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    Prologue 
 
    “Perhaps we are all a part of something bigger, perhaps not. We can never know. I have seen the universe. It is big. We are not. To think that we mean something in a universe so large is laughable. I think that our only 'purpose' is to live, to live as much and as hard as we can. And then our purpose is to die. That is what I have come up with in all my years of living. The only true purpose we have is the purpose we assign to ourselves. What other people hope or expect of you does not matter unless of course it matters to you. All that matters is you.” 
 
      
 
    -Sajinious Lynx  
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Crinnan I 
 
    22nd of Ramila – 346 AG 
 
    09:30 – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    His body trembled and thrashed as he slept. Every inch of him dripped with sweat, a result of the evident turmoil that the sleeping half-blood Elf was enduring. The sheets that covered him had become soaked with his perspiration and twisted around his body as he moved. His fists were clenched tight with fury; the veins in his arms, neck, and temples throbbed and bulged. As his head snapped from left to right, a deep groan that was rooted in fear and desperation burst from his throat. 
 
    "I will... find you… " he spoke as if he were out of breath. His voice was nothing more than an animalistic sounding moan. The words he cried out echoed within his mind for what could have been an eternity for all he knew. In the state of being that he was in, he had lost all sense of time. 
 
    He heard it repeated over and over again, his voice reciting a promise to a face he could not completely make out. It was right in front of him, but it was a blur, a frustrating smudge that stuck to his mind.  
 
    Had it been real? Had it all been just a dream? He was quickly losing his grasp on what the words meant or to who he had said them. 
 
    For a brief moment, the images in his mind seemed to come into focus. He saw the faces of two individual beings break through his haziness. The blonde she-Elf and the Vampre with the thin mustache... He knew them, but he could not remember from where. They did not move and did not speak; they only stood before him and stared. They were more of an echo of a thought than an actual memory, and as quickly as their faces flashed through his mind, they were gone. 
 
    "I will find you…" for the moment, he had calmed. It was only him and his promise left. It played in his mind, but like a ripple in water it grew further and further away. Eventually, it floated beyond reach. He was alone with nothing but a few meaningless words and a doorway that led to reality. Slowly, he reached out and pushed. 
 
    His pale face twisted in a sudden sharp pain that he did not understand. His previously sealed eyes shot open, and he pulled in a deep breath. His lungs filled, and he clawed at the bed beneath him. He raked his memory for any remnant of the dream that had seemed so real, but nothing came to him. Everything was a blur; his past, his present - he remembered none of it clearly. He violently took hold of the sheet that was twisted around him and finally released his breath. He moved his body into an upright position and looked around. 
 
    The brightness of the light that surrounded him caused his head to throb. He closed his eyes and gasped at the sudden and unexpected brightness. Slowly, he opened them again, and as he released a pained groan, he came to a realization. It was not the Brother's light, the shining light of the twin suns, that was assaulting his senses but something artificial. The electric lights above him seemed to force their way directly through his eyes and into his brain. He weakly raised his hands and clamped them on his temples, hoping that the pressure would relieve some of the pain. 
 
    For a brief moment, the images resurfaced, and he found himself in an almost trance-like state as his mind once again relived what he could have only described as a dream. It was fast, like a flash of lightning but he saw it all. He could make out the face that his promise had been meant for, the beautiful blonde she-Elf. He knew her, or he had known her. The entire concept of it all was slippery however and the harder he tried to hold onto it, the faster it faded away. The entirety of his dream, if that was what it had been, slipped through his fingers like sand. As quickly as he had remembered it, it had all left him. 
 
    At the time, the dream had felt important. It and everything else that bounced around his mind, however, was quickly overshadowed by the pain that he realized he was feeling. He tried again to keep his brown eyes open, but the intensity of the light proved to be too much for him. He finally relented and allowed his head to fall backward onto the pillow. 
 
    A cold shiver ran through his hot body, causing him to tremble with discomfort. He did not understand the heat; it felt like he was lying atop coals next to a blazing fire. The throbbing pain in his head that accompanied the burning sensation was unlike any he had ever felt. He tried to fight it; he continued to push his palms against his temples until it felt like he was about to cave in the sides of his head. The pressure was unfortunately no more than a distraction to his situation. Eventually, it all built up to a point where he felt that he could take the pain no longer. He clenched his fist, snorted like a bull, and finally screamed in agony as his body lurched in the bed. 
 
    For what could have been an entire minute he threw his tantrum. Somehow, it worked. His pain began to subside, and as his fit ended, he found himself able to breathe. As he rested, the burning faded away. He felt the throbbing in his temples ease and finally, he could hear his thoughts. 
 
    He cupped his hands over his sensitive eyes to shield his vision from the light around him. He found himself blinking rapidly and tried to draw moisture into them. They were dry and itchy, reddened he imagined. He felt as if they were about to crack from dehydration. 
 
    The room he had found himself in was completely white. He could tell it was old as the walls had yellowed a bit and there were chunks of plaster missing in places. White tile was beneath the bed, and a ceiling fan spun above him. Beeping monitors with flickering screens surrounded his bed, they looked old and like they were barely functioning. 
 
    As he surveyed his surroundings, he couldn't help but anxiously plant his fingers into his shoulder-length brown hair. He let out a frustrated whine for even though he was confused and tired, he could not shake the very sobering idea that something was amiss. In spite of it all, he still refused to lift his head from his pillow. While his pain had left him, the fatigue remained, and it was enough to keep him feeling lethargic. 
 
    "Fuck," his voice was airy, and gravely, it sounded like he was in a constant state of fury. With another moan, he weakly reached over and scratched an itch he felt on the dry skin of his left arm. As his fingernails scraped against the skin, however, they bumped into something foreign, something unexpected. Curiously, he grabbed the dampened white sheet and with more effort than he wanted to exert, he eventually untangled himself from it and tossed it aside. 
 
    His eyes fell upon his own pale naked body. He gasped and rubbed his forehead when he saw the thick black tubes that were protruding from his lower arms and legs. What were they and why were they stuck in him? With what strength he could muster, he whipped his right hand across his chest to his left arm where one of the tubes had been inserted. He wrapped his fingers around it and quickly tore it out. It was surprisingly painless, but the long needle left behind a small bleeding hole. 
 
    Methodically, he moved down his body and ripped the remainder of the tubing out. Once he thought he had taken care of all of them, he leaned back and rested again. His scrotum itched, and so he reached down to tend to it. As his hand bumped against something, he shook his head angrily and muttered every manner of curses that he could think. 
 
    His head bent upward, and he looked down past his muscular torso, and that was when his fears were validated. A thin tube protruded from his urethra, one he had not seen in the initial survey of his body. That pissed him off considerably, and without thinking, he quickly reached down and yanked on it. 
 
    A sharp, unpleasant feeling shot through his lower region and manifested into a loud grunt. He quickly let go of the tube and arched his back, kicking his feet to try and help rid himself of the discomfort.  
 
    He pounded his fists against the mattress and yelled obscenities over and over again, but eventually was able to calm himself. Fortunately for him, the physically unpleasant sensation only lasted for a moment. The idea of something foreign hanging out of his penis, however, that stuck with him. He decided that it was in his best interest to leave the alien wiener tube alone for the moment and once again threw his head back and allowed his body to go limp. 
 
    As he rested, his mind wandered. He tried to recall where he was and how he had gotten there. It was a difficult feat, for after another quick look around he realized that nothing he saw triggered any memories. What he did know for sure was that he was most definitely not at Base 21, his home. Wherever he was, was much less organized than 21's infirmary. He knew this for a fact because, throughout his years between battles and training and his frequent general altercations, he had spent much time being patched up by his wonderful home base's medical staff. 
 
    He saw what he perceived as clutter scattered all around the room. Rusted old antiques that honestly had no business around wounded people like himself surrounded him and dilapidated fixtures that looked like they could have been at least a century old were attached to the walls. It was a curious place, and he felt uncomfortable. He shook away the idea of figuring out where he was and continued to search his mind for the last memory he could find. 
 
    "The caverns, " he remembered something, and his gravelly voice muttered the thought out loud. Though he had closed his eyes in an effort to remove distractions, he was at that point fully awake. 
 
    "The Izla'Axi Caverns!" the memory quickly pieced itself together in his mind. 
 
    He heard laughing and the general sounds you would expect from a camp. Blades scraped against whetstones; bullets were loaded into magazines and revolver cylinders... The fire burned and illuminated the cavern walls; he could suddenly smell the smoke and hear the popping of the wood. His dear friend Elia rested her head on his unarmored shoulder, and he shared a bottle of wine with Alec, his brother in arms. 
 
    The trio talked, laughed, and joked... Well, Alec and Elia joked. Crinnan mostly sulked as he sat and waited for his turn on patrol. He remembered wanting to eat and then sleep. 
 
    He recalled the darkness that surrounded him when he split from his patrol team and ventured off into the Belhaasi Weald alone. He remembered he had left his armor back at the caverns and only carried his sword and revolvers. He knew that he wouldn't find any trouble and didn't want to bother himself with the extra weight. 
 
    The towering trees above him hid under a blanket of shadow, and he had only the moon's faint green light to guide his way. The leaves and twigs snapped beneath his boots, and he smoked a cigarette as he walked through the ancient forest with his flashlight. He grumbled curses at his Captain for sending him out; they both knew that there no enemies in the area. 
 
    He remembered hearing the animals darting through the brush and seeing the lightning bugs flash their asses all around him. His job was to patrol for an hour, and when he finished, he had to send Alec out to replace him. There were two other soldiers out with him at the time, but they were patrolling a different area. He was alone. He thought it was going to be easy, to be boring, but suddenly he heard something that shattered that idea. 
 
    Snarls and quick whispering words came from all directions. The noises seemed to surround him, and he could suddenly smell what reminded him of decaying flesh. He wasn't worried, he knew he was the best. Whatever was around him, he could handle. 
 
    As he casually tossed his cigarette aside and unclipped the holster for one of his revolvers, he remembered the sudden and surprising pain as something slammed into him from behind and knocked him onto his stomach. He quickly rolled to his back so that he could find his enemy; it was just in time for him to watch the tip of a spear drive into the ground beside him. 
 
    He recalled the hulking creature being nothing more than a silhouette in the moonlight. The impact had caused him to drop his flashlight, and he could see no more than a slouched muscular brute. It growled hungrily and let out a guttural laugh as its prey fumbled desperately to draw his weapon. 
 
    He felt the spear that had penetrated the ground only moments before suddenly and forcefully skewer his stomach. He remembered hearing himself scream as his attacker twisted the weapon and laughed. The twist followed by a sudden pull caused the spearhead to cut through his body until it ripped out his right side, leaving his abdomen wide open and bleeding. 
 
    "Take him," he remembered a deep and frightening voice command, "He looks... delicious." Immediately after that, something hard slammed against the side of his head, and he remembered nothing more. 
 
    He looked down at his naked body and saw a long pink scar that started just above his belly button and seemed to wrap around to his back. He contemplated what sort of magic had to have been employed to heal such a wound in the amount of time he thought had passed and sighed. He wondered what kind of misfortune had befallen him. 
 
    As he stared up at the lights above him, he feared for himself. He did not know where he was and whether he was in the company of friends or enemies. He knew for sure that he was in no Black Knight base. He felt more certain that somehow he had ended up a prisoner of the Govian Empire. The thought of being at their mercy was enough to make him shudder. 
 
    Twenty-three years was all he had. Twenty-three years of living, breathing, eating, drinking, fucking, fighting, and shitting it all back out. He sighed heavily, feeling that although twenty-three years was more than many people had as an opportunity to live in his world, it had simply not been enough for him. There was more he wanted to accomplish; more he wanted to feel. He grieved for the moments he had not yet lived, the very moments that he felt his captors had taken from him. 
 
    The sound of footsteps silenced his thoughts. He forced himself into an upright position and stared toward the cracked white wooden door on the wall ten feet in front of his bed. He knew he was trapped by the damned tube hanging from his dick and let out a frustrated growl as he desperately planned his escape. 
 
    His adrenaline surged and it, perhaps irrationally, gave him a boost of confidence. He was unarmed; he knew he had to change that. He was trained to kill; he could use anything. He could twist his sheet tight until it could be used it as a bludgeon, he could rip one of the tubes that came from his arm out of the device it was attached to and use it as a whip, Hells he would strangle his enemies with his damned catheter if he had to. Quickly he set out to decide what to do. 
 
    He had only moments to prepare his plan, barely enough time to even think. His eyes finally located a rusted cart on the left side of the bed with an assortment of blood-stained tools resting on top. Quickly, he grabbed a pair of old scissors and tried to cut through his catheter but unfortunately either the scissors were too dull, or the tube was too thick. The sound of footsteps stopped, and the doorknob rattled. He gave up on the tube, held the scissors in front of him and prepared himself. 
 
    The antique doorknob turned as its rusty components creaked inside. The white wooden door opened with whining hinges and began to swing toward him. He didn't understand why it seemed like it was taking so damn long but the door finally opened wide enough, and a blue-haired Elf stepped through the frame. A half-second later the pair of scissors soared through the air and hit the Elf square in the chest. The handles struck first, bounced off of him, and clattered to the floor. The surprised Elf dropped something he was holding in his hands, looked down at the mess that he had made and tsked. 
 
    "Well… I should say that whatever you were hoping for seemed to fail," the Elf's cocky yet mildly effeminate voice made him sound like a bit of a dandy. He knelt and examined the mess beneath him. What looked like a colorfully decorated cake had smashed against the floor, and the scissors sat next to it. The Elf shook his head and let out a disappointed sigh. Silently, he grabbed the scissors, stood up, and then gently set them down on the countertop to his right. "What a waste. I should say it is your own bloody fault. Now, you have ruined your own get well cake!" 
 
    "What the fuck?" He was supremely confused by what was going on. It couldn't have been real, a random cake delivered by an Elf he had never met before was way too weird. He had to have been dreaming. 
 
    The Elf shrugged and stepped forward with a smile. He was pale-skinned, and of average height, his blue hair was swept to the side and resembled the color of the deep ocean. Two rings pierced the left side of his lower lip, and his ears had a multitude of piercings as well. He was bare-chested, revealing a thin yet toned figure, and he wore a waist-length grey jacket with some kind of white fur lining the collar. He definitely didn't look Govian. 
 
    "Get back!" The one on the bed shouted frantically. He bluffed by holding his palm out like a battle mage ready to strike. The pose garnered an amused smile from the Elf, "Get back or I will blast you into nothing!" 
 
    "Oh, come now you ridiculous child," the Elf scoffed and rolled his eyes as he stepped over the delicious looking mess of cake on the floor, "You have no knowledge of what you speak. You have never used magic, as you may call it, in your life." 
 
    The other groaned with dismay and fought to find words. The Elf was smart. Either that or he was just way too willing to take a gamble. 
 
    "Let us begin anew," the Elf continued, folding his hands together and smiling, "My name is Sajinious Lynx, though my friends call me Sage." He paused for a moment and cocked his head slightly to the left. "What may I call you?" 
 
    "Where am I?" the other quickly demanded. Sage appeared like he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    "Well, hello where am I, I am Sage!" he said with a look of amusement.  
 
    "Fuck you," the other spat, "where am I?"  
 
    "You're not very friendly, are you? Look, I have delighted in many games in my time," Sage waved his finger through the air in a chastising manner, "I could play with you all day if I desired without growing impatient. Let us for a moment put aside whatever terrible thoughts we may have about me and simply exchange names. Can we do that?" 
 
    The other grumbled and ran his fingers through his hair, "I am Crinnan. Now, where am I?" 
 
    Sage smiled victoriously and nodded his head. Crinnan frowned at Sage's condescending little shit eating grin; it irritated him. 
 
    "Well, I suppose presently you are in a bed," Sage chortled with his arms held out in a ‘behold' sort of gesture, "In a white room in a house in a city that was once called Belhaas, in a forest now called the Belhaasi Weald, in the country of Izla'Axi of the great continent of Redodra in the Eastern Hemisphere of the only world you have ever known… Duraan." Sage paused and waited for a response. 
 
    Why was he so... weird? Crinnan shook his head at the theatrics and thought about what Sage had said. 
 
    "So I’m still in the Belhaasi Weald then?" He grumbled. Sage's overly verbose manner of speaking frustrated him and that feeling worsened with the idea that he remained in the Belhaasi Weald, "Who are you with?" 
 
    "For a being in your position," Sage replied, "I should say you are quite demanding. Though I do suppose it is understandable. Why, if I were in your shoes, I should say that I would not immediately be so trusting of…" 
 
    "Who are you with!" Crinnan spat in a sudden fury. He didn't have time for a million words; he only wanted answers. 
 
