapons to their sides, looking on as demons began to batter the barrier with claws and weapons. 


     Rian looked to his mentor, who was already straining to hold up the protective shield he had created.  More and more demons began to filter into the area.  Soon, the shield would fall, and their group would be at the mercy of the horde of denizens.  Rian looked down at Fate’s Edge, watching the flames dance along the blade.  Would this be the last time he wielded it? 


     No, he thought to himself.  This would not be the end of his story, he’d come too far!  “Raise your weapons, my brothers!”  Rian shouted, rousing his companions into action.  “Darien can’t hold this thing forever, and I’m sure as hell not dying here!” 


     “I hear ya, kid,”  St. John replied, activating the many glyphs across his body. 


     “To the end, brother!”  Angelo added, lifting his fist in the air. 


     Cade, Talios and the remaining elves joined them in raising their weapons, preparing for the onslaught of demons that circled them just yards away. As the shield began to crack and falter, a look of conviction came across Rian’s face.  The demons continued to pound away at the barrier as howls and cries of otherworldly terror filled the skies.  “I can’t hold it any longer!”  Darien shouted.   Just seconds later, the shield finally shattered, and the demonic horde charged in.   


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 21 


     Battle at the City of Demons 


       


     And so, the battle for the realms began. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Rian’s eyes lit up as he called forth his scionic power, slashing away at the pair of thralls that charged his way.  He stepped back, allowing St. John to step in and cut down the next approaching foe. To his right, Angelo raised his hand, catching a demon by the claw mid-strike and squeezing until there was hardly anything left of the creature’s hand.  All of them, man and elf, worked in unison, forming a defensive circle and cutting away at the demons as the horde continued to press on. 


     A fiery ball of pitch appeared in the sky, heading straight towards the group.  Quickly, Darien launched a blast of arcane energy into the air, intercepting it in a fiery explosion and causing sparks and bits of flame to rain down on the party.   


     The demons doubled down their efforts, swarming the small area the men had secured atop the broken bridge.  Rian heard a cry of terror behind him.  He turned his head briefly to see one of the ravagers absorb a hard strike to the head before disappearing into the demonic swarm.  Darien quickly stepped into his place, cleaving the nearest demon away with his energy blade.   


     Hope was fleeting as the group continued to move in tighter to one another, doing everything they could to fight back against the endless wave of enemies.  Just as they were certain that all was lost, the sounds of a powerful detonation rang through the sky.  Both man and demon turned their heads to the city’s main gate, or what was left of it.  Charging into the streets was a large fleet of trucks and cars fashioned with makeshift armor and mounted weapons.  The fleet smashed through the horde of demons, tearing through the creatures with heavy artillery and mowing over others underneath the tires of their armored trucks.  On the hood of each vehicle, a white lion’s head was painted, a symbol that Darien and crew were very familiar with.  In the bed of the leading truck, a burly red-haired man stood, waving his rifle through the air.  “The dawnbreakers have arrived!” he shouted, rousing a cheer from his comrades. 


     “They’ve answered the call,”  Darien said to himself, more than the others.  “Fight on!” he yelled to his companions.  “We can do this!” 


     With allies approaching, both man and elf found a newfound vigor for battle.  They pressed back against the demonic forces, hacking and slashing the thralls in front of them.  The fleet of dawnbreakers charged forward, slicing through the horde and cutting off the bulk of the horde from Darien and his companions.  Rian and the others used that opportunity to slay the remaining demons in front of them, fighting their way to the dawnbreakers’ side.  At least a dozen war vehicles had entered the battle, pushing the demons back towards the center of the city. 


     “Thank you, my friend!”  Darien yelled, spotting the fiery-haired Conrad just a few feet away. 


     “You can always count on the dawnbreakers to answer the call!”  he shouted back.  “Is that where you need to go?”  he asked, pointing to the Obelisk up ahead. 


     “Yes!”  Rian chimed in, cutting down the last of the thralls in front of him with his flaming blade.   


     Conrad nodded in affirmation.  “Push forward, boys, our friends here got a date up ahead!”  The vehicles of war began to roll forward, pressing the demons back inch by inch.  The mounted artillery continued to fire into the enemy lines.  The remaining dawnbreaker warriors leapt from their vehicles and cut down the demons that managed to slip by.  Tires slowly rolled over the creatures’ broken bodies, crunching bone and leaving a path of carnage in their wake. 


     “This might be easier than we thought,”  Conrad said as his troops continued to press on towards the Obelisk.  That opinion quickly changed as a terrible sight began to unfold in front of him.  In the distance, a pair of hulking beasts emerged from behind one of the crumbling buildings.  The creatures resembled the other demons they had fought, but were far superior in size and strength.  They towered over the battlefield, lumbering towards the dawnbreakers’ frontline, their obsidian horns prepared to charge. 


     “Tyrant demons incoming!”  one of the dawnbreaker lieutenants yelled as she fired her rifle into the fray. 


     “Prepare the arcane artillery!”  Conrad instructed.  “These beasts are coming in hot!”  Seconds after the words left his mouth, the first of the tyrant demons charged in, tearing apart one of the war vehicles with its obsidian horns and breaking through the front line.   


     Several of the dawnbreaker warriors charged in, stabbing and shooting at the beast’s lower torso as it continued to tear through their ranks.  Finally, the first of the arcane weapons came online, a powerful lance laced with arcane energy and a tip that glowed brightly with stored power. As the warrior wielding the lance made contact, a small yet concentrated release of energy blasted through the thigh of the beast, causing it to topple to the ground.  The lance wielder charged forward once more, blasting away at the beast a second time as it tried to rise. 


     Conrad grinned, observing the handiwork of his men, but that smirk quickly faded as the second tyrant demon came barreling directly for his truck.  Suddenly, he felt a cold metal arm grab him from behind and rip him from the bed of the vehicle just as the demon charged through.  Conrad watched wide-eyed as his truck was upended by the demon’s massive horns.  He turned back to see Angelo with a firm grip on his jacket.  “Thanks for that.” 


     Angelo released him and turned to strike a thrall that had broken through the front line.  “Anytime,” he replied as he continued to fight on. 


     As the second tyrant demon began to ravage the dawnbreaker ranks, the scions went to work.  Cade leapt in first, using his draconic claws to rend away the flesh from the beast’s lower abdomen.  The tyrant swatted at him with its massive hands, trying to dispatch the dragon scion before he did any serious damage.  Rian immediately called forth his aura of wind, leaping over the demon’s shoulder and landing on its back, where he promptly dug his flaming blade into its flesh.   


     The tyrant roared as it flailed about with reckless abandon, desperately trying to tear off the scions as they continued to chip away at its flesh.  Darien stepped forward, leveling his glowing hand at the flailing tyrant.  With a quick burst of energy, he sent forth a pair of arcane spears that blew away the demon’s knees.  The tyrant buckled, falling to the ground in a fit of rage.  “Now, finish it!”  Darien yelled.  St. John dashed forward, drawing his katana as he closed the distance between him and the demon. 


     “Die, you bastard!” he yelled, leaping into the air and burying his katana deep into the demon’s eye socket.  With a roar, the creature toppled over, its enormous body now a lifeless mass on the battlefield. 


     Another otherworldly howl echoed throughout the city streets.  The men turned to see another pair of tyrant demons approaching the battle, then a third and a fourth!  Conrad turned to the scions, his face clearly showing signs of distress.  “Get your team together, Darien!”  he yelled.  “We’re gettin you to that tower!” 