    "Please elaborate," Sage drolly stated, "What do you mean, who am I with?" 
 
    "Are you with Govia? Agra? A Marauder Tribe?" Crinnan's tone was angry, and his muscles were tense. His eyes locked onto Sage, and they burned with annoyed rage. Why did the Elf feel compelled to be so damn difficult? Sage smiled lightly at the reaction he received and shook his head in response to Crinnan's inquiries. 
 
    "No, I am neither affiliated with any faction nor do I try to associate with the events of this world. I dwell alone in this desolate place that I may live freely and peacefully. I know that outside the protection of this un-monitored wilderness lies only war and pain. I, for now, have the time for neither. Tell me now, oh Black Knight of Canrom, what misfortune brought you to this great and ancient Weald when there are oh so many battles to be fought elsewhere?" 
 
    Crinnan glared at Sage suspiciously. He didn't know how the Elf knew he was a Black Knight or from Canrom. It would have been nice and easy to believe him, that he was just a do-gooder hermit trying to live in peace. Crinnan was smarter than that; he had better training than that. The Elf seemed the type who could talk his way out of or into anything or anyone he desired. Crinnan, in contrast, hated talking, he had very little charisma and usually resolved his conflicts with actions. 
 
    "I want to leave this place," Crinnan demanded, "I have business to take care of. You need to let me go." 
 
    "Then you shall," Sage placated as he stepped up to the soldier. He smiled as he looked down at the naked being and Crinnan felt a bit concerned, "Though first we must remove that catheter, get you dressed, and then fed. If you do not mind terribly, I will go ahead and…" he reached for the tube, and Crinnan kicked his arm. 
 
    "Stay the fuck back, weird-ass," Crinnan briefly cringed at his words. Where had he got weird-ass from? He sneered as a hint of color lit his cheeks and instinctively held his palm back up toward Sage. He felt a bit woozy but was able to shake it off. "Don’t touch me." 
 
    "Okay weird-ass," Sage chuckled lightly to himself and shook his head with delight, "If that is what you wish, then so it will be," Sage smiled and nodded at Crinnan. 
 
    "I understand that you do not trust me. I am no fool. That very lack of trust suggests that in spite of your lack of creativity when it comes to insults, you may very well not be a fool either. I do however hope to convey to you that I am sincere in what I am saying; thus I will say what I sincerely want you to understand. I am no enemy of yours. Now, as you know the only way you will be walking out that door is if I remove that tube, lest you wish to wander the Belhaasi Weald with a piss bag in tow." 
 
    Crinnan shook his head and sighed. Sage was right; the catheter had to come out. He supposed that the Elf wouldn't do anything weird, but he also considered the smashed cake on the floor. Finally, he relented. 
 
    "Do as you will then," he groaned in a defeated tone. He cautiously laid backward on the bed and waited, "But make it quick, I really have to…" 
 
    Sage turned a valve on the tube, then quickly tugged at it. A weird discomfort shot through Crinnan's body, causing his back to arch again. Sage grinned and took a step back. 
 
    "Done," he snorted, shaking his head. He was visibly humored by Crinnan's reaction to the procedure, "And look at that! Despite your overwhelming fear of how you would feel about another male touching your penis, you still seem to be flaccid! Congratulations, your masculinity survived! I should say you handled that rather well." 
 
    Crinnan clenched his teeth together and sat back up in bed. He didn't know if Sage was trying to get a rise out of him or what, but his antics were very peculiar. 
 
    "Am I free to go now?" he asked with a glare. 
 
    "You always were," Sage replied, "though you may want to give your medication time to wear off." Crinnan tried to get off his bed and promptly fell onto the tiled floor with a loud thud. 
 
    "And, you refused to listen." Sage crossed his arms and rolled his eyes at the sight of the helpless Crinnan on the floor, "The effects of the drugs I gave you will not wear off for a few more hours," he continued as he knelt next to Crinnan. 
 
    "What did you do to me?" Crinnan struggled to stand back up. 
 
    "I saved your life, dear boy," Sage clarified. The Elf grabbed Crinnan by the arm and raised him back up to sit on the bed, "When you are able to stand again, you will find your belongings in the cabinet just to the left of the sink." He pointed to their right and nodded. 
 
    "I will leave you to rest. Until then, I will prepare breakfast and another cake. We will say it is to wish you well on your travels. You will need a bit of food in your belly if you plan on traveling any bit of distance today." 
 
    Crinnan looked at Sage and simply nodded his head. Having calmed down from his adrenaline rush, he realized how disoriented and weak he was. By that point, he could barely hold his head above his shoulders. He knew he needed to rest and decided he was going to risk it; not that there was any real choice in the matter. 
 
    Sage could only grin at the efforts of his guest as he turned and walked back toward the door. "Would you prefer the lights off?" he asked as he stepped over the cake mess. Crinnan nodded, and Sage flipped the switch to the right of the door. 
 
    "I will begin cooking then. Please, rest and regain your strength," Sage started to close the door, but stopped halfway through. He poked his smiling head back in the room and looked at Crinnan, "Oh, and do not bother thanking me. I hate such things," He shut the door, and Crinnan let out a sigh. 
 
    "What in Hells," he mumbled as he lay in the dark. He took a deep breath and groaned at his current state of affairs. He wished he had a better grasp of what was going on, of the stranger in his company, and how he had come to be in his home. He told himself that once he could stand straight, he would get his ass out of there. 
 
    As his eyelids grew heavy, his thoughts wandered to the words he had spoken earlier. "I will find you…" he found himself repeating them. He wished he knew their meaning if there was one at all. Who did he promise to find and why? More-so he wondered when he made the promise. 
 
    His mind took him to a place he had not seen for seven years, though it was among his fondest memories. He thought of the Kamlotian forest, of being lost with a girl his age. When they finally found home, he had promised that he would find her again one day. Was that what he had dreamt? 
 
    As he chalked the words up to a mere and simple dream, he listened to his breathing and could not help but close his eyes. Ultimately, he was unable to make sense of anything and finally gave up and allowed himself to drift off to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Sarasin I 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    09:00 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    Before Sym and Syl: the Brothers of Light had seized their opportunity to shine that morning, the clouds reigned supreme in the skies over Canrom City. Blotting out the Brothers' blessing, the thick grey clouds filled not only the heavens but also the streets of the grand capital of the country of Canrom. Only a handful of souls, however, were aware of the muddled light, as it was Surra'a, the day of rest and mental preparation for the Sab'at, the day of devotion and worship of Govia's one true Goddess, Dura'Ana. 
 
    She walked alone with her head lowered; the hood of her grey cloak covered her face as she passed the few who had ventured from their homes. While she was aware of the people that she walked past, she bore them no mind. Her own had no room for any more thought. 
 
    The night before, she had flown in from Cidroska, the capital city of the Govian Empire. The citizens of Govia called it the seat of the Saviour, as it was home to their Emperor, the son of Goddess Dura'Ana. She was conveniently in Canrom City on official matters, though her mind and the path she chose to walk led her toward settling a very personal matter. 
 
    She had not seen him outside of her nightmares since she had flowered many years ago. That was the last time he had shown any interest in her. She, during their relationship, had felt honored and loved by the attention of such an esteemed and influential man. As she matured and grew into an adult, however, she discovered the real and horrible impact he had left on her. The realization, of her being naught but a toy, led her to believe that the man she had once loved was an evil person who used his facade of piety for nothing more than a means to satisfy his sick desires. 
 
    A passing car stirred the air around her and blew her cloak back, revealing her bare shoulder. She pulled the cloak shut with one sharp-fingernailed hand, pausing for a moment of respite from her thoughts. She gazed up to the heavens and sought Dura'Ana's strength. She whispered a small prayer toward the sky but was left dismayed when her Goddess answered with only thick grey clouds. She pursed her dark red lips together and wondered when the rain was going to come. 
 
    With each step drawing her closer to her target, her shoulders and mind grew heavier with anticipation. She found it difficult to stand up straight and had to stop again just to breathe. She looked down at her brown boots - all that was visible under the cloak apart from her hands and lips - and tried to count her breaths. She closed her eyes, inhaled and counted to four. As she exhaled, she opened her eyes and saw two people exiting her destination. 
 
    Male and female, each an Elf, stepped out of the Canrom City Temple of Cidro. They walked down the concrete steps hand in hand and turned towards her. Smiles were on their lips and love was in their eyes. She silently watched beneath her hood with both disgust and envy. She wondered if the two had just had their marriage blessed by the church or if they were merely happy to be near each other… she would never know.  
 
    The she-Elf rested her head on her companion's shoulder as they walked. He, in turn, wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. The two passed by while she kept moving, she did not bother to turn and see where they were going. 
 
    As she ascended its concrete steps, she took notice of the dark wood and gold trimmed doors that she had remembered walking through on numerous occasions so many years prior. The doors stood tall; high enough for even a Gaian to walk through comfortably. They were waxed and polished so well that she could vaguely see her reflection in them. Seeing her own image in the doors made her wince. She knew that all of the Govian Empire associated her with piety and power because of her position, but she had begun to grow tired of that association. 
 
    The Temple of Cidro was one of the finest structures in all of Canrom City. Thus, it was one of the finest in all of the country of Canrom. Overshadowed by only Dauid's tower which was maintained by the citizens of the city, the Temple was meticulously tended to by the Brotherhood of the Severed Tongue, a vigorously devout order of monks who voluntarily had their tongues ripped out, for they believed that idle words led to the greatest of sins. 
 
    She reached her hand out and ran her long-nailed finger across the lustrous door, leaving a small streak on the waxed wood. She wondered how much of her she had left behind those doors, how much sweat and blood… She thought of the baby that they forced from her young body. Her fists clenched, and she audibly whimpered at the memory. Without any more hesitation or thought, she pulled on the door and stepped inside. 
 
    The marble walls were tall and lined with gold; the large open room was lit only by the orange light from the candles that burned along its edges. Six white marble columns, each with a candle mounted to it, stood evenly to her left and right. Engravings in them told the story of the Ascension of Emperor Cidro, the son of goddess Dura'Ana. 
 
    Her eyes wandered to one of the columns that depicted the final battle of the Messiah Wars. She looked at it for a moment, and then to the ceiling wherein the dim light she was able to make out a mural of Emperor Cidro the Savior smiling and holding his arms open wide as a welcome to all who would enter. She had not seen the painting in many years. Despite her close relationship with his Imperial Highness Lazarus Cidro, the son of Emperor Cidro, she felt repulsed by the image. 
 
    Directly across from her, past the last pair of the six pillars, was an ornately engraved blue door with gold trim. Etched above it in gold lettering was the word "Sanctuary." On each side of the door silently stood a blue-robed and hooded monk of the Severed Tongue. Each of them held a wooden staff in their hands and did not permit anyone past the door. 
 
    The hooded woman stepped forward, the sound of the heels of her leather boots echoed throughout the room. As she walked toward the sanctuary door, she briefly glanced downward at the prayerful few who bowed before the pillars with clasped hands and lowered heads. She too had found herself in that position many times, not excluding that morning in her suite. She tried to force herself to find comfort in her faith, but as she drew nearer to the door, she felt overwhelming unrest rapidly growing within her. She was fearful of the conclusion she had come to; that after so many years of dedicated service she knew nothing. 
 
    A pink haired female Faire knelt on the floor in front of one of the center pillars, and the hooded one paused briefly and listened before she continued. The Faire was weeping, but did her best to keep silent, fearful that it would disturb the other worshippers. Her words were broken and desperate. They stung the hooded one as she pleaded with the goddess, "…let him be safe mother!…" she pleaded, shaking her head and clenching her hands together tightly. "Please bring my child home…" 
 
    The hooded one took a breath and walked around the prayerful Faire. Her prayer was painful to hear. The sorrow, the desperation of a fearful mother. In her mind, she saw an image of her younger self lying in a bloodied white dress. She saw sweat pouring down her face and joining the pool of blood and piss beneath her. 
 
    Eliss, the name she eventually gave the boy, was naked and cold as he gasped for air with his collapsed lungs. He choked on his own young mother's blood, and she lay injured and powerless to save or comfort him. She saw the father, Korros, and once again felt her heart break as she watched him brutally terminate the life that they had created together, all in the name of Dura'Ana as he had explained. As Eliss' existence quickly and violently ended, Sarasin recalled losing consciousness. She was sung to sleep by the screams of her child. 
 
    She jerked violently and tried to avoid the image that had haunted both her dreams and consciousness for so many years. A cold sweat formed on her brow, and she gritted her teeth together and continued toward the door. 
 
    As she arrived at the door, the monks crossed their staves and blocked her entrance. She pulled back the sleeve of her robe and revealed a forearm scarred from many years of self-inflicted pain. The scars, however, were not what she was revealing to them. Tattooed on the underside of her wrist were five small five-pointed stars with the center being the largest of them. The monks looked at the tattoo, returned their staves to their sides, then bowed down on one knee, lowering their heads. 
 
    "Your devotion to our Lord and Savior Emperor Cidro is pleasing to the Goddess, Dura'Ana," she spoke softly with a tone of authority and piety. The monks remained silent and unmoving. She reached out her hand and gently touched one of their shoulders. 
 
    "Please clear out the temple and return to your quarters," she commanded. "High Father Korros and I have important matters to discuss. It is imperative that we are not disturbed." The monks obediently nodded their hooded heads and immediately set to the work of clearing out the room.  
 
    Her exterior was placid. Her milky skin was calm like the brilliant white sands of the Barusian Sea of the Fallen. This sort of demeanor was second nature to her. The many years of re-education and nearly mind-crippling training she had endured ensured that, among other abilities, she learned how to keep her body still and calm under high-stress situations. Among Govian officials like her, the appearance of control was vital to maintaining the confidence of their subordinates. 
 
    Her temples throbbed. She took a breath and focused once again on maintaining her composure. For a brief moment, her hand trembled as she reached for the door handle. She held her breath; her clenched fist forced the tremor from her arm. Despite the control she had over her body, she could not keep her mind from racing. With one final mental push, she forced her hand to turn the handle and pushed the heavy door open. 
 
    The sound of her steps echoing off the black enameled floor filled the massive sanctuary. She stood silently for a moment and took in her surroundings, noticing that not much had changed over the years. 
 
    The horseshoe-shaped auditorium was gigantic, large enough to seat nearly twenty thousand souls. It was dimly lit, save for the blue-carpeted stage opposite her, which shone brightly with white light. An illustrious gold trimmed tapestry hung behind it; a blue half-circle shaped crystal pulpit stood centered on the edge of the stage. Before the stage were rows upon rows of red-cushioned pews made of dark stained wood, she recalled being forced to sit in those pews nearly every day when she was a child; forced by him. Her eyes snapped to her target. 
 
    She could see the back of his bald head sitting in the front row of the center column of pews. He sat, unmoving, even to the sound of her entrance. She snarled at the sight of him, baring her teeth with rage at the idea of being anywhere near him again. She clenched her fists together and dug her pointed nails into her palms. She nearly stepped forward but stopped dead in her tracks at the sight of a long red haired head seated next to the bald man. 
 
    The top of the girl's head reached the balding man's shoulders. Her hair was blood red; he apparently had a type. The hooded female watched in disgust as memories rushed into her mind. She thought of the all the times she had spent with him, how her young mind had been warped and molded by his hands and words. Her stomach churned, and she took a step back, for she suddenly felt less sure of herself. 
 
    She felt blood on her hands. The feeling of her nails digging into her skin was, in a way, sobering. Over the years she had found comfort in the pain she inflicted upon herself; found an escape. In the self-induced physical pain, she felt truly in control, mindful of her mortality, able to escape from the history that haunted her dreams. She dug her nails in a little deeper and cringed, not from the pain in her hands, but the sight of the young girl seated next to the bald man. In that girl, she saw herself so many years ago, from the hair to the deplorable acts she imagined were being forced upon the girl. She heard her heart tell her that if she saved that girl, she would save herself. 
 
    She released her fists and stepped forward toward the bald man and the red-haired girl. She did not make a sound as she walked but something compelled the girl to turn her head and look toward the hooded one. Momentarily, their eyes locked. The girl smiled at her and snapped her head back forward toward the stage. 
 
    "She does not understand," the hooded one told herself, "she is blind to his lies.” 
 
    She remembered her time with him. He was much younger back then. Though many years her senior, she recalled how enamored she was with him. He was handsome and powerful, confident and loving. He made her feel older than she was, wanted in a way her family could not. In Korros presence she felt valuable. It had been a wonderful feeling for her, all until the loss of Eliss. 
 