     “But, what of the tyrants?” he protested, looking on as the demon forces rallied behind the hulking beasts. 


     “No way we can win against odds like this!  Our only chance is if you complete your mission!”  Conrad turned to one of his soldiers.  “Louis, get over here!” 


     “Sir!”  the warrior responded, standing at attention in his makeshift armor, a bloodied axe gripped tightly across his chest. 


     Conrad pointed across the approaching sea of demons.  “Take one of our trucks.  On my signal, I need you to get these men as close to that tower as possible.” 


     “Yes, sir!”  Louis responded with enthusiasm. 


     Conrad grimaced.  “You know, son, this is a mission you likely won’t be returning from.” 


     Louis promptly raised his axe into the air.  “For the dawnbreakers, sir!” 


     Conrad nodded, then quickly whisked the men into one of the nearby vehicles.  Louis hopped into the driver’s seat, replacing one of the soldiers who was already there.  In the bed of the truck climbed Rian, Darien, Angelo and Cade.  


     “You’re not coming?”  Rian asked, turning to his remaining comrades still on the ground. 


     St. John shook his head.  “You go get your girl back, kid.  Me and the elves and bird boy are gonna stay behind and make sure ole Conrad doesn’t bite the dust.”   


     Rian nodded, his hand resting on the hilt of the sword that St. John had trained him to use so many months ago. 


     “Alright, boys!”  Conrad hollered.  “On my mark, we clear these boys a path!”  Several of the dawnbreakers came forward, leveling their weapons at a concentrated point in the demon forces.  “Now!”  Conrad yelled.  In an instant, the group of dawnbreakers fired their rifles, dropping a large crowd of demons and clearing a path through the opposing forces.  Louis slammed on the gas, rocketing the truck through the break in the enemy line, mowing over the few remaining thralls that dared remain in their way. 


     Claws and weapons banged against the side of the truck as it careened through the demonic horde, barreling towards the Obelisk in the distance.  Rian drew his blade, cutting away a greater demon that managed to latch itself onto the fast-moving vehicle.  Suddenly, the truck jerked to the right as a rather large demon charged directly into the truck’s door.  As the demon fell, its horn grazed the tire, shearing away the rubber and slowing the vehicle’s progress.   


     A few yards later, the wheel dislodged itself and the truck skidded to a stop.  Immediately, demons began to swarm the stranded vehicle.  Angelo and the scions worked feverishly, striking away the mob of denizens as they attempted to board the vehicle.  A terrible scream came from the cab of the truck as the demons broke through the window. Louis fought back desperately with his axe, but the demons grabbed ahold of him and yanked his body into the sea of carnage. 


     The truck began to rock as the beasts pressed on, swiping their horns and claws at the men as they fought to retain the high ground.  Suddenly, horns blared through the air followed by a barrage of arrows that showered the area surrounding the truck.  The men looked outward, where a large group of masked warriors approached from the east.  At the group’s forefront stood a short but intimidating woman, pointing towards the demonic horde and directing the men to fire on them once more.  She yanked down her mask, revealing a face that Rian and Angelo knew all too well… the face of a woman who had come to answer the call of some friends in need.  “Give them boys some cover!”  Maya yelled.  “And show these beasts what Kingdom Come is made of!”  


     Rian and the others leapt from the vehicle and began to slice away at the remaining thralls that were near.  Another hail of arrows rained down just in front of them, cutting down the lesser demons that charged in.  


     We’re doing it!  Rian thought to himself as the combined forces of the dawnbreakers and the Kingdom Come militia began to push back the demonic horde.  It was then that he noticed him… In the distance, a man stood just beyond the demon horde, carefully watching the battle unfold.  He wore a white skull-like mask, but Rian recognized his posture right away.  “Michael…” he growled under his breath.  His windy aura began to swirl around him as he clenched his fists.  Without warning, he crouched low then darted forward, dashing into the mass of demons in hot pursuit of his foe. 


     “Damnit, Rian!”  Darien yelled, watching as his young protégé disappeared into the fray.  His first instinct was to follow him, but a troop of demons moved in, cutting him off.  “Cade!  Follow him!”  he ordered, pointing in Rian’s direction.  Cade nodded, transmuting his skin into hard dragon scales and following Rian into the chaos. 


     “Looks like it’s just you and me, Dare,”  Angelo stated as he parried away an errant spear.   


     “Not for long,”  Darien corrected.  “We need to get to Rian.  We can’t let him face Jaycen alone.” 


     The pair fought on, fending off the lesser demons until finally the militia of Kingdom Come arrived at their side.  


     “Looks like you guys have been busy,” came a familiar voice.   


     “Rob!”  Angelo responded.  “You don’t know how happy I am to see you!” 


     “Likewise, brother,”  Rob responded, before nocking an arrow and firing it into another approaching demon. 


     Maya reached the group, wiping the blood away from her short blade and shoving it back into its sheath.  “Alright boys, cut the cute crap.  We have a job to do,” she said, nodding towards the Obelisk. 


     “How ironic,”  Angelo added.  “Maya wants us to rescue Rian.” 


     Maya’s cheeks grew red as she shot Angelo a stern glare.  “Just get moving!” she ordered.  Maya and Rian may have had a bit of a rocky start, but she couldn’t forget that day many months ago… when he risked everything to save her life.  It was time to return the favor. 


     **** 


     Rian dashed through the demon army, ducking and dodging blows, leaping over the enemies directly in his path.  His glowing white eyes were locked onto Michael, who casually walked through the demonic horde, retreating towards the massive stone tower in the distance.   The tall ornate doors to the Obelisk slid open, allowing Michael passage inside.  He turned to look at Rian through his bone mask, raising his hand and waving the young scion on. 


     “Damnit!  Get back here!”  Rian yelled, channeling his aura under his boots before launching forward with a massive burst of speed.  Michael disappeared inside of the tower, with Rian following not far behind.   


     Cade watched as the pair faded from his view.  “Rian, you idiot,” he muttered, thrashing away at the pair of demons that blocked his path.  He didn’t quite possess the speed that the younger scion had, but he would get to his side, even if he had to fight every inch of the way. 


     Rian dissipated his aura as he entered the base of the tower, a dark stone room illuminated by torches on either side of the curved wall. He drew Fate’s Edge and raised it into the air, using the flame of the blade to further light up the room.  Michael was nowhere to be seen, so Rian made his way to the staircase opposite him and proceeded onward. 


     Precariously, he edged his way up the spiraling staircase that seemed to go on forever.  After rising several stories, he turned into the first open doorway.  Rian hadn’t even taken a full step into the room before he was blindsided by the swift strike of a staff.  He stumbled forward, dazed from the blow to his face.  A second strike came forward, knocking him off his feet and sending his blade skidding across the floor. 


     Rian dropped to one knee, trying to regain his composure as the room spun around him.  Behind him, he heard the clank of a staff being dropped to the floor, only to feel a muscular arm wrap around his neck just seconds later. 


     “How does that feel, Rian?  To get the life choked out of you?”  Michael taunted as he flexed his muscle over the young scion’s airway. Tears began to build in Rian’s eye ducts as the last bit of air left his lungs.  He grabbed at Michael’s face, trying to pry his opponent off, but his mask of bone left him well-protected.  In a last-ditch effort, Rian powered his way to his feet.  He grabbed hold of Michael’s arm and snapped his body forward, using his momentum to throw Michael over his shoulder and slam him into the stone floor. 