    She could have barely been considered an adult when she birthed the boy when Korros murdered him. After that day he neither communicated with or allowed her to see him again. He sent her away with Govian officials who told her she was special, that she would be powerful. Her parents and most of her family had not had an opportunity to say goodbye. They had not seen her since she left, never learned the fate of her or the baby she had carried, never learning the identity of the father. 
 
    Over the years she had used her power to protect them, despite their terrorist affiliations. Though it had been in her best interest to stay away from them, to keep her identity hidden and her life a secret from them,  she still kept their activities out of the eye of the Empire and tried to keep them safe. It was her way of making amends, her attempt to justify the life she hated so much. 
 
    "I will fix this," she resolved as she approached the bald priest. She stopped walking just behind him and saw his shoulders raise and lower from a heavy sigh. Somehow he knew she was there. Blood slowly dripped to the floor from the wounds on her palms. Her chest felt heavy, her heart beating rapidly. Sweat streamed from her temples. Finally, Korros stood. 
 
    "My, how far you have come my child," his voice rang out, still facing the stage. His voice sent shivers down her spine. Though his Humaan body had grown old and his hair had whitened and mostly left him, his voice had remained the same.  
 
    She snarled and silently glared at the man. 
 
    "Bishop General Sarasin," he leered, "May I gaze upon your face and see the woman you have become?" 
 
    She felt as if she had been reduced to her child self once again. In the presence of Korros, she felt like everything she had experienced in the past twenty years, every nightmare, every drop of blood spilled, every gun barrel she held in her mouth, all culminated into one emotion. She was afraid. She felt vulnerable. It was as if her power had been drained from her, like he had retaken hold of her and was about to shape her according to his desires. 
 
    She felt herself moving backward like her fear had taken over, and her body was trying to save her from Korros. She took a step back, and the echo from her heel filled the silence. That was when Korros suddenly turned to face her. 
 
    At over sixty years of age, his face had lost many of the handsome features she had once admired. His skin had become worn and leathery, and his cheeks sagged into jowls. Deep frown lines and crow's feet littered his face; his once blonde hair faded to white, which had receded to the back of his head. Sarasin was frozen. 
 
    He, in his blue and gold cassock, took a couple of slow steps forward, not taking his eyes off hers. He softly whistled as he approached her, stopping only feet in front of her. He broke eye contact to examine her body and shook his head with disapproval. 
 
    "A cloak is not befitting of a woman of your stature and beauty," he whispered, reaching his hand up and undoing the clasp at her throat. He gently lifted the hood from her head revealing her blood red hair beneath, which triggered a warm creepy smile. Her cloak fell to the ground, and as Korros' eyes migrated from her breasts to her face, he spoke. 
 
    "There's my girl," he purred. "Just as beautiful as I left you." He ran a leathery finger across her milky white cheek and sighed. She could not move, her entire body had tensed up, and all she could feel was the beating of her heart. She wanted to breathe but her chest was too heavy, all she could see were images of him hovering over her, his sweat dripping down on her body. They were images from the past, thoughts that tormented her daily  
 
    "What wonderful memories we share," Korros sighed, running his hand through her hair. "You are one of my favorites." 
 
    Sarasin mustered the strength to turn her head from Korros' hand and in doing so caught a glimpse of the young red-haired girl glaring at her. Their eyes locked and Sarasin realized the girl did not approve of her intrusion. Sarasin recalled her own violent feelings of obsessive possession for the man and immediately felt pity for the child. 
 
    "I assume you have some reason for coming today?" Korros asked, removing his hand from Sarasin's hair.  
 
    Sarasin, however, was not listening. She focused intensely on the girl, and could no longer hear him. He had become nothing more than background noise. 
 
    "…perhaps to say hello?" Korros pondered. 
 
    Sarasin's mind and heart raced; she questioned whether the strength truly existed in her to accomplish what she had set out to do. She continued to stare at the girl.  
 
    Korros spoke again"…perhaps you feel I owe you an apology?"  
 
    That did it. Sarasin's concentration broke, and she looked to Korros.  
 
    He wore a look that she had never seen on him before, something that resembled regret, albeit no less confident. He nodded his head and pursed his aged lips together. 
 
    "So be it, " he swallowed, momentarily looking down at the floor in front of him. He turned from Sarasin and faced the stage for a moment, perhaps to find the right words. She watched him curiously, intently, while waiting. 
 
    "I have long struggled with the… decision we made at our last encounter. I will not pretend to be something I am not. You are grown now and understand what I am. You understand my needs. But I am sure you know from the time we spent together that what I need does not make me a bad man. It is a priest's goddess-given right to choose whomever he wishes as his relief vessel as they are called. You too have that right as a bishop. I treated you fairly, loved you, and cherished you. I appreciated your sacrifice, the sacrifice of your youth, and I never took advantage of it. I would have kept you until your twentieth year had you not bore a child…" He paused and briefly looked away. A look of sick regret seemed to pass over his face, one that caused Sarasin's stomach to churn. He did not deserve to feel regret. 
 
    "I want you to know that I was deeply affected when I lost you when we had to... dispose of the child. I do not doubt that you would have been an excellent mother. But it is not the will of the Goddess that those in the priesthood parent children. You, of course, know this. Our decision to terminate the child is evidence of the amazing plan Dura'Ana has for us if we are willing to make the sacrifices. Why just look at you now!" 
 
    Sarasin looked at Korros and said nothing. He stood before her looking smugly at her as if he had just revealed some divine wisdom. She had begun to dig her fingernails into her palms again, causing more blood to flow. She thought about his words, at his sorry excuse of an apology. She thought of how he had said it was "their" decision, how he insisted that the death of her baby boy was the will of Dura'Ana. She realized then that Korros was nothing more than a fool and that she did have the strength to fulfill her self-appointed mission. 
 
    With that realization, she spoke. "Eliss," she hissed. He cocked his head out of confusion, and she took an angry step forward. She snapped her bloodied hand out and grabbed the old man's neck, digging her sharp nails into his throat. For a moment they looked at each other, his face twisted with confusion and hers intense, aflame with rage.  
 
    He flailed his arms at the sudden attack and jerked backward, wriggling himself free but leaving deep lacerations behind. He grabbed his own bleeding throat and gasped, trembling before his former relief vessel. 
 
    "You do not get to apologize," she spat. "You do not get to regret… You do not get to kill Eliss and continue living." At that, she raised her hand and called upon her abilities, the Ancient abilities that most only knew as magic. With this magic, she was able to lift his body off the ground without touching him. Hanging in the air, he waved his arms and legs wildly trying to find balance but had neither hope of it nor time before Sarasin used her abilities again to throw him into the crystal pulpit on the stage. Korros' back wrapped around the pulpit and Sarasin heard a crack. She did not immediately know whether it was the pulpit or his back that cracked but when she heard the noise, her rage grew and she let out a deep growl for she yearned to hurt him more. She did not smile, did not laugh; she was content either way. He screamed and crashed to the floor. 
 
    "I was a child," Sarasin screamed as she angrily marched toward the stage… "A fucking child. I did not owe you or Dura'Ana my youth." She jumped onto the stage and stomped her heel into his chest, producing more cracking noises that echoed throughout the room.  
 
    Korros groaned and spat blood, holding his arms out to keep her from doing any more harm. 
 
    "You killed Ellis," she snarled ferociously. She lifted her hands and once again his broken body rose into the air. With her power she hurled his body across the room toward the pews, he crashed through the backrest of one of them and onto the floor behind it, wood splintering in all directions. She jumped off the stage and hurried toward him, eager to cause him more pain. 
 
    Her body was surging with adrenaline. She had been waiting for this for twenty years, and she wanted to savor it. She wanted to replace the memories of her childhood with the memories of the brutal murder of High Priest Korros in his own sanctuary. As she neared his twisted and bloodied body, she snarled and stood over him. Once she could see his face, she knelt and spat in his eyes. 
 
    "Eliss could not move, Eliss could not protect himself." She grabbed a thick piece of the wooden pew and held it tightly in her hand.  
 
    He fearfully looked up at her as she held the makeshift club for him to see. 
 
    "Go to fucking Humaan hell," she shouted, crashing the club into his face.  
 
    Korros gasped, trying to scream, but instead choked on his own blood. He reached a trembling hand up to stop her, but he could ultimately do nothing. She brought the club down again, and he felt his nose crack and turn sideways. His forehead broke open with an audible popping sound, and the club struck one final time. Korros felt his teeth break out of his gums.  
 
    That was when she tossed the club aside and knelt to look at him. "That's what Eliss felt," she sighed, placing her bloody splintered palm on his cracked forehead. "Goodbye." 
 
    Before she could do anymore, Korros spoke, "S…see y…you… in your dreams." 
 
    Sarasin snarled with fury and released a blast from her palm that blew through his skull and into the floor beneath him. 
 
    At long last, Korros was dead, and all Sarasin could manage to do was cry. She fell backward and looked up at the ceiling. Tears streamed down each side of her face as Sarasin bitterly wept for it was finally over. She felt relief for the first time in twenty years, something which she had yearned for so deeply. With her eyes closed, she held her temples with her hands and tried to breathe. 
 
    As she lay on the floor, her head began to ache like she was having a migraine, but a blinding white light enveloped her senses. She saw an image of a person, a male pale skinned half-blood with dark brown hair and a black vertical stripe tattooed on his lower lip. She groaned for a moment, concerned about what was happening.  
 
    As if they were her own thoughts, she heard a female voice speak inside her head. "Crinnan Jamiso, Demon, terrorist conspirator under influence of the Lord of The Hells, Ashwraith, wanted dead or alive. Last known location: Belhaasi Weald. Report whereabouts or deliver the body to local Inquisitors. Praise Dura'Ana. Praise Cidro." 
 
    The white light and migraine faded, leaving Sarasin behind laying next to Korros' mutilated body. She sat up, confused by what she had seen and concerned about what it meant. 
 
    "Crinnan Jamiso…" she said to herself. She knew the name, "Demon…" 
 
    Standing, Sarasin looked around and found that the little red-haired girl was gone. She cursed and hurried to collect her cloak. She knew she had to get out of there before anyone showed up. She was sure that the little red-haired girl had reported her by then. Quickly, she snatched up her cloak and hurried toward the backstage exit. Before she left though, she turned and looked at Korros' body one last time. She spat in his direction and walked out the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Crinnan II 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    11:30 – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    The deep, rolling sound of roaring, crackling fire filled their pointed ears. The wind created by the release of the immense power surging around them blew their hair in all directions. Everything glowed in an orange or yellow hue from the abundant soul-consuming flames, yet they somehow found themselves standing calmly in the middle of it all. They were safe only because they had each other. 
 
    Above them in the pure and absolute blackness of the sky, a rift had opened. It was a blue gash in the never-ending nothingness. They felt the unknown force tugging at them, beckoning them inside. 
 
    Both wore jet black shining metal armor. He stood eye to eye with her and held her close with his dried-blood covered gauntlets. His forehead rested against hers, and they stood in silence as the fires grew larger and larger around them. 
 
    "I will find you," Crinnan promised as he looked at her. She returned the gaze and nodded, fearful of what was to come. 
 
    He shuddered in spite of the great heat that surrounded him. He clenched his teeth together, and with all of his emotional strength, he let go of her and allowed the rift to pull her in.  
 
    "I will find you!" he screamed. Her body disappeared into the darkness above him, and his eyes opened. 
 
    Crinnan jerked up in his bed. His heart pounded, and his body glistened with sweat. His breathing and the steady hum of the monitors to his right were all that he could hear in the dark room. The vivid dream lingered in his mind but was soon blotted out by his thoughts of reality. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he remembered where he was and let out a sigh. 
 
    His vigor had returned to him, and it seemed that the confusion and overall disorientation had mostly faded. Sage the Elf had been right, he truly had needed the sleep. He rubbed his eyes and blinked as he looked around in the darkness. The glow from the electronics was all that he had for light, and so he decided to stand. 
 
    His feet found the cold concrete floor, and he slowly and precisely made sure that he was able to find his balance before he attempted to walk. He felt only a mild bit of dizziness, similar to what a hangover felt like in its last hours. It was nothing to him; he had fought in battles with full hangovers before. The whole experience might have been debilitating to others, leaving them whimpering in their beds as they waited for their brains to dry out. To Crinnan though, it was nothing more than a slight inconvenience. He took in a deep breath and walked across the room. 
 
    Bright light filled the room as he flipped the switch beside the door. "Fuck," He groaned again as he shielded his eyes with his hand. He should have thought of that. His mind was running too slow; his decision making wasn't as sharp as it usually was. He allowed his eyes ample time to adjust to the intensity of the light, and as he regained his vision, he removed his hand.  
 
    He stood silently as his gaze took in the room. From the monitors at the bedside to the cabinet beside the sink where Sage had said his belongings awaited him, he looked over everything and processed it all. He awkwardly turned toward the sink, still feeling mildly unbalanced, and hobbled over. 
 
    As he approached, Crinnan caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror that was hanging above the sink. He frowned and exhaled a sort of half groan when he saw his tangled mess of brown hair that hid all but the points of his ears. He briefly tossed the hair about with his fingers and hoped it would land satisfyingly. After a moment of messing with it, an act which he was not wholly committed to, he looked away from the mirror and searched for his belongings.  
 
    Crinnan was a half-blood as they say. His father was Humaan, and his mother was an Elf. There was not much physical differentiation between a half-blood and a full-blood Elf; each typically had pointed ears and narrow noses. In height, they rarely made it to six feet tall, but never fell below five and a half feet. Elves and half-bloods, when brought up by other Elves, generally lacked in the humor department. This was a characteristic that was forged in the days before the Ancients, in the Age of Blood. In those days the Elves, being subservient to the Vampre, realized that humor did them no favors when it came to survival and became a very humorless people.  
 
    Crinnan also inherited his mother's family's famously cold demeanor. His mother was a member of the Fyres bloodline, one of the Elvish great houses. They were, historically speaking, huge assholes and in general not very fun to be around. While his mother wasn't a terrible cunt like the Ancient stories say about the Fyres Elves, she was still a bit of a bitch.  
 
    Crinnan haphazardly fell to a knee and opened the cabinet door. The hinges whined with an old cry for grease, but Crinnan gave them no regard. A white bin sat inside the cupboard, he pulled it out and set it on the floor before him and examined its contents. Crinnan felt dismayed at the size of the bin, as it was by no means large enough to hold his broadsword or armor. As he removed the items inside, he groaned to find that his assumption was correct. 
 
    He grabbed his underwear and quickly pulled them up over his legs. As he spent some time on his nether-bits, he recalled Sage pulling out his catheter earlier. He briefly winced at the thought and slipped his feet into a pair of brown cloth trousers, a pair of socks, and finally laced up his leather boots. When he unfolded his white tunic, Crinnan could not help but let out a sigh. 
 
    Though the tunic was washed and clean, a large brown and red stain covered the bottom half. Crinnan ran his finger over the stitching along the left side of the shirt; the sight of it pulled his thoughts back to the spear that had punctured his abdomen the night before. His hand instinctively traveled down to the scar on his stomach. How had he survived that? His belly twitched with pain; he groaned and sat up a bit straighter. As he pushed the thoughts out of his mind, he pulled the tunic over his head and returned his attention to the bin before him. 
 
    The last items in the bin were Crinnan's black leather gun harness and ammunition belt. He silently pulled the dual pistol harness out of the container and examined it. He immediately noticed that his revolvers were still fully loaded and clipped in their holsters. As his eyes moved to the ammunition belt, he saw that not a bullet had been removed. As he wrapped his ammo belt around his waist and slid into his pistol harness, he stood and wondered why Sage had allowed him free access to his weapons. If he had been in Sage's shoes, he would have restrained his prisoner with a bit more than a catheter, especially if his prisoner was a soldier deemed "terrorist" by the Govian Empire. The fact that everything had been so simple left Crinnan feeling a bit uneasy, nervous even. He feared that he was about to walk into a trap… 
 
    Crinnan's journey from the sink to the door, though not a long trek by any standard, was ample time for his mind to shift gears completely. He pondered over the situation in which he had found himself. The encounter with Sage, though a seemingly helpful individual, left a healthy residue of fear on his mind. He worried over what Sage had in store for him outside the room. He planned to walk out of the old white door, find the exit from wherever he was, and escape as quickly as possible. He did not intend on staying long enough to allow Sage to kill him if the Elf planned such a thing. 
 
    Crinnan's thoughts wandered to his squad, to those he would call his friends and family, for lack of better words. He thought of how he had somehow been taken from them back in the Belhaasi Weald, and of what he had to do to return to them. He cursed at himself for allowing his enemies to capture him in the first place and grew frustrated at the thought that his squad could perhaps have been ambushed. Though he would never consciously allow himself to show it, they were all that he loved in the world and in that moment it was his greatest desire to be reunited with them. 
 
    When he was but a seven-year-old boy, Crinnan's parents had enrolled him in the "Future Centurions" program, sponsored by Black Knight Base 21's renowned Century Squad. Crinnan could remember his Lord father telling him that it would one day make him a ‘great and respected warrior.' Initially, he was not invested in learning how to fight or in becoming famous, as all members of Century Squad inevitably did. He was only worried about leaving behind the only person he had any real connection with up to that point: his twin brother. 
 
    A position in Century Squad was reserved only for the best of Black Knight; each of its twenty-one members was a celebrity within the army. Infamous to its enemies, Century was an elite multipurpose squad, capable of everything from reconnaissance to combat, strategic engineering, and demolitions. In times when they were needed, they were able to command individual units and were trained to lead and fight with great efficiency.  
 
    Because of his father's influence within the army, Crinnan was among the first soldiers to be specially trained to carry out the duties of a Centurion. His father was hailed as the "Hero of Exgrane" for his actions had turned the tide of the Exgrane Liberation Wars nearly a quarter century before, and every Black Knight knew tales of the living legend. 
 
    Before the development of the Future Centurions program, Centurions were recruited based solely on exemplary service. Every Centurion before Crinnan had a story to tell about how they earned their place in the squad. Throughout his training, Crinnan was under the influence of some of the more famous Knights whom he eventually grew to fight alongside. They raised him. He grew up hearing stories of how Sir Mace survived a decrepit fortress full of crazed, bloodthirsty Vampre, or how Sir Kavin thwarted a Govian attack on his academy in South Barus when he was merely a teen. Such stories fueled the young trainees like he was; they wanted to be strong like those that came before them. 
 
    After years of trials and tribulations, after the grueling training that at times had nearly broken him Crinnan was finally among the first ever to graduate from the Future Centurions Program at the age of nineteen. He completed this feat alongside his close friends and fellow children of influential families, Alec Flinn, and Elia Sols. Though originally twenty children entered the program in his class, those three were the only ones who remained at the end. Crinnan felt proud that he had earned his place in the elite squad, but also felt a sense of dismay at the fact that he had no story like the Centurions who came before him. Despite his years of training, he felt like he had not truly earned the title of Centurion. 
 
    Crinnan reached his hand out and grabbed the tarnished brass doorknob in front of him. He turned it, and the door creaked open revealing a warmly lit hallway with stained slat wood floors and metal shelf-lined wooden walls. Cautiously, he unfastened the strap that secured the revolver that was hanging just under his left armpit. With his hand around the grip of the weapon, Crinnan eased out of the room and into the hallway. As he shut the door behind him, the aged wooden floor beneath him welcomed his presence with a deep groan. 
 
    Quickly, the Knight surveyed his surroundings. To his left at the end of the hallway was a curious rusted metal door with no visible handle. A keypad was mounted on the wall to the right of the door and above it was two light bulbs, one red and one green. At that time, the red one shone. Crinnan for a brief moment wondered what the significance of the strange vault looking door was. It seemed out of place in the otherwise simple architecture of the building. 
 
    He turned his head to the opposite side of the hallway where he could hear sounds of sizzling and the smell of bacon. He noticed what appeared to be a collection of old junk on the metal shelves that hung from the walls. Crinnan could not help but survey the antiques.  
 
    Curiously, Crinnan reached out and grabbed a device that sat upon one of the shelves. It was a small plastic silver rectangle with a black screen embedded in it. It resembled a tablet computer of some sort, one like certain members of his squad were trained to use. Crinnan was not one of those members, and so the device was foreign to him. He could feel a button on the side of it with his thumb, and so he pressed it inward. The screen flashed white and then black again, and finally, the word "Scanning" appeared on it. He watched, and after a moment the screen changed, and a message appeared "User invalid, shutting down." The device went dark, and Crinnan stared at it for a moment more before he returned it to the shelf from whence it came. "Strange," he muttered as he moved on. Most of it seemed to be Ancient technology from a time a thousand years before the one he lived in, before the Empire or the Church. 
 
    Technology was not something that Crinnan was overly familiar with at all. He was not alone in that fact, most people would have had no idea what to do with a computer or tablet if they were to find one. Modern electronics were so expensive and rare that the typical person had very few opportunities to explore their uses. There were people in Black Knight and in Century Squad whom Crinnan knew that could operate some devices, but very few had a level of mastery that was worth bragging about. 
 
    Nearly all consumer technology had been commandeered by The Church when they had ascended to power a thousand years prior. They had, over that time, obtained absolute control over all manufacturing on any significant scale and oversaw all development over new technologies. They maintained heavy regulation over companies like the Agra Triangle Corporation, one of the few and the most powerful of the corporations that were allowed to exist. By doing so, the Govian Empire was able to produce and distribute a wide array of simple commodities that the populace was allowed to purchase. 
 
    Crinnan continued onward down the wood-floored trinket-laden hallway, eventually coming to a halt where the wall opened up. As he stood in the opening, he looked to his right, where the hall continued to a dead end. He then looked down two wooden steps in front of him that led to a concrete-floored living space. The room was lined with log walls, and humbly decorated with vintage furniture. Like the rest of the house, it did not lack clutter. A grey sofa sat toward the middle of the room facing the front of the house where a fire burned in a fireplace. Above the fireplace hung an old flat-screen television. Against the far right wall sat a loveseat and lounge chair. 
 
    On the opposite side of the living room, to Crinnan's left, was a breakfast bar with two stools in front of it. Before the breakfast bar, about eight steps directly in front of Crinnan sat a circular wooden table with a brass light hanging above it. Behind the breakfast bar was the kitchen, the source of the bacon smell, and of course, Sage. 
 
    "I sincerely hope you are not already leaving," Sage called out as he slightly turned his head in Crinnan's direction, never actually making visual contact. He stood before a stove in the kitchen, the skillet before him sizzled and popped. The fork he was using to flip the bacon strip scraped against the iron; the discordant noise sent a chill down Crinnan's spine. 
 
    "I hope you like bacon," the Elf continued as his eyes returned to the iron skillet, "It would be near a tragedy to waste such a delicacy." 
 
    Crinnan scaled the two steps and waved his hand dismissively at the Elf. He kept his eye on Sage as he moved, "I don’t have the time for such things." He passed the wooden table with no intention of stopping until he found his squad at the Izla'Axi caverns.  
 
    Sage turned around, wiped his grease splashed hands off with a towel and cocked his head. Crinnan could feel the Elf's eyes on him and stopped to return the look. 
 
    "Very well," Sage tossed the towel in the sink next to him. He strutted around the side of the breakfast bar and stopped at the table, placed both palms down on it, and leaned forward toward Crinnan, "Tell me Crinnan, where is your squad?" 
 
    "Wouldn't you like to fucking know?" Crinnan was stubborn and headstrong by default. He generally did not care to hurt somebody's feelings, especially someone that he suspected could have been up to something. He held Sage's gaze, and the two locked themselves in a silent showdown for the moment. 
 
    The Elf finally tutted and waved a finger at Crinnan with a grin, "I understand. I should say that if my ignorance or your perception of my ignorance makes you comfortable, then I will oblige," He straightened his posture and rubbed his hands together, "However, I insist that you eat at the very least. Belhaas is no place to wander aimlessly with an empty stomach. Eat and leave; you will need the energy." 
 
    Crinnan stared at Sage's deep blue eyes in silence for a moment more and finally, begrudgingly perhaps, pulled one of the wooden chairs from the table and sat down. He did not know how long it had been since he had last eaten, but he was ravenous to say at the least. He recalled eating on his transport to the Belhaasi Weald, but to him, that was an entire day removed. 
 
    "Tell me, dear Crinnan," Sage declared while stepping back into the kitchen, "Does your name have any significance, or was it merely plucked from the air by your parents?" Crinnan's eyes moved to Sage's position, but his head continued to face the table. He pondered the question for a moment and decided there was no harm in answering the Elf. 
 
    "My name…" he relayed with a torpid tone…"It was my father's before me." 
 
    Sage nodded his head as he prepared Crinnan's plate, "Your father was called Crinnan then? Your father was a Black Knight named Crinnan?" 
 
    "Yes," Crinnan turned his eyes toward the wood of the table. He wondered if he was giving away too much information.  
 
    "And how many years have blessed this planet of ours with your presence?" Sage inquired as he rounded the corner with Crinnan's meal. 
 
    "Twenty-three," Crinnan softly replied as he moved his hands so that Sage had room to put the plate down. Sage walked back to the kitchen and out of view for a moment, and Crinnan looked down at the food. His dish was laden with generous portions of bacon and eggs. A triangle of buttered toast sat off to the side. 
 
    "Twenty-three," Sage sang as he appeared again. In his hands, he carried a new pink single layer cake that he had prepared while Crinnan slept. He wore a wide smile on his face and gently placed the confection down on the center of the table. Crinnan looked up at it, and then to Sage and cocked his head with a mild amount of annoyance. Sage, in response, nodded his head with what appeared to be a great deal of delight.  
 
    "What a wonderful age… twenty-three," He paused and examined the soldier with his eyes as he laid out a long knife and spatula. When his observation had concluded, he chuckled to himself, "Twenty-three then. So you must have been conceived during the Exgrane Liberation War?" Crinnan blinked and pursed his lips together. He thought that was a bit of an awkwardly worded question, but eventually, he nodded at Sage. 
 
    "I believe I am… or I should say I believe I was once acquainted with your father," Sage's eyes seemed to lose focus on Crinnan as if he were recalling a memory.  
 
    "Are you of the Jamiso family?" Another silent, careful nod from Crinnan left Sage grinning. 
 
    "The Fyres tattoo on your lip helped me piece it all together," Sage informed him, "I should say I remember your parents. Your mother had the same tattoo. She was of the great house Fyres?" 
 
    Crinnan remained silent; he was uncertain where Sage's inquiry was heading and did not want to give up too much personal information. He had not entirely ruled the Elf out as an enemy and did not want to leave himself vulnerable any more than he already had. 
 
    "Fyres and Jamiso then," Sage nonchalantly shrugged as he gazed at the soldier across from him. He went silent and seemed to think to himself for a moment. After taking a sip from the glass cup before him, Sage shifted in his seat and reached out to grab the knife that sat next to the cake. He cut into it and removed a triangle of the cake which he promptly placed on one of the two small plates he had set aside. He wanted to see if Crinnan would initiate any conversation, but the boy seemed a bit sullen and did not appear to be interested in talking. Sage pursed his lips together and leaned forward on the table. 
 
    "Your father was something of a swordsman I should say," Sage gestured to gain the boy's attention, "He gave me this in Exgrane," He moved aside his jacket to reveal his pale chest. A long, pink scar stretched from the base of his neck down to just below his bottom rib. Sage shook his head at it and let his jacket fall back down. He leaned back in his chair and waited for a response from his guest. Crinnan, between bites of bacon, nodded his head in affirmation. 
 
    "You… seem very much unlike your father," Sage confirmed as he eyed the boy, "He and I enjoyed a night of drinking before we met in battle. He was a lively fellow, sociable and likable. He spoke highly of his children, though if you were conceived in Exgrane, I do not believe he spoke anything of you." 
 
    "My brother takes after him," Crinnan didn't bother looking up from his plate. He stuffed another piece of blackened bacon into his mouth and washed it down with a drink of his water. 
 
    "Your brother?" Sage quizzed, "Your… older brother?" 
 
    "Same age," Crinnan corrected, his mouth once again full, "Twin." 
 
    "Twin brother?" Sage repeated. Crinnan nodded, and Sage paused thoughtfully, "Interesting," 
 
    "Your father is a good man," Sage affirmed, nodding and staring at the glass of water in his hand. "The night he and I spent together, the drinks we shared it all determined the outcome of the Exgrane Liberation War." Crinnan glanced up at Sage and then quickly looked away. He swallowed his bacon and grabbed another piece. Sage felt he had gained the boy's attention and so he continued. 
 
    "I was employed by the Govian army," he launched into his personal history, "I had never experienced the front lines of war from the perspective of a soldier and, well, I should say I thought that considering the world we live in and how long I have lived in it without having experienced combat… it was an itch I wanted to scratch. The Empire shipped me off to Exgrane under the command of General Hralsta."  
 
    Sage chuckled wryly and rubbed his chin, "The girl had so much anger and emotion bottled up inside of her. It all came out in the bedroom. She was quite good. Anyway, the night your father and I spoke was the night that General Hralsta breathed her last breath. I, unfortunately, happened to be in the same room as she was when your father and his squad raided her encampment. Your father struck me first, giving me this scar and then knocked me unconscious. I awoke in a pile of dead bodies outside the city with a note in my pocket saying 'you owe me.'" 
 
    Crinnan set down his glass and wiped the excess water from his lips. He nodded at Sage and pushed his chair away from the table, "Good job." he cheerlessly intoned as he stood. Sage looked up at him and smiled. The boy was a brick wall, stubborn and calloused — Nothing at all like his father. 
 
    "Well, Crinnan," Sage also stood, seemingly with the intent of parting ways, "I thank you for your company, and I wish you good health." 
 
    Crinnan nodded at the Elf and walked toward the door, "If you have, but a moment more I do have an old sword in the back that may serve you better than it has me…  I have never really required weapons." 
 
    "Sure," Crinnan agreed, looking over at the Elf.   
 
    Sage nodded and walked past him, lightly patting his shoulder. Crinnan watched the Elf walk up the two stairs that led to the hallway and then take a right.  
 
    While Sage was gone, Crinnan could not help but think of his parents. 
 
    Crinnan, being a half-blood, was a mixture of races that was strictly forbidden by Govian law. His father was Humaan, a race of people who originally came from the stars. They arrived on Duraan nearly two thousand years prior and brought with them amazing technology which they shared in exchange for permission to establish colonies on the planet. Initially, they were not able to reproduce with the planet's natives, despite being nearly identical genetically speaking. The Humaan people expected that, however, and brought with them the technology to modify their own genes so that they could reproduce with the races of Duraan if the need arose. It was another way, you could say, of expanding their race. 
 
    Crinnan's mother was pure-blood Elf. He felt that he had inherited more from her than from his father as she, though loving, was just as serious and seemingly despondent as he was. His twin brother was playful and excitable like their father, a clear contrast. Crinnan recalled being referred to on more than one occasion as the "evil twin" by his father. He smiled slightly at that thought. 
 
    As he leaned against the edge of the table and waited for Sage, Crinnan could not help but think he could hear some kind of commotion going on outside. As he listened closer, he felt as if he heard footsteps, a rustling of some type. He heard the sound of heavy boots on aged wood, the undeniable creaking. As he listened for a moment more, he heard something tap the front of the wooden door. It wasn't a knock, but more like something was being leaned up against it. 
 
    Crinnan looked over at the door and listened one final time. He heard a high pitched whirring noise and knew exactly what was about to happen. His revolvers slid clear of their holsters only a moment before a loud explosion erupted. The door blasted off its hinges and rocketed past him. He heard the sound of voices shouting outside and then watched a grenade fly through the hole that was once the door. The explosive landed on top of the pink cake that Sage had placed on the table and sunk about halfway in. Crinnan looked down at it and swore as he scrambled to find cover. 
 
    He had been found. By whom, he did not know, but he was sure he would find out shortly. He hurried for cover and had no doubt in his mind that the Elf had somehow tricked him. As he found a defensible position, he scanned the room and saw that Sage, of course, was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Cade I 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    08:00 – Village of Lithaan 
 
      
 
    The Govian-protected town of Lithaan, which was once nothing more than just another of the Agra Triangle Corporation's archaeological sites, had stood safely from the woes of the world within its reinforced concrete walls for nearly two centuries. Throughout those two hundred years, Lithaan, which rested on the Canrom side of the Canrom-Izla'Axi border, had grown from a simple point of interest to the Agra Triangle Corporation to a self-sustained community populated by plain-folk of varying levels of simple-mindedness. 
 
    The simple thatched roofs of the shops and houses did not stretch to the skies like those of the great structures of Canrom City or Cidroska. Nor were the cobbled streets designed to accommodate any great deal of automotive traffic. What made Lithaan unique was that despite their two centuries of failure, the "Point of Reclamation" of the Agra Triangle Corporation still had its eye upon the town.  
 