     Rian stumbled back against the wall, coughing and gasping as his lungs refilled with oxygen.  Michael snapped right back to his feet, a wicked grin hiding under his mask.  “Oh, I’ve been waiting for this,”  Michael said as he closed in on his counterpart.  Rian met him head on, balling his fist and swinging his right hand in a looping strike.  Michael easily dodged the blow, swinging his fist in a vicious counterpunch that blasted Rian in the ribs.   


     Rian grimaced, then threw a left hand that narrowly missed.  Michael came back with another counter, rocking him in the jaw with a solid right cross.  He continued to taunt Rian as he stalked him down.  “Doesn’t it infuriate you, that she’ll be all mine after this… and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 


     Rian’s eyes flared with white energy as the rage inside him began to build.  “Where is she!” he growled as he charged forward, striking twice as fast as before.   


     Michael leaned back, dodging the first punch that came rocketing in.  The second strike came much too fast and blasted him directly in the face, knocking away his mask.  Rian was momentarily taken aback by the twisted grin that Michael still wore.  Almost immediately, a cloak of crimson red energy enveloped Michael as he called forth his demonic power.  His hand shot up, grabbing a hold of Rian’s retracting wrist.  Rian raised his free hand, intending to strike at Michael and break his vice-like grip.  His demonic opponent reacted quicker though, locking down the scion’s other free hand and blasting him in the abdomen with a vicious knee. 


     The energy faded from Rian’s eyes as he collapsed to the floor, gripping his stomach as blood trickled from his mouth.  “Damn you!”  he spat as he struggled to rise back to his knees. 


     Michael let out a laugh.  “Oh, you’ve already damned me.” He stepped forward and discharged another kick into Rian’s ribs.  “Now you’re the one who’s damned.”  He raised his open palms to the air, summoning a small spark of demonfire that quickly grew into a large burning ball of flame. With a twitch of his wrist, he sent the flame forward in a wave that looked to engulf his downed opponent.  Rian quickly called forth his wind aura, pushing away the flames and momentarily preserving his life. 


     The demonfire quickly spread around the young scion, riding the current of his circular aura and engulfing him in a torrent of heat and flame.  “Can you feel the flames?”  he could hear Michael say in his mocking, arrogant tone.  “You’re going to burn, Rian!” 


     Rian tried desperately to expand his windy aura, but the flames just burned hotter, licking at his face and torso.  Is this the end? he thought to himself.  Had he come all this way to end up nothing more than a charred corpse? 


     No. 


     Rian settled himself.  He closed his eyes, letting himself fall into his mind’s eye. The storm churned around him, just as it had before.  Its winds whipped uncontrollably as lightning crackled through the dark void of his mind.  Nonetheless, Rian held his ground.  He reached his hands out, willing the storm to obey him.  The winds and the rain and the lightning twisted and turned, until finally it flowed into Rian’s body, bestowing him with power like he’d never felt before. 


     Rian opened his eyes, his milky orbs now crackling with energy and glowing more fiercely than they ever had before. 


     With a primal howl, Rian released a massive blast of wind from his body that blew away the flames holding him hostage.  A look of surprise crossed Michael’s face as Rian raised his hand at him.  The young scion’s hand began to tingle seconds before a bolt of lightning left his fingertips, traveling in an arc and slamming into Michael’s chest.  Rian paced forward as lightning continued to race from his hand and electrify his opponent’s body.   


     Several seconds passed, until Michael’s defenses finally gave out and he crumbled to the floor.  Rian stood over him, his eyes still flaring with energy as they looked down on his broken adversary.  “Where is she?”  Rian asked in a low, commanding tone. 


     Amidst his agony, Michael still managed to let out another laugh.  “Don’t you realize Rian… you’ll never have her!”  In a last-ditch effort, Michael shot back to his feet and lunged at the young scion.  Rian quickly brought his fist up, blasting Michael across the face before his opponent ever found the opportunity to strike.  The force of the blow sent Michael reeling backwards towards the open window ledge.  Rian dove forward, trying to grab ahold of him, but he was too late.  He leaned forward out the window and watched as Michael plummeted, disappearing into the chaos below. 


     Rian collected himself, wiped away the blood on his face and scooped up his sword.  He looked back to the open window one last time, then once again began ascending the spiral staircase.  There was no time to mourn the loss of old friends, when others still needed saving. 


     **** 


     Just moments after Rian’s departure, Cade arrived at the midpoint of the tower, his scaly body covered in demon’s blood.  He knelt down, examining the blood spatters left from Rian and Michael’s showdown.  He studied the burn marks in the floor from demonfire and lightning strikes.  Certain he was on the correct path, he turned and headed back for the staircase…. That is, until he was cut off by a shadowy apparition taking shape in front of him. 


     “Malichron!”  Cade growled as his body instinctively finished its half-dragon transformation.  Malichron raised his hand in protest, but Cade would not be denied.  Rage flooded his body as he extended his draconic claws and charged. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 22 


     The Obelisk 


       


     In his tower he awaited, preparing for the coming storm, a smile on the face of his stolen body.  Zanthios… scourge of Valion.  He would not do the same to Earth. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Rian strained as he climbed the spiral staircase, heading towards the tower’s peak.  He paused as he reached an ornate set of doors at the stair’s end, wary of another surprise attack that could be waiting on the other side. 


     Reluctantly, he pressed the door open and stepped into the large oval room.  An audible buzzing noise immediately met his ears as walked in.  The noise originated from a large, chaotic ball of energy that swirled at the room’s center.  Next to the shifting orb stood a familiar crimson-eyed man, his arms neatly crossed behind his back. 


     “Do you know how long it took me to get you here?”  Jaycen asked candidly as he watched Rian enter the room.  Rian raised his blade, ready to defend against the multitude of attacks that Jaycen might throw at him.  “Put that thing down,”  Jaycen encouraged.  “It won’t do you much good, anyways.” 


     “What the hell are you talking about?”  Rian growled, standing firm with sword in hand.  “Where’s Karina?” 


     Jaycen gave a slight grin as he began to pace the room, keeping a measured distance from Rian.  “She’s here… safe, in fact.  But you should be more concerned about yourself.  Ironic, isn’t it, that you stand in the presence of the most powerful creature in the realm, and all you’re worried about is some silly little girl.” 


     Rian continued to stalk the crimson-eyed scion around the orb of energy.  “Enough with the riddles.  Tell me what’s going on or stand still so we can end this.” 


     Jaycen paused, raising his hand to the swirling orb of energy at the room’s center.  “Do you know what this is, boy?  This, my foolish young warrior, is the heart of Valion.  I tore it from its old resting spot, dooming the old realm and those that I left there to rot.  Now, it yearns to be freed, to bind with your precious Earth and allow its people refuge into this world…. Precisely what I can’t allow to happen.” 


     “What the hell does this have to do with me?”  Rian growled, taking a few quick steps forward that forced Jaycen to gracefully step away. 


     “Everything!  You see, you have a dark power inside of you, boy.  A power waiting to be unleashed.  That foolish goddess Elunia saw that.  That’s why she’s pitted you against me.  You’re just another one of her pawns.” 


     “I am no one’s pawn,”  Rian said in defiance.  “I fight for myself, for my friends.” 


     “Then join my side.  Look inside yourself.  You know that our fates are entwined.  How else would we find ourselves here, together on top of the world!”               


     Rian scowled.  “I’ve heard enough of your banter.” 


     “So be it,”  Jaycen retorted.  “If I can’t convince you to see the path, then perhaps breaking you is my only option.  Watching me destroy that pretty little girl of yours should do the trick.” 