    In the two hundred years that had passed since the Agra Triangle first got word of the potential relic that may have rested beneath the ground, they had not yet located it. Despite that fact, however, a garrison of reclusive Agra archaeologists and their guards remained, and they were under direct command of President Cade himself. 
 
    The Agra Triangle Corporation was founded to reclaim, research, and reintegrate technology from the Ancient days into the modern world. This tri-fold purpose led to the companies structure into three business units, each led by their own Vice President and aligned with one of these pillars. Under the leadership of the late President Karna, the corporation had risen to exceptional levels of power, becoming the single largest privately owned corporation in the Govian Empire. 
 
    This power was not unchecked, however, as the Empire maintained strict oversight on the corporation in matters of the Empire laws, taxation, and adherence to the technology restrictions for the populace. In matters of day to day operations, they were surprisingly hands-off allowing AGRA to operate as they saw fit. 
 
    With the mysterious death of President Karna, that power shattered into three different factions with each of her three VPs, Deliing, Trabiaa and Cade disputing the leadership. At Karna's passing, her successor would typically have been elected by the board of directors of the corporation, but they were all found dead on the morning of the vote. Cade, her heir apparent and the youngest of the three, was accused of murdering Karna, and subsequently the board, thus sabotaging the company. However nothing was ever proven and the investors, caring more for their profits than justice, pressed all three into joint service as co-Presidents. 
 
    Over the course of four years, the three divisions of the company developed unique ways of operating. President Trabiaa's point of the triangle, "Reintegrate," was responsible for the production of goods, and he focused largely upon supplying the Empire with the tools of war. Trabiaa pushed for faster, more efficient methods of production to satisfy the Empire's seemingly endless demand for weapons. On many occasions, the Empire turned a blind eye to Trabiaa's questionable actions, as Trabiaa was able to keep a steady flow of weapons and ammunition headed to the front lines. 
 
    President Deliing, head of the "Research" point of the triangle, was more interested in expanding the Agra Triangle Corporations portfolio by creating new products for the consumer market. Such products historically included communications equipment, weapons, and computers for the Empire, and home appliances and automotive parts for the average consumer. 
 
    President Cade, represented the "Reclaim" side of the triangle and focused solely on the search for Ancient technology. Cade had invested nearly all his resources in his "guaranteed" rise to the presidency of the Agra Triangle Corporation. With the accusations claiming he murdered President Karna and the Board, he not only lost credibility with many of his investors but also most of the resources he put into his rise to power. Accordingly, the "Reclaim" point of the triangle was left crippled, limited in their efforts to recover Ancient technologies. 
 
    In spite of the recent clash between himself and his two associates, Presidents Trabiaa and Deliing, Cade's spirits had remained positive. While he had not achieved his intended goal of succeeding President Karna following her untimely death, he had at least been able to maintain his position of President of The Point of Reclamation. His perhaps overzealous actions in preparing for his takeover of the company paired with the smear campaign that launched against him following the death of Karna had not only financially weakened the Point of Reclamation, but he also found that his influence in the corporation had diminished. Cade maintained high spirits however and felt that he only needed to be patient, and it would all eventually blow over. 
 
    He sat in his transport and gazed out the window to his right. Lithaan was in view for only a few moments before his pilot Nida had flown their craft past the town. President Cade sighed and raised a gloved hand and rubbed an itch on the left side of his face which had only recently healed from a severe burn wound. He scratched his beard, which only wrapped around three-fourths of his head due to the burn, barely making it all the way up his jaw on the left side. He thought of the circumstances that had disfigured him, the "Ancient" he and his Govian associates were forced to dispatch, and ultimately, the remorse he felt for having done so. 
 
    Cade shook the thoughts from his mind and turned his head to look at the person sitting across the aisle from him. His name was Ebren, and he was in command of the Agra garrison at Lithaan. He was a fat, expensively dressed, balding Humaan who at the time was slouching in his seat and fast asleep with half of his meal still resting on his belly. Cade raised his good eyebrow at the sight of the man and shook his head. He released an audible groan of disgust at the state of his company. He did not like Ebren, neither the way his tongue slightly poked out between his lips, nor the way he handled the management of the Lithaan dig. Everything about him was simply irritating,  
 
    Cade would have him removed from the company if he were able, but unfortunately for Cade, he was employed by President Trabiaa and outside Cade's jurisdiction. Ebren was also the nephew of the late President Karna, the woman who had mentored and essentially mothered Cade after she found him when he was but a teenager. 
 
    As his aircraft descended to land, Cade could not help but think of the late President Karna. He thought of how he had grown to love her more than his mother, how truly wonderful their relationship had been. He missed her terribly. Since she was Humaan and he a half-blood, he knew he would never see her again in any form of consciousness. Another sigh escaped his lungs as they touched down and he got to his feet. Ebren jerked in his seat, tossed the remnants of his meal into the air above him, and smacked his lips together, just as he let out a giant yawn. 
 
    "My, now that was speedy!" Ebren bellowed with a gruff, cheerful voice as he wiggled himself up out of his seat. He looked down at the food and drink he had spilled onto the floor and chuckled lightly, "I suppose you must have somebody to take care of that for us, do you not?" He smacked his lips together again, and Cade looked away, scratching the back of his neck. 
 
    "Do not worry about it." Cade deflected, his voice so deep and clear that you would expect an echo to follow. Cade reached into the compartment above his seat and grabbed his sword belt and then his rifle, a nameless weapon he had reclaimed from an archaeological dig in South Barus. It was an Ancient magazine-fed long gun with a high powered digital scope that had no makers mark or identifier of any sort. It had taken him no time to restore it as it was primarily made of "Humaan's Alloy," a variation of steel that they had not been able to replicate. Humaan's alloy was virtually corrosion resistant, and in Cade's experience had a formidable chance of lasting at least a thousand years of use without any sign of degradation. 
 
    Cade slung his weapon over his chest so that it hung on his back, and buckled the sword belt around his waist. Ebren squeezed past him, slightly bumping him with his large belly in doing so. Cade closed his eyes and deeply sighed with disgust while Ebren seemed completely oblivious of his intrusion. The two made their way to the hatch in the center of the craft, which was only a few steps away. It was just in time for Nida, their pilot, to emerge from the cockpit. 
 
    "Well if it isn't the lovely bird herself!" Ebren chirped with his arms outstretched in delight. His eyes scanned her petite body, stopping at her breasts for a moment, and he licked his lips as the short brown haired Humaan pilot approached. She had an obviously swollen belly, a sign that she was carrying a child.  
 
    Ebren snatched Nida's hand and raised it to his lips, "Floating above all Duraan with the majesty and beauty of an eagle. Perhaps she would honor her company with a bird's song?" He kissed Nida's hand with a wink and a nod and excused himself from the craft, not bothering to wait for her to reply. Nida shook her head and looked at Cade. 
 
    "I hate that guy," She shuddered, wiping his saliva off on her pant leg. Her outfit was plain, a pair of brown pants and knee-high boots, and a white long sleeved v-neck shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. She had a pair of polarized goggles hanging from her neck so that she could see through Sym's light as she piloted Cade's ship. "His lips felt like two slugs trying to fuck my hand." 
 
    Cade checked to make sure Ebren was gone and approached Nida, "That fucking pig..." he reached out an arm and pulled her toward him, "Maybe this will get your mind off him," he leaned in and pressed his lips against hers. She closed her eyes and for a split second went limp in his arms. 
 
    "Ok," she came to and pushed him away with a giggle. "I've got work to do! Plus you would never live it down if anyone saw us." Cade let out a chuckle and released Nida.  
 
    She walked over to where Ebren had been sitting and knelt to clean up the mess of food he had left behind. Cade watched her for a moment before she turned around and glared at him. 
 
    "Stop looking at my ass, and go do your job!" she snapped as she reached out and pointed at the door. Cade smiled and waved as he walked toward the hatch. 
 
    "Next time you see me, I may be beautiful again," he waved and inadvertently turned the disfigured side of his face toward her, "Be good." 
 
    "I am always good," she smiled as she shooed him once again. 
 
    President Cade walked down the metal grate stairs, the heels of his heavy boots producing a metallic thump with every step. He found himself standing on the orange and brown dry, cracked ground that made up most of the Country of Canrom's landscape. Sym's light shone from the heavens, gently caressing Cade's skin. He permitted himself a brief moment of peace and closed his eyes as he took in the pleasant warmth that only the sun could provide. 
 
    "Are we ready Mister President?" Ebren asked impatiently. Cade opened his eyes and formed them into a glare. He wished to snap his hand out and wrap his fingers around his bumbling assistant's throat. He wanted to watch as his fat jelly-filled face turned blue and fantasized about it popping like a pimple. 
 
    "Lead the way then," Cade shook the thought from his head and directed himself toward his portly subordinate. Ebren nodded and turned to lead Cade onward. 
 
    Before the duo was a mound rising from the otherwise flat landscape, the mound stood nearly twice as tall as Cade who stood just over six feet, well above average among his Elvish and Half-Blood kin. As they neared their destination, the ground beneath them went from being the typical dried up orangish-brown to a lush green grass covered scape that made a perfect circle nearly twenty yards from the center of the mound. As Cade and Ebren approached the base of the mound, they briefly looked up at the giant tree that arose from the top of it. It was the Lithaani Sentinel; its trunk was a rich chocolate colored bark and a beautiful plume of green leaves decorated the top. 
 
    Ebren approached a thick steel door entrance with concrete walls that jutted from the base of the mound. He stood before the door and licked his lips as he produced a thin metal card from a satchel at his side. He reached his hand out and tapped the door with the top edge of the card. The door produced the sound of a mechanical lock releasing and then proceeded to slide open. Ebren looked to Cade and gestured for him to enter. 
 
    "After you, my lord," Ebren grunted. Cade stepped past the large steel doors and into a small dimly lit room with narrow concrete walls on each side of him. Opposite the door was a large electric elevator that had enough room on it to lift a dozen people or so. To his right sat a sleeping guard and to his left, leaning against the wall was the guard's rifle. Cade scowled at the sight and kicked the guard in his foot. 
 
    "Find something to do," Cade barked at his confused employee. "If you are sleeping the next time I see you, you will be dismissed."  
 
    The guard, a youth that could not have been any older than seventeen, jumped to his feet and hurried to grab his rifle."Forgive me Mister President," The guard nervously begged, "It won't happen again!" 
 
    "See that it does not," Cade regally stated as he nodded to the youth and made his way to the elevator. Ebren followed behind and violently pointed one of his fat jeweled fingers at the youth. The guard lowered his head in defeat and leaned his back against the wall behind him. 
 
    Cade stepped onto the steel grated elevator platform and over to a control panel on the opposite side. Ebren followed behind and closed a safety gate behind them, giving Cade a nod once it properly latched. Cade punched one of the buttons on the control panel, and the elevator rustled slightly and with a mechanical hum, began to move downward. 
 
    As the two slowly descended, Cade looked to Ebren and spoke, "I trust everything is already in place?"Ebren nodded slowly and stared forward. 
 
    "Of course," he stated, nervously picking at the hem of his vest. "We have an excellent surgeon eagerly awaiting your arrival." Cade stood silently and nodded his head. 
 
    "This… resin, as you call it, it is safe?" 
 
    "Of course it is!" Ebren exclaimed gleefully, "There is nothing for you to worry about." 
 
    Cade lifted his hand and slowly touched the burnt half of his face. He rubbed his fingers against the raised skin and over where it had depressed. It all felt so abnormally smooth in comparison to the rest of his skin. Feeling the wound made him think back to the battle with the Ancient that had disfigured him; the thought caused a wave of remorse to crash over him. 
 
    It had not needed to go the way it had. Cade believed that fact with every fiber of his being. He recalled the name of the Ancient, Leonic, and visualized not only his face but also the solid chrome faceless masks of the Govian Reapers that Cade had inadvertently led to the Ancient. He had not meant for Leonic to die. It was never part of the plan. The thought of it all manifested itself into an involuntary groan that caused Ebren to turn his head. 
 
    "Something the matter, my lord?" Ebren asked, more out of duty than of concern. Cade waved his gloved hand at Ebren and shook his head. 
 
    "The wound hurts from time to time," he waved his hand, "Nothing to concern yourself with." Ebren nodded his head and returned to his daydreams. 
 
    The elevator descended into a large chamber, nearly half a mile in length and width, and well over one hundred feet high. The floor of the chamber was composed of mostly gravel and dirt, and the walls were that of a cavern. From the roof of the chamber protruded many vines and roots, presumably from the Lithaani Sentinel. Cade looked below and saw electric lights peppering the area and a handful of bodies and machines excavating different sections of the chamber. He waited impatiently as the elevator came to a stop. 
 
    Awaiting Cade and Ebren was a white-clothed Humaan with short brown hair and a pair of black rimmed glasses. He was a skinny fellow and immediately gave off the impression that he had spent most of his life behind some protected city's walls, Cade wondered if he had ever seen a battlefield or a single Marauder in his life. As he approached, the wiry man smiled and stepped forward. 
 
    "You must be President Cade," he frankly declared as he extended his hand. Cade nodded as he grabbed the man's proffered hand and spoke. 
 
    "I am. I presume you are the doctor?" 
 
    "I am the doctor," he affirmed, nodding his head gently. "Doctor Jake Smirnov. ‘Tis a pleasure." 
 
    "‘Tis indeed," Cade let go of the doctor's hand. 
 
    "He is the finest surgeon in all of Canrom!" Ebren announced as he waddled up to the others. "I assure you Mister President; it was not cheap getting him here!" Cade cleared his throat in response to Ebren's tactless comment and returned his focus to Doctor Smirnov. 
 
    "The preparations are made then?" he inquired, "You will be able to fix… this?" He turned his head so that Doctor Smirnov could get a better look. The doctor smiled warmly and nodded his head. 
 
    "Though my expertise does come at a price," he smirked, briefly glancing at Ebren, "it is for good reason. I will be able to repair your damaged skin, and I will not have to graft it. Your archaeologists have found something quite remarkable in the sap of this tree. The healing factor of it, the regenerative capabilities… they are something like I have never before seen. In the time I have spent experimenting with it, I have learned that it is capable of so much." 
 
    "Is there any danger involved with this procedure?" Cade quizzed "Any risk?" Doctor Smirnov pursed his lips together, and his eyes seemed to go out of focus for a moment. He was thinking. 
 
    "I have seen no significant side effects thus far," he quickly promised. He raised his eyebrows at Cade and raised a finger. "However, I have had only a week to experiment. I could not tell you of any long-term side effects if they, in fact, do exist. That kind of information is years away." 
 
    "In your experience," Cade stared at the man, "Would you forecast any possibility of long-term side effects?" 
 
    "In my experience…" Doctor Smirnov repeated, "I regrettably do not feel like I could give you an answer to that question, as I have no prior experience with this resin. Resin aside, however, I can assure you that you will experience only minimal scarring following this procedure… nothing like what you are enduring at the present moment." 
 
    "Our team has been around this sap for years," Ebren informed him, "They have breathed it, touched it… they have experienced nothing unnatural. You are in good hands Mister President." 
 
    Cade ran his fingers through what hair he had left and nodded his head. "Where are you set up then?" he asked the doctor, "Let us get this over with." The doctor smiled and beckoned Cade to follow him. Ebren took a step alongside Cade, and the doctor shook his heads. 
 
    "I need only the patient," he smiled almost gently, "I would ask that you remain behind." Ebren scowled and looked at Cade. Cade nodded at Ebren, and he turned and walked away. 
 
    "Interesting fellow, that Ebren," Doctor Smirnov blandly remarked, guiding Cade across the gravel. "I have had the opportunity to speak with him on multiple occasions in the past week." 
 
    "I apologize for his behavior," Cade began shaking his head. "He is rather eccentric. His personality is most certainly not one of his strengths." 
 
    "Indeed," Doctor Smirnov chuckled. They found another set of steel doors like the ones on the surface, and Doctor Smirnov tapped the door with his metal access card. The door locks released and opened, revealing a long well lit white corridor. 
 
    "I will say that this network of tunnels and rooms is quite a remarkable find," Doctor Smirnov proclaimed as he led Cade down the hall, the sound of their footsteps echoing off the walls, "A construct of the Ancients no doubt." 
 
    "Is that a question?" Cade asked. 
 
    "It is." 
 
    "Yes then," Cade replied. "One of the Ancient corporations, Life Links it was called, had many of these structures peppered around the continent of Redodra. The one we are standing in was the first we found. You undoubtedly noticed the anomaly on the surface?" 
 
    "You are referring to the vegetation, the Lithaani Sentinel?" Doctor Smirnov asked. 
 
    "Yes," Cade affirmed. "The weapons used against Canrom in the early days of the Empire left behind the barren wasteland that Canrom is today. Before that, Canrom had lush green and yellow grass plains that stretched for hundreds of miles, with dense forests, rivers, and seas… This was around one thousand years ago." 
 
    "So what of the anomaly on the surface?" The doctor inquired eagerly. 
 
    "We believe this anomaly is created by something that I only know exists but have never found." Cade continued, "The circle of grass, the mound, and the great Lithaani Sentinel, are all exactly as they were one thousand years ago. Preserved, untouched, or untouchable… perhaps immortal. Well, we have identified three Sentinel Trees around Canrom, each of which has been thoroughly excavated… each of which has its own network of tunnels beneath. All are devoid of technology, bones, any sign of life other than the fact that the structures are here. No furniture, no books, paper, nothing at all. It perplexes us." 
 
    "I would imagine so, Mister President." The doctor stopped before a door and pushed it open, "In here, if you will." Cade stepped inside the room, and the doctor closed the door behind them. He turned toward Cade and pointed at a black reclining chair with a bright light hanging above it. 
 
    "Please sit," Doctor Smirnov gestured toward the chair. "I will begin the anesthesia." 
 
    Cade took a seat in the chair, and the doctor gently buckled a leather strap around his wrist, locking his arm to the chair. Cade watched the doctor; examined his body language for any malicious or nervous signs. The doctor appeared perfectly calm, maybe a little eager to perform the experimental procedure, but Cade sensed nothing that was a reason for alarm. He rested his head against the headrest, and the doctor secured Cade's other wrist. 
 
    "Will this be painful?" Cade wondered, staring up at the white ceiling. The doctor was down on one knee, strapping in Cade's ankles. He shook his head. 
 
    "If all goes as intended, then your level of discomfort should be minimal," Doctor Smirnov replied. He took a seat on a wheeled stool and rolled between Cade and a tray of sterilized surgical tools. "As I previously stated, the procedure should be relatively quick. Are you ready for me to begin?" Cade gave a quick nod, followed by Doctor Smirnov securing a strap across Cade's forehead and chest. 
 
    "Do you have any adverse reactions to any medications?" the doctor asked as he spun around on his stool to face his tray of tools. 
 
    "None that I know of," Cade answered with a hint of nervousness. The doctor nodded and grabbed a small vial in one hand and a syringe in the other. 
 
    "I was hoping you would say that," the doctor uncapped the syringe revealing its short hollow needle. He stuck the needle into the vial and pulled back on the plunger, "I will be administering a painkiller called Lodone. Chemically speaking, it is very similar to the illegal narcotic sugir. Unlike sugir, however, the chance of you developing a dependency after one dose is virtually zero. You may experience some hallucinogenic effects. If you do, inform me immediately. I will administer a suppressant," Cade nodded, and the doctor stuck the needle into his arm, "Relax, your arm will feel cold for a moment, but it will go away." 
 
    Following the death of Leonic, the Ancient, Cade had found it difficult to relax. In his dreams, he saw the Ancient, while awake he thought of the Ancient. Cade had betrayed Leonic, inadvertent or not, and he could not forgive himself for having done so. 
 
    "I am now cleaning the area d out around the skin we will be extracting," Doctor Smirnov kept up a running commentary. "I will try not to get any alcohol in your eye." 
 
    They had developed a friendship over the term of a couple of months. Cade had found Leonic at a pub in Lithaan, immediately sensing something different about him. Cade decided to investigate. With an Ancient device he had restored and learned how to use, he intercepted the frequency that Leonic's nanomachines gave off, and was able to translate the code. With the code, Cade was able to learn many details about Leonic's life, including the fact that despite his youthful appearance, he was nearly 1100 years old, a being from the Ancient times. 
 
    According to Govian Imperial law, Leonic's very existence was illegal. Cade knew this fact but his thirst for knowledge of the Ancient's time nullified the threat of the punishment for not reporting the Ancient. Cade befriended Leonic, and through that friendship, his knowledge grew. 
 
    Eventually, Cade's relationship with the Ancient was discovered and reported to the Govian Inquisition, the militarized imperial police force who strictly and relentlessly enforced Govian law and hunted heretics. Cade did not know who had reported him, but he had his suspicions and was intent on finding whoever was responsible. 
 
    The leader of the Inquisition, none other than Bishop General Klaus himself, visited Cade and explained the weight of the situation he faced. Klaus informed Cade that things could play out in one of two ways. Either only Leonic was going to die, or Leonic and Cade were going to die. Cade could not risk his life or his company and had no choice but to save himself. 
 
    Cade met with Leonic one final evening at the same pub they had always frequented. Leonic seemed to know something was wrong, and Cade eventually informed him of the situation. Frantic and furious, Leonic charged out of the pub only to be met by a team of Reapers, the Inquisition's heavy hydraulic armor-clad squad of Ancient hunters. Before they were able to act, Leonic lashed out with his NaNe magic, disfiguring Cade's face in the process. Shortly after that, Leonic's head was separated from his body, and his NaNe had been absorbed by the Empire, further strengthening their understanding of Ancient technology. 
 
    "I will now begin the extraction of the damaged skin," Doctor Smirnov spoke quietly, shaking Cade out of his daydreams. Cade looked over to the doctor whose back was facing him. Somehow his voice did not sound the same, yet it seemed very familiar. Cade rustled uncomfortably in his chair, and the doctor shushed him. 
 
    "You cannot possibly believe you would get away with the betrayal of an Ancient," Smirnov quietly seethed, in the voice that was not his. Cade, confused and terrified at that point, shook his hands violently, trying to wrestle them free from the leather straps that held them down. The doctor reached his arm down and picked up a scalpel from the tray before him. With his back to Cade, he spoke once again. 
 
    "You killed me, Cade," he snarled, "It was you!" At that, the doctor turned around, and Cade froze in terror. No longer did he see Doctor Smirnov's face, but that of Leonic. Without another word from either of them, Leonic stepped forward and slowly dragged the blade of the scalpel across Cade's throat.  
 
    Cade, numbed by painkillers, could only gasp for breath as the opening in his throat streamed blood down his chest. He looked into Leonic's eyes and tried to speak. He tried to apologize but nothing came out of his mouth but the blood that he knew he deserved. Within moments, he relaxed his head and closed his eyes. 
 
    Cade's eyes opened, and he gasped. Doctor Smirnov calmly raised his scalpel from Cade's face and put his hand on the President's. 
 
    "Relax," the doctor spoke soothingly, "Vivid dreams accompany the Lodone. You are just fine." Cade panted heavily and attempted to nod his head in affirmation. 
 
    "Now, I have one final incision to complete…," the doctor continued, returning his blade to Cade's face. Cade felt the blade cut his skin, but it was not painful. An odd feeling for sure, but not unpleasant. 
 
    "This may be uncomfortable," the doctor warned. 
 
    "I am ready," Cade assured. The doctor nodded and gently peeled back the skin over the left side of Cade's face. Cade closed his eyes as it tickled in an extreme way, but as the eyelids peeled off of his eye, he was forced to watch as nearly a third of his face lifted away. 
 
    The incision formed a sort of rounded triangle from just above his left eyebrow. It ran along the edge of his nose and down to the left corner of his lips. It then curved around the top of his cheekbone up to his the leftmost corner of his eye, and finally back to where it began above his eyebrow. 
 
    "How are you feeling?" Doctor Smirnov asked, leaning in to examine his patient. 
 
    "I feel like my eye is going to fall out," Cade replied, "And the feeling of air against… whatever is under my skin, is very strange," The doctor smirked and warmly nodded. 
 
    "Your eye will remain exactly where it is," he assured Cade. "We will now be applying the sap from the Lithaani Sentinel. And then we will put on the mask that will keep it all together," The doctor held up a small container of what looked like lard and began to slather it onto Cade's opened face. The resin felt very cold, and again, a bit strange. Cade was thankful for the painkillers. 
 
    "Now, the mask," Smirnov held up a piece of brown layered leather cut to exact specifications. The leather was all sewn together, and each piece overlapped the other slightly, like leather armor. Cade assumed it was like that to offer more protection. The doctor moved the mask into place, shaping it to contour to the structure of Cade's face and making sure the thin eye hole was appropriately aligned. The sticky resin beneath the mask held it in place while the doctor turned once again to his instrument table. 
 
    "Almost finished," Smirnov returned with a small metal rectangular device that had a needle poking out from one of the bottom corners of it, and a spindle of thread attached to the top. The doctor adjusted the device on Cade's face and pressed a button. 
 
    The needle pressed through the leather and into Cade's skin, binding the two together. The doctor carefully, yet quickly, guided the needle around the edge of the mask. It only took a few moments before the doctor released the button and cut the thread. He rolled back on his stool and examined his work. 
 
    "You look quite imposing," he rubbed his chin as he admired his work, "Would you like to take a look?" Cade nodded, and the doctor held up a mirror. 
 
    Cade could not help but hum at the sight of the mask over his face; he thought he looked a bit ridiculous, though imposing as the doctor had said. "Thank you," Cade sighed as the doctor lowered the mirror and released the strap over his forehead. Cade leaned his head forward and cracked his neck. As the last of the straps fell away, the doctor took a seat on the stool and grabbed one final vial and syringe. 
 
    "This is the suppressant to the Lodone. It will rid you of any further side effects," the doctor told him. He stuck the needle into Cade's arm and then discarded the syringe. 
 
    "You may feel a bit woozy for the next thirty minutes or so," Doctor Smirnov smiled, "That is normal. And you will not be able to blink for the next day or so; hopefully, your eyelids will have grown back by then." The doctor reached in his pocket and produced a small container of saline and another small capped container of pills. "You can moisten your eye with this in the meantime. I also have some more painkillers for you, not Lodone of course, but they will help with the post-op pain. I would like to have you come back here sometime tomorrow for me to examine you if that would not be any trouble. Do you have any further questions?" 
 
    "I do not believe I do," Cade muttered while standing up. He did feel a bit light headed like the doctor said he would, but everything else felt normal. He nodded at the doctor. After grabbing his rifle that was resting against the wall, he walked to the door. 
 
    As he stepped into the white, brightly lit hallway of the mysterious Ancient structure, President Cade could not help but sigh. He needed to try and get some rest, for he had been fighting against himself for too long. His betrayal of Leonic had prevented him from being as productive as he could. Cade knew he had to put it behind him. 
 
    Cade took another step, one resolute in finding a place to lay his weary head, and found himself crashing to the ground and landing on one knee. His head had begun to throb; his mind seemed under attack by wave after wave of pain. Cade could not breathe, and his vision went black. A great white light filled his mind, and as vivid and real as could be he saw an image of a person. He had pale skin and shoulder-length, dark-brown hair. His lower lip bore the tattoo of the Ancient Elven Fyres family, and a soft, emotionless female voice rang in Cade's head. 
 
    "Crinnan Jamiso, Demon, terrorist conspirator under the influence of the Lord of The Hells, Ashwraith… Wanted dead or alive, last known location Belhaasi Weald. Report whereabouts or deliver the body to local inquisitors. Praise Dura'Ana. Praise Cidro." 
 
    Cade's vision returned, and he fell forward toward the floor, barely stopping himself with the palms of his hands before his face hit. Sweat trickled from his forehead and splashed against the floor. A cold shiver ran through his body. 
 
    "No," Cade refused to believe what he was hearing. He reached his arm out and grabbed the rifle he had dropped. As he hurriedly rose to his feet, he thought only of Crinnan, the Demon. Without much more consideration, he ran down the hall, intent on immediately departing for the Belhaasi Weald. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Crinnan III 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    12:00 – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    Crinnan launched his body toward the kitchen to his left just as the grenade exploded. Shrapnel and fragments of the wooden floor flew through the air and peppered the walls and furniture. Some found themselves embedded in the flesh of Crinnan's back and legs as he leaped over the shoddy breakfast bar and toppled to the floor of the kitchen. 
 
    With a pained groan, Crinnan scrambled to his feet and double checked that he still had his revolvers in hand. He was slightly dazed from the blast and raised his guns so that their sights were on what remained of the front door. He monitored his breathing and sidestepped around the breakfast bar, moving back into the kitchen. His breaths steadied, and his mind cleared. After a brief moment, he had regained his focus.  
 
    Footsteps pounded against wood and a figure dressed in Govian army fatigues charged through the door. Crinnan fired the gun in his right hand and hit the soldier in the chest, staggering him. He shot his left gun once, and the bullet destroyed the face guard on the Govian's helmet, snapping his head backward. The attacker fell onto the floor, and his weapon skidded out of reach. Without hesitation, Crinnan ducked down and once again took cover behind the bar. 
 
    As he waited, Crinnan tried to formulate an escape plan. He had heard at least three distinct voices shouting outside and knew he was outnumbered and outgunned. While he believed he could ultimately best his attackers, the numbers were stacked against him. He knew he had to be smart; to make every shot count. The last thing that he wanted was to die in the Belhaasi Weald. 
 
    "To the right!" Crinnan heard a voice shout from outside, "Blast the windows; the Demon is inside!" Crinnan cursed as the windows were on the wall just to his left. He jumped to his feet and dove over the bar in front of him. His body crashed into one of the wooden chairs from the table that he had so recently sat at and eaten with Sage.  
 
    Crinnan rolled off the broken chair and onto his back just as the wall across from where he had been hiding exploded and blasted more debris in all directions. Another grenade promptly sailed through the hole that was left by its predecessor. Crinnan covered his head with his hands just in time for the blast. 
 
    "Check the house!" a voice shouted. It sounded muffled to Crinnan, for his ears were ringing from the blasts of the grenades, "Find the Demon, he is inside!" Still on his back; Crinnan trained a weapon on each of the holes that had been blasted into the house. He kept his breathing steady and looked directly forward, watching for movement in each of his peripherals. 
 
    Another Govian charged through the hole to his left, and Crinnan adjusted his weapon and fired. His bullet hit the side of the Govian's helmet, ricocheting into the roof and briefly leaving the soldier stunned. Crinnan took advantage of the pause and put a bullet through the soldier's face guard, killing him before his body could hit the floor. He heard a memory of the voice of Captain Bran in his head, "Always aim for the facemask!" 
 
    Crinnan quickly looked to his right, expecting to see another attacker. He did not see anyone, so he took the time to scramble to his feet. Just as he found his balance, however, a Govian charged through each of the openings, rifles raised and pointed at him. 
 
    "Well damn," Crinnan uttered as the soldiers approached. He raised his hands and stood still. 
 
    "Drop your guns, Demon!" the one on his right, the closer one, demanded with a young, unsteady-sounding voice. His hearing had returned to normal, "Do it!" Crinnan briefly watched as the soldier briskly walked toward him. He noticed that the weapon was shaking in the soldier's trembling hands and glanced over at the other soldier, noting that he had an unbalanced stance. He knew he was going to make it out of that situation just fine. 
 
    Crinnan locked eyes with the trembling soldier and dropped his revolvers. As they clattered to the floor, the Govian stepped closer. When the soldier was only a foot away from him, Crinnan quickly lunged forward. He locked the soldier's rifle beneath his left armpit and shifted the gun to point at the other soldier. The frightened rookie screamed and instinctively pulled the trigger of his trapped weapon, sending a barrage of bullets into his partner. 
 
    The standing Govian did not release the trigger even though his magazine was empty. Crinnan had seen plenty of inexperienced soldiers empty full magazines on a target in his time; he had counted on the rookie to make that mistake. Before the Govian had a chance to regain his wits, Crinnan reached his hand out and grabbed the soldier's short sword on his hip and with a shove of his left arm, pushed the soldier away from him. The soldier, still dazed from his sudden adrenaline rush, desperately raised his rifle toward Crinnan and squeezed the trigger. His efforts were met with the clicking of an empty weapon. 
 
    "Oops." Crinnan taunted as he rushed forward and planted the sword into the Govian's belly. The soldier gasped, and as he dropped his weapon, Crinnan ripped the blade from his stomach and jammed it through the side of his neck. The point emerged from the other side, and the Govian gargled and fell to his knees. 
 
    Blood gushed from his neck and onto his gloved hands as the dying Govian grabbed his throat in a desperate attempt to stop the bleeding. His head shifted up toward his attacker and blood began painting the floor beneath him. Crinnan shook his head at the pitiful mess and quickly turned to the other Govian who was trying to hold his entrails in around the massive damage done by his partner's weapon. 
 