     Rian shouted in anger, then lunged towards Jaycen, creating a swirling current of air behind him that propelled him forward at intense speed.  “Come on then!”  Jaycen howled as he eyed the young scion’s approach. He stepped forward, quickly closing the distance between them.  His arm lunged forward, nearly matching Rian’s speed.  Rian tried to dodge, but his momentum carried him right into Jaycen’s grasp.  He gasped for air as Jaycen’s hand snapped forward, grasping him around the neck and putting a tight squeeze on his throat.  In one quick motion, Jaycen hoisted the young warrior into the air, then slammed him to the stone floor with reckless abandon.   


     Rian went dizzy as his head bounced off the cold floor.  His vision blurred, but he could still make out the crimson-eyed scion standing directly over him.  He squeezed the hilt of his blade, trying to swing it at his towering foe, but Jaycen slapped the blade away with ease.  He leaned in close so that he and Rian were eye to eye.  “I will get what I want,”  Jaycen growled.  “The fates may have been right when they said you would not fall by my hand, but you will learn to call me your god.  Perhaps spending a bit of time in my domain will change your perspective.” 


     Jaycen’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as he outstretched his hand over Rian’s beaten body.  From his mouth he uttered a short demonic incantation, one that echoed through the circular room.  Rian felt heat building beneath him as the floor began to disappear.  Suddenly, his body began to plummet into the freshly made portal.  He desperately grabbed at the edge of the gateway, but it was no use.  Rian looked back at the smirking face of Jaycen.  A face that grew smaller with each passing second as Rian rapidly descended into the under-realm. 


     Jaycen casually walked over to the window, gazing over the battle that unfolded in the streets below.  His enemies had amassed a formidable force, but it was clear that the battle of attrition was quickly becoming advantageous for his demons.  His tyrants continued to ravage the enemy lines, while more of his elite demons moved in to bolster his forces.  “Soon,” he cooed.  “This will be over.” 


     The sound of soft footsteps behind him drew his attention away from the battle.  He turned to see Malichron standing just a few feet away.  He appeared to have been roughed up, but was still in one piece.  In his arms he gripped the body of Cade Dragonclaw, wholly unconscious and in his human form. 


     “So, you’ve brought me the younger of the Dragonclaw brothers.”  A smile crossed Jaycen’s face as he stepped forward to examine his newest prize.  “You’ve done well, Malichron.” 


     Just as Jaycen leaned forward, a pair of draconic talons shot forward, stabbing into his chest.  “He has,”  Cade replied. 


     Immediately, Malichron leapt into action, not certain how long he would have before he was banished for his betrayal.  He launched his shadowy tendrils forward, wrapping them around the glowing orb of energy at the room’s center and tearing away at the runes that sealed its power away. 


     “Damn you, Malichron!”  Jaycen shouted.  He tried to reach his hand towards the shadowy scion, but Cade dug his claws in harder, driving his opponent back into the far wall.  Jaycen’s eyes flared with crimson rage as he placed his hands on either side of Cade’s head.  With a quick squeeze, he began to channel powerful waves of demonic energy into Cade’s skull, putting the scion in an excruciating amount of pain.  Nonetheless, Cade fought on.  He removed his claws from Jaycen’s chest and dug them into his forearms.  With a roar, he summoned his draconic strength and pried the man’s hands off his head. 


     Malichron continued to work desperately to dismantle the runic cage that sealed the heart of Valion, praying that he would complete his task before Jaycen got his hands on him.  The shadowy tendrils weaved their way through the orb, ripping and tearing at its core and destabilizing the powerful mass. 


     Jaycen growled in anger as he witnessed the chaotic orb begin to unravel.  With no time to spare, he thrusted his hands forward, releasing a powerful wave of demonic energy that blasted Cade in the chest and sent him skidding across the floor.  “You’re going to suffer for this!”  Jaycen yelled as he approached the frantically moving scion of shadow.  His hand began to rise.  His lips parted as he started to utter the incantation that would banish Malichron away.   


     Before the words could leave his mouth, Cade sprang back to his feet and charged forward.  He slammed his hand over Jaycen’s face, partially covering his mouth and preventing him from uttering a single word. 


     Malichron’s eyes went wide as the orb began to break apart in front of him. Waves of energy began to pulsate from the center of the room, knocking the three men off their feet.  The area went completely silent as the floating orb of energy imploded, sucking the air right out of the room.  Then, with a thunderous boom, the chaotic orb exploded, releasing an intense wave of power that shook the Obelisk itself.   


     “Noooo!” Jaycen howled as the walls around him began to crack and crumble.  The tower shook violently as the foundation began to give way.  Cade tried to rise to his feet, but the constant vibrations brought him right back down.  In a last-ditch effort, the three men braced themselves as the tower began to fall. 


     **** 


     Darien and Angelo looked on with mixed feelings of horror and amazement as they watched the mighty tower fall.  Massive waves of energy rippled from the crumbling towers epicenter, shaking the very ground itself.  Across the battlefield, the fighting momentarily ceased as both friend and foe, man and demon, looked to the sky.  Bolts of lightning tore through the air, illuminating the changing landscape.  Stars that were once absent now burned brightly.  The chill in the air seemed to fade as a warm gust blew over the area.  Then, with one violent explosion, everything seemed to lay still. 


     Darien gazed around in astonishment, taking in his surroundings.  All the subtle changes, the increased stiffness of the grass, the smell of the soil, the slightest hint of green in the dark blue sky… the realms had fully merged!  The air began to swirl once more as beacons of light appeared in the air.  The light expanded, opening several glowing gates in the night sky.  Every creature stood silent as a low rumble began to build from within the portals.  Then, without warning, it happened! 


     The noble armies of Valion began to pour out from the portals, elf and dwarf, human and otherwise emerged, armed and ready to join the battle.  The demonic horde immediately found themselves at a disadvantage, fighting the dawnbreakers and the Kingdom Come militia head on, while facing the forces of Valion at their flank.  Regardless, they fought on, aiming to take as many good souls down with them as they could.   


     With Angelo and St. John at his side and the battle at his back, Darien walked towards the crumbled remains of the Obelisk.  “It’s over then,” he said in the most solemn of tones.  “Valion and Earth are one.  Our worlds have become realmbound.” 


     “Did Rian or Cade make it?”  Angelo asked, a hint of desperation in his voice.   


     Darien gazed over the huge pile of rubble and broken stone.  He turned to Angelo, saying nothing but wearing an expression of discouragement.  Abruptly, Darien’s attention was brought back to the destroyed tower as a pair of shadowy tendrils emerged from within its broken walls.  The tendrils swirled about, pushing away broken chunks of stone, making way for a large shadowy orb to emerge.  The orb floated through the air, coming to stop directly in front of the three men.  Slowly, the shadows dissipated until it completely vanished, leaving Malichron, Cade, and Karina standing directly in front of them.  Malichron stumbled forward, then collapsed to the ground in exhaustion.  In a strange turn of events, Cade turned and hoisted the unconscious scion back to his feet, holding the man up with his shoulder. 


     “What just happened?”  Angelo asked in complete disbelief. 


     Cade winced in pain as he rested Malichron against a large piece of broken wall.  “Malichron… he came through.  He got me close to Jaycen.  I kept him busy while Mal did his damage.  He broke the hold that Jaycen had over Valion, which finished the binding.  Then when things started falling apart, he used his shadow refuge to save Karina and I.”  Cade turned and stared hard at the weakened Malichron.  “Guess I was wrong about him.” 