    "Get back, Demon!" the Govian rasped as Crinnan knelt to collect his revolvers. He walked over and looked down at the soldier. Whoever sent them was stupid; they should have known that their rookies would be slaughtered. In a way, Crinnan felt bad for the Govians for they never stood a chance.  
 
    He raised his weapon and pulled the trigger without another thought. The back of the Govian's head slammed against the floor beneath him as the bullet passed through his skull. His face turned away from Crinnan, and his body relaxed, for the Govian's life had quickly and violently ended. 
 
    Crinnan wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and looked around himself for more soldiers. He had not seen any more enter the house though he thought he recalled hearing more voices outside than there were corpses inside. He stood silently for a moment and listened, unable to catch even a hint of the voices from before. He ultimately heard nothing, and upon that realization became very concerned. Where were they? 
 
    Crinnan slowly stepped backward past the ruined table and toward the couple of stairs that went up to the raised level he had come from earlier that morning. His eyes kept moving from left to right as he kept watch over the holes that had been blasted into the house. As he slowly eased his way up the steps and retreated further into the house, he saw something pass by the hole on the left. He focused his attention on the opening and aimed one of his revolvers toward it. Amid his focus, he heard the sound of movement from the hole on the right. Quickly he raised the pistol in his right hand. 
 
    "I should say…" Sage drolly commented as he suddenly and nonchalantly appeared from the hole, "My home truly has seen better days." Crinnan gritted his teeth at the sight of the Elf and adjusted his aim. Sage had betrayed his trust, and he was going to pay for it. It took no less than a second for him to set his sights on Sage's head, and before the illustrious Elf could utter another flamboyantly orchestrated word, he pulled the trigger. 
 
    Crinnan watched in disbelief as the bullet whizzed past Sage, striking what was left of the wall behind him instead. Crinnan's aim had been perfect; his sights were set precisely on where the bullet had hit the wall. Yet Sage's head was just to the left of where it had been less than a second before. Crinnan quickly adjusted his aim and fired again, yielding the same results. Once more, Crinnan fired his weapon and missed. By then, Sage was no more than six feet in front of him. That was when he realized it was not his aim that was off; it was that Sage was somehow phasing out of the way of his bullets. Crinnan shook his head and lowered his weapons. 
 
    "So kill me then," Crinnan snarled as he walked toward the Elf, "Be done with it. That's clearly what you wanted!"  
 
    Sage rolled his eyes in response, his head bobbed a bit as he did, yet he said nothing. Crinnan looked at the Elf feeling almost embarrassed and returned his silence. For a moment the two quietly stared at each other. Crinnan, with his arms hanging at their sides, could no longer contain himself. He dropped the revolver in his right hand, balled his fist and threw it at Sage.  
 
    Crinnan tumbled forward, having put his weight into the punch, and crashed into the ground. Sage, who had once again evaded Crinnan's attack, turned and stared down at the boy with a look of pity. 
 
    "Oh, stand up," Sage ordered as he extended his hand toward the Black Knight, "I understand your confusion." Crinnan batted Sage's hand away with his own and helped himself up. He angrily dusted his shirt off and the two locked eyes again. Crinnan's eyes were aflame with anger. In contrast, Sage's were cool and complacent. Neither spoke, but Sage picked up a chair that had not broken and took a seat in it. He folded his hands on his lap and took a breath. 
 
    "Since you are saying nothing," Sage spoke calmly, almost in a soothing manner, "Then I should say that I would like to go ahead and explain some things to you." He lifted his hand from his lap and extended his arm. He kept his fist open with his palm facing the roof. Crinnan watched the Elf, unsure of what was about to happen and whether he should stay or run. 
 
    "Observe," Sage demanded. Crinnan watched as a small white sphere of light appeared out of the air slightly above Sage's palm and burst into flame. The sphere slowly spun like a globe as the fire changed from orange to blue and then back to orange again. Sage stared at it with an unimpressed look, but Crinnan's eyes grew a little wider. He took a step backward, fearful of what he saw. 
 
    "This is but a small splinter of a piece of a sliver of the power of the NaNe," Sage closed his hand around the ball of flame. The fire squeezed through the cracks between his fingers and dissipated above him leaving nothing more than empty air in its wake. Sage flicked his wrist and returned his hand to his lap. Crinnan looked down at Sage's closed fist and then, without moving his head, shifted his eyes up toward Sage. 
 
    "An Ancient power," Sage told him carefully, "Knowledge passed down through the years, through the generations," He returned Crinnan's gaze, "This power moved my body before your bullets, or your fist could strike me." 
 
    "Are you with Govia?" Crinnan found himself fearfully blurting. He was desperate to know if Sage truly was his enemy as he felt fearful, though amazed, of the Elf's power.  
 
    He had of course seen the magic before, harnessed by Govia's battle mages and by a few members of his squad. What he had seen before meeting Sage was chaotic, uncontrolled blasts hurled in the direction of its target or invisible healing magic conducted by a Faire, who up to that point in Crinnan's experience seemed to be the only race of people capable of it. He had never before seen anyone manipulating or controlling the magic with any major degree of mastery, or anyone capable of dodging bullets with the magic as Sage had done. 
 
    Sage cocked his head to one side and snorted at Crinnan's questioning of his allegiance. He poked the inner side of his cheek with his tongue and briefly wrinkled up his face. With a sigh, he looked at the half-blood before him. 
 
    "Follow me," Sage beckoned as he stood to his feet. He glided past Crinnan as he made his way past the dead Govians and toward the blasted out doorway at the front of the house. Crinnan watched the Elf for a moment and could do no more than collect his dropped revolver and follow. 
 
    As the two stepped out into daylight, Crinnan could not help but shield his eyes from the brightness of the twin suns. The Brothers seemed brighter and warmer than usual, and the entirety of their beams appeared to be focused solely on Crinnan's eyes. The light felt like it was burning through his skull and he was tempted just to turn around and walk back inside. As his vision began to adapt to the light, however, Crinnan immediately realized that it was not the Brother's power that he had to worry about. 
 
    Before him scattered across the surprisingly lush lawn were the smoldering remains of the rest of the attacking Govian squad. All appeared to be dead. They were all burnt to some degree, some more so than others. Crinnan looked down at the body nearest to the wooden deck and noticed that a large chunk of the left side of his chest had been scorched to ash. He had no arm, no shoulder, and his neck was only half there. Crinnan knelt for a better look. 
 
    "You did this?" Crinnan whispered as he looked back and forth from the body to Sage. Sage bit one of the rings in his lip, and slowly nodded his head. Crinnan shook his head and returned his gaze to the soldier. Sage's magic had been powerful enough to melt completely through the left side of the Govian's metal helmet as well as his skin and flesh. Only charred black bone remained. Crinnan imagined that if he touched it would collapse into ash like the rest of him. He stood to his feet and looked to the Elf. 
 
    "You killed… all of them?" Crinnan was bewildered as he surveyed the handful of smoking bodies on the lawn. Again, Sage silently nodded. 
 
    "All but one I should say," Sage remembered and held up a finger. He turned his eyes toward the treeline which led into the dense Belhaasi Weald. Crinnan looked and saw half a body that had propped itself up against a tree. He stepped forward, cracking his knuckles and walked. 
 
    From behind the visor of his helmet, the Govian soldier complacently watched as the Black Knight walked toward him. He was terrified, not of the Black Knight, but of the Elf who had destroyed him. His eyes looked down at where his legs should have been but saw only the blackened ground beneath what was once his lower half. He looked at where his hands should be, but they were gone, burnt completely off of his arms. All that remained was his torso and upper arms. 
 
    As the Black Knight approached the Govian could hear him snorting like a bull that was preparing to charge. He remained unafraid, however. He knew the Black Knight could do him no more harm than the Elf had, and prayed to his beloved Dura'Ana that the knight take him from his misery and send him to paradise. 
 
    Crinnan stopped before the Govian and looked down at him. There was pity in his angry eyes, but not enough to comfort him. The knight reached out and slapped the unbuckled helmet off of his head, and the Govian groaned and darted his eyes upward. 
 
    "Why have you come?" Crinnan demanded as he reached his arms out and planted a hand on each side of the Govian's head. He squeezed the head between his hands so that their gazes met. The Govian, clinging to life by only a thread, breathed slowly and occasionally choked on the blood that kept creeping up his throat. 
 
    "Orders, Demon," the Govian spat a glob of blood and mucus onto the ground, "We came for you... for everything you've done.." His voice was weak and angry. 
 
    "Why?" Crinnan asked, "What do you want with me?" 
 
    "We want with you what the rest of the world wants," he coughed, and more blood burst from his lips, "We want answers." He choked again, and as he breathed heavy but weak breaths, he rested his head against the tree behind him. Crinnan looked back at Sage, and then to the Govian again. 
 
    "How many more will come?" Crinnan asked, "How many more seek… answers as you say?" 
 
    "All of them." the Govian promised as his head had begun to bob with dizziness. His eyelids grew too heavy to remain open for he had lost too much blood, and his life was fading fast. Crinnan spied a knife at the Govians hip. He reached out and pulled the weapon from its sheath. 
 
    "Is there anything else you want to say before I kill you?" A tear fell from the Govian's eye, and he nodded his head. 
 
    "I want… my mother," the Govian cried, choking not on his blood, but the lump of sadness stuck in his throat, "I am… afraid." Crinnan nodded his head, and without wasting another second, jabbed the knife through the Govian's temple. Crinnan watched the body go limp against the tree and let go of the handle of the weapon, leaving it in the soldier's skull.  
 
    "I need to get to my squad," Crinnan words were heavy, and he stood and turned to Sage. He briefly reflected on the Govian's words but had no idea what they meant. What had he done to piss the Empire off so much? He thought about that for a moment and realized that the answer could have been any among dozens.  
 
    He still did not know what to think of the Elf, but he did know that he was willing and able to kill Govian soldiers. He believed that at least at that moment, Sage did not want to kill him too. 
 
    "How do you feel?" Sage asked as he stepped up to the half-blood. 
 
    "What?" Crinnan asked, "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Do you feel anything?" Sage pressed, "Do you feel sad for the Govian?" 
 
    "He brought himself to his end," Crinnan deflected, "As we all do. He’s fortunate not to have to fight anymore. He is Govian, so he now lives in paradise." 
 
    "All true," Sage agreed readily. "But do you feel sad?" 
 
    "No. Now I need to get to the Izla'Axi caverns. Do you… do you know the way?" 
 
    Sage stared at what looked like a boy to him and nodded his head, "‘Tis a day's walk by foot," he pointed to the west. "And I should say the Belhaasi Weald is not a friendly place. 
 
    "Well I'm not a friendly person," Crinnan replied, staring into the thick woods. "I should have no problem." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Eon I 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    09:00 – Canruusi Wasteland 
 
      
 
    He was nothing. Generations came and went as he burned in the Hells, and he watched the masses join him in their collective wails of agony. He endured the dismemberment and torture of his body over and over as he waited for his chance. Eventually, it came, and in spite of his nothingness, in spite of his two deaths, he lived again. 
 
    The Brothers light shone brightly and outlined the borders of the clouds beneath him. It provided a seemingly spectral path for his travels, a road of white and blue lined with the illumination of the suns. Their light, however, provided him with neither warmth nor spiritual comfort as it did so many others. He was without flesh or faith in any higher power, save his own. 
 
    Solid ground was miles beneath him, yet his gaze was not cast downward. For despite his recent awakening and return to the world, he already felt that he had seen enough of it. For the moment he simply wanted to be free of it all, free of his blithering host, of the mindless savages that followed him, and of the confines of a mortal body. He had found in his time back that he could only find respite, ironically enough, in the heavens, away from the effects of his power and the world he dreamt of transforming. 
 
    "The third demon has arisen," he determined as he navigated his near-invisible swarm of microscopic machines through the air, "The third of his kind. The girl, myself and now the boy." 
 
    His voice was no louder than a thought, his mind nothing more than a program running in a rogue cluster of nanomachines. He had designed his "vessel" centuries before to contain his conscience in the event that his physical body longer could. He was without form and entirely self-sufficient; timeless, alive and immortal. 
 
    His host, whom he had left on the ground for the moment, was a former soldier turned miner, and Eon felt only weakened and burdened by him. He had the brute strength but not the focus to carry out his former military duties. In the century or so that Eon had been free of one, he had forgotten how truly inconvenient and limiting it was to be trapped within the confines of a mortal body. The need to eat, breathe, shit, sleep, and fuck were all things he had happily been rid of. Without such needs and debilitating desires, he had truly felt free and finally been able to develop his one real sense, his sense of self. 
 
    "Behold," his whisper of a voice declared, the sound of which could have easily mistaken for the wind, "The true plane of the damned, the lands of the dying." He looked beyond the glowing clouds beneath him and sought out the forms of the beings on the planet below. He watched them move, seemingly with no purpose; it was all very depressing to him. 
 
    "Neither wrought by the flames nor pestilence of eternal damnation," he spat as he watched, "Molded by frivolous emotion, guided by illusions of false gods. I alone am your Savior; I shall bring you to the light by casting it from your reach. Hail your true God. Hail Eon." 
 
    With that, he began his descent, his return from the heavens to the domain of the living. As he passed through the clouds, he caught a glimpse of the Brother's light gleaming off the luster of Dauid's Tower in the distance, the tallest structure in all of Canrom. 
 
    Eon remembered what the tower had been before it was claimed and re-christened by the Imperial Church. Why, he even remembered High Father Dauid and what a sniveling alien he was, for he was fueled by his pride and mad with power. Those devoted to the Empire, however, saw not an insane priest, but a passionate leader, a dutiful servant of Dura'Ana. Eon snarled at the celebration of such a weak mortal. 
 
    As his swarm descended, the wastelands of Canrom came into view. Eon sneered at the sight, for the Canrom countryside he remembered had been rich with greenery and farmlands. He recalled the livestock that used to feed on the lush fields, the flowing rivers and azure lakes that had all but dried up, and the dense patches of trees where he had played with his friends as a child. It had all but gone, and what remained in its wake could only be seen as a mockery of some of Eon's fondest, most comfortable memories. 
 
    The land Eon had once called home, the country of Canrom, was completely obliterated in the last days of the Ancients. The livestock was slaughtered and the farmlands bombarded with weapons of mass destruction and militarized nanomachines. The small farming towns and interstates were flattened overnight, the forests and bodies of water burned down and dried up. For hundreds of years after the first bombs fell, all the land to the west of Canrom City was utterly uninhabitable due to the radiation and the subsequent fallout. 
 
    Once the dust settled and the skies healed, people slowly returned to the plains of Western Canrom. They journeyed in search of a new life, but they did not find what they sought. The vegetation never returned, as the ground on which they walked was nothing more than ash left over from the nanomachines and WMDs. Instead of the farmlands they desired, they found only dead ground and blistering heat. The little water that remained was irradiated, and any life that was around had been mutated, and most were beasts in search of their next meal. 
 
    In spite of everything, many of the settlers remained in the wastelands where the Govian Empire left them alone. Since they could not produce their own food and had no real resources to trade, they eventually began to obtain the things they needed by robbing the trains and caravans that traveled through. As they became equipped to do so, they shot down aircraft that tried to fly over, raided any villages or settlements within reach. Eventually, as a means to simplify their food shortage, they turned to cannibalism. They consumed the corpses of those who were unlucky enough to cross paths with them and even herded and enslaved people as cattle.  
 
    Over time these groups of people grew large and well known, feared by any who would even dare to think of venturing into the wastelands. They were savage hordes who did as they pleased to satisfy their most primitive desires. While there were dozens of tribes scattered across the wasteland, they as a whole were commonly referred to as "Marauders." 
 
    Eon's swarm found solid ground and hovered above a large Marauder camp. He looked around at them, at their short hairstyles and tanned skin. Their trappings were crudely yet effectively constructed from goods they had plundered from travelers in the wastelands. While many were bare-chested and covered in tattoos, some wore rusted metal armor fabricated from the hulls of ruined trains and aircraft. The rest simply wore the tanned or boiled skins of those they had killed and consumed. Eon found their garments tasteless and for the most part did not approve of their savage way of life. What he did appreciate, however, was their ruthlessness. 
 
    His appointed generals, judges and any he saw fit to knight were outfitted in armor that they had stripped from fallen Govian, AGRA and Black Knight soldiers. Eon had permitted his followers to paint and modify their armor as they desired, provided they followed his color scheme of white and red and bore his sigil, a circled white eye with a flame in the iris, on their chest pieces and shields. 
 