     “Well that’s for damn sure,”  St. John jested. 


     Karina stepped in between the men, momentarily demanding their attention.  “Thank you for saving me, but where’s Rian?  I heard his voice from my cell earlier.”  She placed her hand on Darien’s shoulder to keep herself steady, still weary from her time in captivity. 


     Cade looked her in the eyes, before shifting his gaze to the rubble.  “I’m sorry,” he lamented.  “I’m afraid he was in the tower whe—” 


     Before Cade could finish his sentence, another ripple of energy burst from the crumbled tower’s center, sending pieces of broken stone flying through the air towards the companions.  From the rubble, the battered yet unbeaten form of Jaycen Windrider rose, his crimson eyes locked onto the group.  “How dare you!”  he spat, raising clenched fists into the air as demonic energy crackled in the air around him.  “You chase me across multiple realms, trying to bring about my ruin…. But no more!  I’m going to kill you all!” 


     “You’re done destroying this world, demon!”  Darien yelled back in defiance. “I won’t let you parade yourself around in my old friend’s body any longer.  Today is the day you die, Zanthios!” 


     Behind the companions, the demon army was slowly being whittled down as the combined forces of Earth and Valion continued to fight on.  However, in front of them the greatest fight of their lives awaited.  The men readied themselves as Jaycen leapt from the remains of the tower.  Calling forth his unmatched power, Jaycen let out an otherworldly cry and charged. 


     **** 


     Rian floated on through a deep red sky as he plummeted down into the bowels of the under-realm.  Around him, broken pieces of land floated through the air, some empty and crumbling, with others functioning as platforms for ornate tombs, their captives silently sealed in their own private versions of hell.   


     With a soft thud, Rian landed in the dusty soil below.  Around him, the land was jarring and volatile, with giant stalagmites jutting out of the uneven ground.  He rose to his feet, his body feeling much lighter due to the strange gravity in this corner of the under-realm.  Rian looked about, searching for something, anything that he could use to help him get back.  Far and above, he spotted the remains of the portal that he was flung through.  It was much smaller and still shrinking… but if he could just get to it in time, he might be able to make something happen. 


     The strong grasp of a cold hand on his ankle quickly diverted his attention.  Rian looked down to see several pairs of hands reaching out of the soil, stretching and grabbing, trying to pull him back down to the ground. 


     “Get the hell off me!” he shouted, kicking the decaying hands away, but more only came, wrapping their hands around his ankles, forcing him to fall.  Soon, hands were latched tightly to his wrists, his torso, pulling him into the soil.  No matter how hard he struggled, he couldn’t free himself from their deathly grasp. 


     Amidst his struggle, Rian began to hear a haunting voice echo from the ground.  “Rian… it should have been you.  You should’ve died.” 


     “Who…. Who’s there?”  the young scion stammered, struggling to move his head and spot the source of the haunting voices. 


     “You sent us here, Rian.  Our death is on you.” 


     Rian called forth his wind aura, creating a small rotating burst of energy beneath him that propelled him out of captivity.   He landed in a crouch, scanning the area for the person making those damning remarks.  It was then that he saw them.  Rising out of the ground, those hands, they belonged to some very familiar people.  People he’d met… people he couldn’t save.  Doc, Alice, Kyle, people he’d known before the world went to hell… they were here… their souls damned to the under-realm! 


     “I’m sorry!”  Rian cried, dropping to his knees.  “I never asked for this!” 


     “But you did…”  the voices replied in haunting unison.  “You hated your life… you wanted more…” 


     “But not like this,”  Rian pleaded.  “I never wanted anyone to get hurt.  I wanted to save you all!” 


     “You let us die, Rian.  You’ve damned us, damned the others.  Even now, your friends face their demise. You’ve left them to perish…” 


     “No!”  Rian yelled.  He gazed upwards.  The portal that had sent him to the under-realm was still high in the sky, slowly closing.  Soon he would be trapped in this wretched place! 


     Rian called forth his wind aura, planning to vault onto one of the floating pieces of stone that circled above him.  Before he could leap, more undead apparitions burst from the soil, wrapping their hands around Rian’s legs and rooting him back to the ground. 


     “Let me go!”  he yelled.  “I can save them!” 


     The creatures didn’t respond, but rather continued to surround the young man, preventing his further escape.   Rian tried with all his might to focus on his power.  He retreated to his mind’s eye, searching for the storm, but the grisly sight of his dead friends broke his focus… all that he saw in his mind was darkness.   


     Slowly, he started to sink into the soil as the creatures pulled him down.  Panic began to swell in his chest.  If he couldn’t find a way back then they were doomed… Darien, St. John, Angelo, Karina! How could he let this happen! 


     He retreated into his mind’s eye once more, searching for the strength he needed to break free.  He searched his empty mind, looking for the power he so desperately needed, looking for the storm that raged inside of him, but everything was dark.  With no other options and death knocking at his door, Rian reached out, embracing the darkness around him… 


     That’s when everything changed. 


     Rian’s milky-white eyes flooded with a pitch-black energy, his panicked expression quickly faded.  Bolts of black energy crackled through the air around him. They danced across his fingertips and swirled through his aura.  Rian had lost control, his mind completely flooded with darkness.  Still, his body continued to move.  His fists clenched, causing a bolt of black energy to ripple through the surrounding creatures, quickly turning them to ash.   


     Without pause, Rian dashed up one of the nearby stalagmites, diving off the tip and landing on one of the floating pieces of rock.  He vaulted from stone to stone, making his way upwards towards the shrinking portal.  As he climbed, audible cries of help echoed from the floating tombs, but Rian persisted.  Then, without looking back, he dived forward, returning to the world of the living. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 23 


     The Demon Awakened 


     And then came…. the unforeseen. 


     -From the Codex of the Realms, Elunia’s musings 


       


     Jaycen leapt forward, barreling in at the group with crimson eyes that burned with rage.  Darien reacted quickly, launching a barrage of arcane bolts at his approaching foe.  Jaycen did little to avoid the strike, allowing the bolts of energy to slam into his body.  They did little to slow his approach, but rather bolstered his anger as he continued to charge in. 


     St. John stepped forward to meet Jaycen’s charge, drawing his katana and executing a slick vertical strike as the demonic scion approached.   Jaycen instantaneously generated a red blade of energy, parrying St. John’s strike.  With his free hand, he created a small red orb of demonic power that he shoved into his opponent’s stomach.  The orb exploded, sending St. John spiraling into a nearby pile of rubble. 


     Angelo dashed forward just behind him, attempting to capitalize on the opening that St. John had created.  His bio-mechanical fist glowed with energy as he dove in, attempting to blast his opponent with an empowered strike.  To his dismay, Jaycen turned at the last second, raising his hand and catching Angelo’s fist mid-strike.  Jaycen’s eyes flared with energy as he squeezed, the sound of crunching metal echoing from Angelo’s fist.  In one quick motion, he raised Angelo over his head and flung the young warrior across the battlefield, directly into a large sheet of stone.  Angelo fell to the ground in a bloodied heap, nursing his heavily damaged hand. 


     Jaycen continued to move forward, his crimson eyes locked on Darien O’Hara.  He grunted in anger as Cade stepped into his path of view, his half-dragon form towering over both of them.  Cade charged in, letting out a draconic howl and brandishing his claws.  Jaycen raised his blade instinctively to block Cade’s pending assault.  Cade adapted, digging his talon-adorned feet into the ground and swinging his tail in low.  The strike landed true, sweeping Jaycen’s legs out from under him and briefly dropping him to the ground.  He tried to shoot back to his feet, but Cade pounced on him, rending his opponent’s shoulder and back.   


     Jaycen cried out, more in anger than pain.  Summoning a burst of inhuman strength, he hoisted the half-dragon above his head then slammed him to the ground. Cade showed his resilience, immediately rising to his feet and continuing his assault.  Jaycen snapped his hands forward, grabbing onto the wrists of the half-dragon and preventing any further damage.  Before Cade could react, Jaycen leapt into the air, pulling Cade in by the wrist then punishing him with a stiff jump-kick.  Cade’s draconic maw snapped back as he fell to the ground, his mind a dizzied blur.    


     Darien stood alone, now just a few yards away from his crimson-eyed foe.  “Don’t do it,” he urged, but his plea fell on deaf ears.  Jaycen lunged, summoning his red blade of energy and slashing forward.  Darien matched him with a blue arcane blade of his own, narrowly blocking the strike but stumbling backwards from the weight of the blow.  Jaycen pursued him, working his blade furiously with a series of strikes that seemed to cut the very air in front of him.  Darien struggled to keep up his defenses, backpedaling as the demonic scion continued his assault.  Finally, a strike slipped through, slicing Darien across the stomach.  He fell to one knee, grasping at his wound as he lurched in pain.  Blood began to seep between the cracks in his fingers as he pressed his hand over the burning wound. He gazed upward.  Jaycen stood, towering over him, carefully positioning his blade over his neck.  Darien’s gaze fell back to the ground. His time had come.  They had lost… 


     Jaycen paused.  He gazed to his right, where the air began to swirl in a strange circular motion.  Bits of energy crackled and sparked, expanding as a familiar gateway began to reopen.  Jaycen’s eyes went wide as a bolt of black energy came racing out of the portal, slamming into his chest and knocking him off his feet. 


     A look of shock stretched across Darien’s face as Rian emerged from the portal.  He called out to the young scion, but Rian paid him no heed, trudging forward towards his adversary.  Almost immediately, Darien noticed something off about the young man.  His face was focused, yet expressionless.  His posture was stiff.  His eyes were blacker than midnight, like the dark energy that swirled in his presence.   


     “Rian!”  Darien called out to him once more, but the young scion continued to stalk mindlessly towards his target. 


     Jaycen let out a growl as he picked himself up off the ground.  He raised his hands, conjuring a red energy blade in each palm and prepared for Rian’s next attack… an attack he barely saw coming. 


     Rian’s body lurched forward with insane speed, black energy trailing behind him as he moved.  Before Jaycen could muster a defense, Rian was on top of him, blasting away with strikes, his fists illuminated with the dark energy.  Jaycen tried to parry, tried to dodge, but he couldn’t match the young scion’s movements.  It was as if Rian was guided by an otherworldly force… fast, powerful, and precise! 


     Rian reached forward, grabbing Jaycen by the collar and throwing him forward with savage force.  The demonic foe crashed through the stone and skidded to a stop in the dirt.  Before he could rise to his feet, Rian was on top of him once more, blasting him with an expanding globe of dark energy that knocked him back the other way.   


     Jaycen stood back up on wobbly legs.  He stumbled back against the wall, his body beaten, his energy beginning to fade.  Rian was in his presence in an instant, his black eyes showing no emotion as he blasted Jaycen across the face.  Jaycen turned back to him, spitting blood out of his mouth at the young scion, his crimson eyes filled with scorn. 


     Suddenly, dark red energy began to swirl around Jaycen Windrider as he called forth his demonic power.  The aura forced Rian back a step as it expanded, rippling across broken stone as it encircled the demonic man. 


     Without hesitation, Jaycen focused the energy into his palm and let loose a hellacious blast, sending the energy in a powerful wave directly towards Rian! 


     The storm scion stood firm, summoning his own globe of black energy before meeting Jaycen’s attack head on.  He launched the orb of energy forwards, connecting with Jaycen’s attack and creating a brilliant explosion of light. 


     For seconds, the two struggled as their energy blasts met at the center of the battlefield, illuminating the area in a mix of black and crimson energy.  Sweat began to drip from Jaycen’s brow as he struggled to pull more of his demonic energy forward, but Rian stood firm. 


     Suddenly, Jaycen faltered as Rian’s dark energy tore through his attack and consumed his body entirely, tearing at the very fabric of his being with the storm scion’s newly bestowed dark powers.   


     As the blast dissipated, Jaycen fell to a knee, his body ravaged and his energy depleted.  Slowly, his gaze shifted from the ground to the man who now stood directly in front of him, the storm scion who now wore an aura of black. 


     Rian called forth another globe of black energy, molding it around his hand like a glove of dark lightning.  Without warning, he launched his fist forward, burying it into Jaycen’s stomach.  Jaycen writhed as the young scion’s fist penetrated his abdomen, tearing through his insides until Rian’s hand burst out of his back.  


     Jaycen’s crimson eyes went dull as his body lurched backwards, sliding off Rian’s fist and falling lifeless to the ground.  


     The battlefield fell silent for the briefest of seconds as the scourge of the realms lay dead. 


     “Rian, you’ve done it!”  Darien called, walking up to his young protégé and placing a hand on his shoulder.  Rian turned quickly, his hand shooting forward and grabbing Darien by the throat.  “R-Rian.  Ssstop!”  Darien choked out as the young scion hoisted him off the ground by the neck.  His eyes were still darker than night, illuminated by a dark and mysterious power. 


     The arcane scion continued to gasp for air, trapped in Rian’s grip.  He didn’t want to fight back, didn’t want to hurt his young comrade.  Truthfully, he wasn’t even sure that he could!  Then, as desperate thoughts swirled in his head… Rian finally relented.   


     The black energy enveloping the young scion faded as he released his hold on Darien.  The darkness in his eyes dissipated as his milky orbs rolled into the back of his head.  With his dark energy extinguished, Rian collapsed at Darien’s feet.  


     **** 


     Darien sat on a broken piece of stone wall, watching as the sun began to rise over the torn city.  The last of the demons had fled, finally bringing a moment of calm to the chaotic night.  The bodies of the dead lined the streets, alleys, and rooftops.  Demon, human, elf, all taking their final rest in the cold streets.   


     Although Darien mourned their deaths, not all was lost.  They had finally defeated Jaycen, putting his possessed soul to rest and fracturing his demonic forces.  More importantly, they had saved the people of Valion and completed the binding of the realms.  Earth and Valion were now one.  They were two realms built on two very different foundations, but somehow people would learn to co-exist… he was sure of it.  This new world would be a place where the folk of both realms would be able to find peace… and it would be a place for the scions to forge a new path. 


     Darien smirked as he spied a snowy mountain range far in the distance… one that hadn’t been there until quite recently.  It seemed that he would have much to learn in this newly formed realm as well! 


     “It’s nice to see the sunrise,”  Cade remarked as he joined Darien, taking a seat next to his weary companion. 


     Darien smiled.  “It’s as if the sun is rising on a new age for us.” 


     “Perhaps it is,”  agreed Cade.  “But we still have unfinished business to take care of.” 


     Darien’s smile faded.  “You saw it too, then.” 


     “I didn’t have to see anything.  I could feel the power coming off the boy…. It felt like darkness… entropy.” 


     “Maybe this is just the course of evolution his power is taking.”  


     “Don’t be foolish, Darien.  It all adds up.  The death of two realms… the fate of all those lives severed… he carries that darkness inside of him now… he is the fatereaver.” 


     Darien slammed his fist on the hard stone.  “Maybe Jaycen knew.  Maybe that’s why he was after him… we must find The Fates.  There has to be a way to set this right…”  Darien gritted his teeth as he processed the recent turn of events….  Jaycen must’ve known that Rian would become the Fatereaver.  That’s why he was after him, that’s why he led him to this place through the manipulation of his friends, his loved ones.  But why then did he engage the boy in open battle… something must’ve gone wrong… 


     “We’ll figure this out,” Cade said assuredly, placing a hand on Darien’s shoulder.  The once pessimistic dragon scion was now hopeful.  After all, Rian had been banished to the under-realm and came back alive.  That gave Cade hope that just maybe… his brother was alive down there as well. 


     A shadowy apparition slipped past the men as they spoke, swirling in the air in front of them until Malichron finally came to form.  “So, do you trust me, yet?”  he jested, his arms crossed over his chest. 


     Darien rose off the broken stone to place a hand on Malichron’s black-robed shoulder.  “You’ve done more than enough to earn my trust.” 


     Malichron nodded, then he and Darien both turned to look at Cade.  The dragon scion let out a long sigh.  “Maybe I was wrong about you,”  he said in a grumbled voice. 


     Darien let out a laugh before turning back to Malichron.  “So, do you plan on sticking with us?” 


     “Perhaps,”  Malichron reasoned.  “But not just yet.  I still have a legion of orcs at my command.  Perhaps, with them I can do some… good.”  Darien and Cade both gave Malichron an incredulous stare.  Nonetheless, he continued.  “Once I have my affairs in order, then I may seek you out.”
“Belmond could still be out there, trapped in the under-realm,”  Cade shot in. 


     Malichron frowned.  “Perhaps… but if he’s been down there that long, then he won’t be your brother anymore.  Not really.” 


     Cade nodded, letting the comment go but refuting it all the same.  Malichron began to set off, then turned back to the men for a brief second.  “Thank you…” he choked out.  “For freeing me from that damned demon.” 


     Darien nodded.  “Safe travels, scion of shadow.”   Malichron raised his gloved hand, giving the men a quick send off.  Then, shadows wrapped around his body, concealing him in the shadowy guise of a crow.  He took to the air, and with a few quick flaps disappeared into the morning sky. 


     **** 


     Several hours had passed since the chaotic battle with the demon horde.  The weary and injured had vacated the battlefield, leaving a small group of men to retrieve the bodies still intact.  They carefully removed their fallen comrades from the battlefield, taking great care to ensure they didn’t do any further harm before their fallen friends had received their last rites. 


     Two of the men trailed off, spotting a tall, lifeless body strewn out in the distance.  As they approached, they noticed that the man had died of a grisly wound… a giant gaping hole created directly on his abdomen! 


     As the pair leaned down to retrieve the body, the wound began to smolder with a thick, crimson smoke.  The men jumped back as the smoke rose and expanded.  Their eyes went wide as it twisted and grew, until finally it dissipated.   


     Standing in front of them was the true epitome of terror.  His skin was red and tough like leather, with blackened patches of scaly flesh throughout.  Sharp talons jutted out of his elbows and shoulders.  His perfect obsidian horns twisted in a way that could only be described as majestic.  The creature had crimson eyes that could burn into your soul... eyes eerily similar to the man who lay at his feet. 


     “Wh-what the hell is that?”  one of the men stammered.  He turned to run but the creature grabbed him by the back of the neck.  He dug his talons into the man’s flesh until he had a firm grasp on his spine, then ripped it from his body! 


     “Who are you?”  the other man stammered, stumbling over himself in fear. 


     The creature stepped forward, scooping up the man and hoisting him into the air by his neck.  “I am obliteration.  I am death.  I am Zanthios, and I have been freed.”  He raised his clawed hand, smothering the man’s face.  The poor soul let out a blood-curdling scream as Zanthios gave a slow yet vicious squeeze, until finally the poor man’s head was no more. 


     The demon prince gazed down at the broken body of Jaycen Windrider.  “Your vessel was a worthy prison, scion, but now I’m free to walk the realm…”  Zanthios turned his gaze to the torn city before him.  “And no one is going to survive my terror.” 


     **** 


     At least a day had passed before Rian’s eyes finally peeled open.  He found himself in a familiar situation… waking in a strange bed, staring up at a blank ceiling, his body wracked with pain. 


     “Almost like déjà vu, isn’t it?”  a familiar voice said from across the room.  Rian turned his head to see Darien resting quietly in his bedside chair. 


     “Did we win?”  Rian asked, nursing his aching ribs. 


     “We did,”  Darien replied with a grin.  “Thanks to you.” 


     Rian raised his eyebrows in confusion.  “I don’t remember any of it.  Last thing I knew, I was trapped in that terrible under-realm, surrounded by the dead.” 


     “You snapped, kid,”  St. John said as he entered the room.  “Believe me when I say you kicked some serious ass back there.” 


     “Thanks, I guess,”  Rian replied with a smile.  “Perhaps the pupil has surpassed the master.” 


     St. John shook his head in denial.  “Like I said before… don’t get cocky, kid.”  The three of them shared a laugh, finally enjoying a reprieve from the endless battles they’d been fighting.  “Say, I got something for you,” he said as the laughter died down.  The old warrior reached behind his back, unlatching the weapon that had been tied to his belt.  Rian’s eyes went wide as St. John produced Fate’s Edge, his sword that had been lost in the heat of battle. 


     Rian gazed at the blade, quietly admiring it as he ran his fingers across the sharp edges and ornate hilt.  Each time he had thought the blade lost, it found its way back into his grasp, like the way his friends had managed to keep finding their way back to him. Even if it was just an object, he felt a strong connection to it, as if the blade was another ally to call on in times of need.  


     “Where’s Angelo?”  Rian asked, his gaze finally leaving the weapon.   


     “He’s busy getting an upgrade,”  St. John replied.  “That demon bastard crushed his hand.  But from what I hear, the dwarves are gonna hook him up with something real special.  Apparently, they’re amazing smiths…. They called his old arm ‘shoddy’.” 


     Rian let out an audible laugh, but quickly stopped as his cracked ribs flared with pain.  “You say Jaycen was defeated… is he—” 


     “Dead,”  Darien quickly replied.   


     Rian nodded.  “Good,” he replied.  “He won’t bother us when we head back to the under-realm then.” 


     Darien’s eyes went wide.  “What do you mean, Rian?” 


     “When I was down there… it was like a prison of trapped souls.  I felt them calling out to me.  They were begging to be freed… I could feel them!  We saved your people, Darien.  We need to save them too.” 


     Darien patted his hand on Rian’s shoulder.  “First you need to take some time to heal.” 


     The three men turned their heads as the door creaked open once more.  Rian’s heart sank as he spotted the young woman in the doorway with lively green eyes and shimmering black hair. 


     “Rian,” her voice echoed as her gaze met his. 


     “K-Karina!”  Rian stammered as he shot forward, ignoring the pain in his ribs this time. 


     “We’ll leave you two alone,”  Darien said as he and St. John took their leave. 


     Karina slowly approached Rian’s bedside, placing her hand on his chest.  She stared into his eyes for what seemed like an eternity, sliding her fingers up his neck and running them through his unkempt black hair.  They sat there in silence for many moments, quietly reveling in the fact that they had both survived the night. 


       “You’re a real idiot, ya know, coming after me like that,”  Karina finally said. 


     Rian smiled.  “Back when we were trapped with the orcs, when I almost died, I promised myself I’d find you.  And I wasn’t going to let anything stop me.” 


     Karina’s freckled cheeks grew red.  “Why risk your life for me?” 


     Rian leaned in close, his eyes gazing over the gentle features of her face.  “Because, Karina… I love you.”  He pressed his lips to hers, and in an instant the pain in his battered body washed away.  Rian had been through so much in the past year… experienced so much pain and loss, fought so many tireless battles.  He was certain there would be many more to come, but right now, secluded in this quiet room with the girl he loved, he took refuge. 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Chapter 24 


     Epilogue 


     The door to the Silver Dragon Tavern swung open as a mysterious cloaked man made his way inside.  This particular tavern was well-known for housing some of the greatest monster hunters in the area, a fact not unknown to the cloaked stranger.   


     He made his way through the maze of round tables, drawing strange looks from the regulars.  Finally, he found his seat at a small table set up in the far corner of the room.  Across from him sat a woman, her face partially concealed in shadow.  Symbols of her past triumphs adorned various parts of her body, from the dragon teeth hanging around her neck to the werewolf pelt draped over her shoulders.  At her waist, two finely crafted hand cannons draped from their holster. 


     The woman leaned back in her chair, crossing her booted feet on the table.  “You’re pretty audacious to just waltz up here like you own the place,” she said brazenly.  


     “I heard you were the best hunter in the realm,” the man replied coldly.   


     The woman leaned forward out of the shadow, revealing her long, scarlet locks of hair.  “Well you heard right… but I don’t work for free.” 


     The man reached into his cloak and produced a small leather sack.  He dumped the contents on to the table, revealing a small cache of glimmering crimson gems. 


     “Well then.  It looks like we may be in business,” she said as she inspected the jewels.  “What’re we after?” 


     “A man… a very dangerous man who keeps even stronger company… he goes by the name of Rian Asher.” 


     “Asher, huh?  Well I’ve hunted down creatures a lot tougher than any man.”  The woman paused, considering the stranger’s dark cloak.  “Let me see your face.  I like to know the people I do business with.” 


     Reluctantly, the stranger reached up and peeled back his long hood.  The woman nearly gasped as she looked upon the man’s twisted, damaged face.  “The name’s Michael,” he said.  “And that’s all you need to know.” 


     The woman raised an eyebrow, giving Michael a curious look.  “Very well, then.  Give me a bit of time and we’ll have your boy, Rian.” 


     “I need him alive.  Can you guarantee me you’ll be able to get him?” 


     The woman smirked as she rose from her chair.  “Guarantee?  I don’t need to guarantee anything.  My trophies speak for themselves.”  She pointed over to the far side of the tavern, where the skulls of several grisly creatures were proudly displayed on the wall.  “I’m Vivian Grey… the best damn hunter this realm has ever seen.” 


     **** 


       


     Elunia paced barefoot through the planar observatory, a look of concern etched into her perfect godly face.  Victory was hers… the realms had been bound and her people spared… and yet, he lived. 


     Somehow the demon prince still walked the realms, and now with even more power than he had before!  Could it be that Jaycen was not a vessel for the vile creature… but rather a prison? 


     The goddess thought on the possibility as she stepped over to the clear glass floor and gazed down upon the realm.  Immediately her thoughts shifted as she laid eyes upon her newest disciple, her scion of storms, Rian.    


     The boy had acquired the powers of the fatereaver, a legendary enchantment once thought exclusive to Valion’s darker forces.  She grinned…. No matter.  She could use this to her advantage.  She would guide the boy, teach him how to use the powers to his advantage…. She would turn the demon’s plan on its head. 


     And then, when Zanthios fell, when there was no one left to oppose her will…. the game would finally be over, and the realms would be hers. 


       


       


     The End of The Sword of the Scion




  




  

    

 


     From the Codex of the realms 


       


     Scion-  Beings possessing unique and often devastating power.  Many of them use their abilities for the good of the realm, while others delve in affairs much more nefarious.  Known scions to survive the binding of the realms:  Darien, scion of the arcane.  Cade Dragonclaw, the dragon scion.  Malichron, scion of shadow.  Talios, scion of the wilds.  Jaycen Windrider, the seeker.  Rian Asher, scion of the storm. 


     Valion-  The old realm.  A place of magic, home of dwarves, elves, and all of the other noble races.  Valion is no more, having been bound with Earth realm to create a new world. 


     The Fates-  A legendary council of mystical creatures that predicts great events in the realm.  Whether or not they survived the binding of the realms is unknown. 


     Zanthios- Demon prince of the under-realm.  Once sealed in the body of Jaycen Windrider, he is now free to walk the earth. 


     Elunia-  Self-proclaimed goddess of Valion.  Her absence was felt when Zanthios terrorized the realm.  She has been seen on Earth only once, by the scion Rian Asher. Whether or not she lives in the new world is unknown. 


     The Stalkers-  A ragtag group of hunters led by the sharpshooter Maya.  Current status of the group is disbanded. 


     The Highland Necromancers-  A group of powerful mages who specialize in death magic.  They’re currently led by the very beautiful, very deadly Assandra. 


     The Dawnbreakers- A militaristic group of humans with high-caliber weaponry and a penchant for killing orcs.  They wear the symbol of the white lion. 


     The Ravagers-  An elite group of warrior elves led by the mighty Eludrin, Fist of the Forest.  Most members were killed in action. 


     




  




  

    

 


     Character Sheet 


     Name:  Rian Asher 


     Race: Human 


     Class: Scion (scion of storms) 


     Enchantments/ possessions: Fatereaver 


     Statistics (based on a median score of 10) 


     Strength: 14 


     Dexterity: 19 


     Intelligence: 12 


     Constitution: 12 


     Endurance: 15 


     Abilities 


     -Wind Aura 


     -lightning strike 


     -(unawakened) 


     -(unawakened) 


     -(unawakened) 


     -(unawakened) 


     Proficiencies 


     -Fireams 


     -Bladed weapons (primary weapon: Fate’s Edge) 


     -Hand to hand combat 


       


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     About the Author 


       


     Darren is the amazon bestselling author of THE SLAYER, the superhero saga HEROES RISING, and the post-apocalyptic fantasy series REALMBOUND.

Embarking on adventures in strange and unfamiliar worlds at an early age, Darren has been heavily involved in the worlds of comic books, anime, science fiction, and especially high fantasy. 

As he grew older, Darren attended community college in 2008, graduating with a degree in childhood education. Later he decided to follow his passion and pursue his dream of writing. He currently resides in Florida with his wife and two children. 


       


       


     Follow me on social media! 


       


     facebook.com/realmbound 


       


     Instagram: Author_DarrenHultberg  


       


     Visit my site! 


       


     realmbound.wordpress.com 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Other Books by Darren Hultberg Jr 


       


     The Realmbound Saga 


       


     Realmbound:  Sword of the Scion 


       


     amazon.com/dp/B077WWP458 


       


     Realmbound:  Sword of the Void 


       


     amazon.com/dp/B07BPFPQJ2 


       


     Realmbound:  War of the Realms (coming soon!) 


       


     Aether Gate Online (A litRPG Saga) 


       


     The Slayer 


       


     amazon.com/dp/B07DV6Y571 


       


     Heroes Rising 


       


     Hero Hunter 


     Amazon.com/dp/B07GW2Z3YD 
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