    As he wove through his Marauder encampment, Eon became more and more disgusted with his subordinates. In his absence, a feast had erupted complete with the drum and electric guitar music he so greatly despised. His Marauders had wrangled up and roasted a few slaves over a fire, and ravenously picked apart and consumed the flesh of the bodies on the spits. Others indulged their senses in plundered narcotics and alcohol as they danced mindlessly to the music that was being performed. In his eyes, they had too much freedom. They squandered their downtime on satisfying desires, and as a repulsed Eon made his way through the horde and observed his follower's behavior, he felt compelled to bring it to an end. 
 
    Before Eon had conquered and taken command over his few tribes, public debauchery was commonplace and even part of the culture. While Eon withheld his qualms regarding cannibalism and the tanning of hides, he greatly detested open sexuality and brutally enforced his rules against it. He had a brothel tent specifically created and set aside for that kind of behavior.  
 
    As Eon floated through the mob, he passed by a pair of males who had a Vampress bridged between their crotches. Eon stopped moving and observed for a moment as one of the savages thrust ferociously into the female. He wore a look of complete absence, a face of stupor that infuriated Eon. How could somebody so boldly and blatantly defy his laws, he thought as he pondered a punishment. 
 
    The dark-skinned Vampress twisted her thin body between the two fornicators and released a muffled groan due to the obstruction in her mouth. While Eon was without a physical body, he felt the ghost sensation of his stomach churning. His impudent followers were a sickening sight, and his anger blazed. 
 
    "Such insolent acts of putrid fornication," Eon seethed, his silent voice sick with disgust, "Do my words fall upon deaf ears? Could it be that even as I, the greatest of undying specters, traverse this despicable mockery of a world in vain? The body I have commandeered, my host: a physical vessel that can be spoken to, heard and reasoned with, do I bring myself before these savages for no reason? Could it be that my loyal subjects still fall short of obeying my clear and indisputable commandments?" 
 
    Eon watched as the naked female Marauder was lifted into the air and flipped over onto her hands and knees where, with only a slight grunt of discomfort, she all but welcomed the brutal sodomization that followed. 
 
    "Such filth!" Eon roared with growing fury. "Such disobedience to my laws! Fear not, my subjects for I, your king and savior, shall rid the world of these stained and soiled souls." 
 
    At that, and with only a moderate amount of concentration on his part, Eon split his single nanomachine swarm into three smaller swarms. Though he was but one conscience, he was able to direct all three swarms with ease. 
 
    The first swarm navigated into the mouth and nostrils of the sodomizer, immediately locking his body in place mid penetration. As the female turned her sweaty head to see why the penile barrage had halted, the second swarm filled her body, and she froze. The final fornicator grabbed the female's head to thrust it back into his lap just in time for the last swarm to overtake his body. 
 
    For a moment, Eon left the three in place and allowed them only control over their eyes, for he wished them to witness their punishment, to realize the wrath that was to be unleashed on them. He wanted his entire army to witness the result of such disobedience. 
 
    "Brothers, sisters, slaves and cadavers!" the trio suddenly and loudly shouted in unison. While their voices were still their own, it was not they, but Eon who spoke through them. 
 
    "Your King, your savior, and dear friend has returned with news." The three bodies twisted out of their shameful positions and stood shoulder to shoulder, with naught moving but their eyes and lips. The music stopped, and the surrounding Marauders turned toward the curious sight and watched. 
 
    "But before we reveal the news," the three voices continued. Their tones were flat and lacking emotion, "We, with great sorrow and shame, confess before you our sins. We have betrayed the trust of his highness, the most powerful King Eon. With humble hearts, we embrace our public punishment, that you may learn from our transgressions." 
 
    "For the sins of sodomy, fornication, and public disconsideration, we forever surrender our lives." At that, their knees locked solid, and each of them stood up straight. Their fearful eyes darted in all directions, and sweat dripped down their bodies. Eon had complete control over their movement but not their emotions. They were all filled with dread for they had seen the wrath and power of their King before.  
 
    "Sir Heklaar, if you will do the honors," Eon said through the Vampress in the middle. The Marauders all turned her eyes toward one of Eon's judges, a Gaian adorned in full black and red Eonic regalia. He stood at least two heads above all the non-Gaian marauders, and his shoulders were nearly twice as broad; thrice with pauldrons. 
 
    Heavy metal armor and chain clanked as Sir Heklaar approached. The rest of the Marauders watched intently, both fearful of Eon and eager for the bloodbath that was coming. 
 
    "Sir Heklaar," Eon voiced through his temporary host, "We have committed the sin of public fornication and beg of you Eon's discipline. How will you right our wrongdoing?" 
 
    Sir Heklaar stood tall and silent. His face was hidden behind the visor of a heavy black helmet. As the most favored of Eon's judges it was his duty to decide how to punish any being Eon designated. 
 
    "Kal," Heklaar's voice was deeper than the Hells. He looked to the blonde haired Elf on his right. Eon released his grip over Kal's mind, "This is not your first taste of King Eon's judgment, Kal. You will die today." 
 
    "Ema'as," Heklaar pointed his armored finger at the Vampress in the middle. Eon released his grasp over her, and she gasped loudly, "A Vampre whore's punishment is unending death, you shall be imprisoned and stricken with the Thirst." 
 
    "Faang," Heklaar looked to the male on the left. "You have given yourself up to your lusts over and over again. You are to serve two years in the brothel tent. You shall receive no compensation for your services, only food, and water." 
 
    Kal and Faang fell to the ground and broke into tears at their sentence. They sobbed before Heklaar and Eon and begged for mercy in every way they could fathom. Ema'as, the lone female fearfully wept between, suddenly feeling shame for her actions. 
 
    The surrounding Marauders whooped and cheered as Heklaar approached the guilty. Kal, the blonde Elf, got to his knees and clasped his hands together before the judge, begging for forgiveness. He wept bitterly and desperately pleaded, but Heklaar was not shaken by the display.  
 
    "Kal," Heklaar flatly announced as he pulled a heavy looking maul from his back, "I banish thee to the Hells. May Eon show you mercy in the afterlife!" 
 
    Heklaar swung his maul into Kal's chest, caving it inward and forcing his last breath from his body. He flew backward and skidded against the dead, sandy ground for a moment before coming to a silent writhing stop. In what moments he had, Kal tried to gasp, but because of his wounds he could only lay and stare up at the clouds and at the Brothers who shone behind them. 
 
    Eon heard the dying Elf's thoughts and listened with great interest. Kal thought of his mother, the one good thing he once had in his life. He had lost her at age thirteen in Canrom City. They were caught in a crossfire between Black Knight rebels and Govian Inquisitors. Following her death, Kal was left alone on the streets. He survived for a while foraging through waste bins and pawning whatever he could manage to steal, but he eventually made his way out of Canrom City where he joined a tribe of Marauders. Without the love of his mother or any real hopes or dreams to work toward, Kal spent the rest of his short life addicted to sugir and debauchery. 
 
    Eon felt the emotions of the dying being, and as one final act of mercy, he manifested a memory of Kal's. As Heklaar crashed the head of the maul down through his face, all he heard was the voice of his mother. 
 
    "I love you, baby boy." 
 
    With the death of Kal, Heklaar turned to Ema'as, the Vampress. Behind him, two Marauder soldiers had wheeled up a wooden cart with an iron cage attached to it. Within was the wildly panting and thrashing body of a Thirst-stricken Vampre. 
 
    The Vampre people had three different forms. The Low-Vampre or regular Vampre were the first form. They were standard, average people with no abnormal strengths or weaknesses save an allergy to garlic. Nearly all Vampre in Duraan were regular Vampre.  
 
    The second form called a fledgling or Thirst-stricken Vampre was a very fragile one. The Thirst-stricken Vampre required blood which they craved ravenously; otherwise, they suffered from a temporary and extreme insanity. Their libido increased, and their physical strength and speed nearly tripled, but they developed a severe sensitivity to the Brother's light and could not stomach anything but blood and raw flesh. Very few Vampre survived being stricken with the Thirst, but if they did they advanced to the Vampre's final form.  
 
    The final Vampre form was called a High-Vampre. High-Vampre were incompatible with the NaNe but naturally immortal. Their sensitivity to sunlight decreased, their strength and speed doubled yet again, and they were capable of powers such as mind reading and hypnosis. Some were even said to have even learned advanced techniques such as flying and telekinetics. Govian law strictly forbade the existence or transformation of High-Vampre outside of government positions. 
 
    The Thirst-stricken Vampre, with solid black eyes, laid on his arched back convulsing and screaming from hunger. Foam clung to the sides of his mouth, and his skin had blistered in his short time in the Brother's light. 
 
    "Bring her to the cage." Heklaar directed with his bloodied maul still in hand. Two soldiers jogged up to Ema'as, who stood petrified by the sight of the Thirst-stricken Vampre. For a Vampre, the idea of being stricken with the Thirst was worse than death. Nobody survived it; it was a life of unending hunger and terrible pain. A soldier grabbed each of her arms and attempted to guide her toward the cage, but she resisted. 
 
    "No!" she screamed, pulling her arms free, "Please, no!" 
 
    "Walk!" one of the soldiers commanded. She refused and locked her knees in place. 
 
    "Please Heklaar, please show mercy!" Tears fell from her eyes as she dug her heels into the bloody sand beneath her, "I am one of your people, I was in your tribe. I don't deserve this; you know I don't!" 
 
    Heklaar stood and silently observed for a moment before lifting the head of his maul from the ground and brandishing the weapon in front of him. Without another word, he stepped forward. He approached the Vampress and without warning, swung the weapon down at her right knee. The sound of bone cracking echoed through the silent crowd, and her knee bent backward causing her to fall. She let out a high blood-curdling scream, and the soldiers struggled for a moment to hold her up. The observing Marauders cheered.  
 
    "Carry on," Heklaar emotionlessly commanded, as he turned from Ema'as. The soldiers obediently dragged the screaming female forward to the cage. 
 
    "Come!" the caged Thirst stricken Vampre frantically hissed as Ema'as neared. "Yes, closer! Closer!" 
 
    Ema'as reeled in terror as the iron bars of the cage grew nearer. The Vampre put his bony and blistered arm between them and reached his long-nailed fingers toward her. He wore a look of intense determination and firmly pressed his face against the bars, gnashing wildly at the meal that was coming his way. 
 
    "Please," Ema'as frantically sobbed, "Please no!" One of the soldiers silently grabbed Ema'as' arm and thrust it through the bars. The emaciated Vampre leaped at the arm, quickly digging his fangs into her. 
 
    Blood gushed as the Vampre ripped a chunk of skin and tendon from Ema'as' wrist, creating for himself a fountain of blood from which to drink. Ema'as froze with shock and stuttered a scream as the Vampre feasted on her arm. She could feel herself growing weaker as she quickly turned a ghostly shade of white. When her screaming stopped, the pupils in her eyes seemed to expand to cover the whole eyeball until they were naught but blackness. 
 
    Once her eyes had turned, Ema'as felt her two canine teeth being forced from their gums. They fell from her open mouth and landed in the dirt beneath her, adding yet another bloody stain to the area. At that point, she had ceased her screaming. As she stared into nothingness, two long pointed fangs emerged where her teeth had once been. 
 
    The Vampre drank his fill. When he was done, his eyes closed and he released Ema'as' limp arm. His black eyes rolled back into his head, and he passed out, falling to the floor of his cage. The cheering of the Marauders did not cease. 
 
    Heklaar stood silent, having observed the whole transformation. He watched Ema'as for a moment and then turned to the soldiers. 
 
    "Take her to a cage," he demanded with a sneer, "If you can, clothe her. If you are unable, so be it." The soldiers nodded and dragged her limp, comatose body away, leaving Heklaar to deal with the trembling body of Faang, the last fornicator. 
 
    "Take him to the brothel tent." Heklaar commanded, "Tie him up and make him wait. I will visit him soon."  
 
    Eon's swarm navigated through the crowd, and he examined their faces. He had achieved the reaction he desired. While they were thrilled by the bloody display, Eon heard their thoughts. None of them wished anything that had happened on themselves and Eon knew it would have a lasting effect.  
 
    He had instilled the fear of his omnipresence in their hearts and had brought a bit more order to the Marauders savage ways. He observed the animals, his pets, once again and navigated to Heklaar.  
 
    "You have done well," Eon whispered into the judge's ear, making his voice audible, "You have pleased your king," Heklaar responded with a single nod, and Eon left him. 
 
    Eon navigated his swarm through the encampment, passing over multiple tents made of the tanned hides of slaughtered animals and enemies alike. There were no permanent structures, as the Marauder way of life was dependent on mobility. Their ability to travel quickly suited Eon and his ambitions well. 
 
    Eon's destination was just beyond the motor pool where the tribe's caravan of variously modified vehicles sat. The cars and trucks were outfitted with metal plating pulled from wrecked aircraft and trains. The modifications were a necessity to travel the Wasteland and survive the inevitable gunfire they endured while raiding the trains and towns. Their suspensions had been lifted to accommodate the rough terrain, and many of their chassis had been cut to allow for passengers to easily fire their weapons. Some had plows and spikes outfitted to the front for quickly mowing through people on the ground. Nearly all had recently been painted with Eon's sigil. There was also a mix of about thirty or forty motorcycles they used for flash assaults and scouting. 
 
    A large tan and brown tent came into view, and Eon guided his swarm toward the entrance. He quickly flew undetected past the guards and came to a stop inside.  
 
    It was dark and hot within the tent. A red carpet had been unrolled over the dry, cracked dirt when it had been raised only a few days prior, and a long wooden table stood in the main room. At the edge of the table furthest from the door sat a silent figure with his head lowered in a defeated posture. 
 
    He had chains around his wrists that were bolted to the heavy table before him. His feet too were chained to the chair beneath him, and a final chain was wrapped around his torso and toned biceps. He wore an ornate black chest plate that was covered by a white tabard that had Eon's sigil displayed on it. A long sleeved black shirt covered the skin of his arms, and on his shoulders rested a set of layered spaulders.  
 
    The being's face hid behind a graphite colored mining mask with dual ventilators at the mouth. Short dark brown hair peeked out from behind the mask where the strap wrapped around his head. A jagged, devilish-looking crown composed of horns from various beasts of Duraan laid in a pool of sweat on the table in front of him. 
 
    His face was parallel to the surface of the table beneath it. The ventilators in the mask augmented the sound of his breathing, making it sound almost metallic. As Eon's swarm neared him, he quivered a bit, as he had become the only one capable of sensing its presence. He produced a metallic sounding sigh and lifted his head slightly. 
 
    "Hello," the being spat with a derisive tone, his voice carrying an eerie bit of tremolo with it. He did not bother raising his head to look, for he knew he would find nothing, "Let's just get this over with." 
 
    Eon was pleased with the being's broken demeanor. He recalled how resistant he had been when he had first taken possession of the body. He remembered the pitiful pleas for freedom, the incessant begging to see his family. Eventually, however, Eon broke him, and he became no longer an individual but a vessel. 
 
    "I…" the masked being spoke cautiously, "I saw a vision. It was of Crinnan or… the Demon as he is now called. Does this mean he lives?" 
 
    Eon remained silent. He was resolute to give the being no comfort, no hope. He watched him frustratedly fidget in his chair and then relax. 
 
    "No matter then," he shrugged after realizing he would not receive an answer, "Suppress me, tuck me away, imprison me in my own fucking body again. It doesn't matter. I won't make it out of this alive anyway." He rattled his chains out of anger and then waited. 
 
    Eon's swarm surrounded him and entered into his body through his exposed ears. The being lurched for a moment and clenched his fists as a freezing cold feeling shot through his spine. 
 
    It happened quickly. He had control one moment, and in the blink of an eye, it was all lost. The being watched as the locks on the chains disengaged and fell to the floor, and then he felt his body stand. He watched as Eon lifted his hands and examined them, and then heard himself laugh a laugh that he did not create. 
 
    "Be still, Rubaan," Eon purred. "Your Saviour is home now." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Crinnan IV 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    13:00 – Belhaasi Weald 
 
     
 
    "Behold!" Sage proclaimed as he appeared with a long white linen wrapped parcel, "One of the blades that your father wielded in the Exgrane Liberation Wars." He presented the package to Crinnan and stepped back to watch him unwrap it. 
 
    Crinnan pulled the linen off the weapon, revealing an oiled, single-edged saber with a gold and blue basket hilt pommel. He held the weapon by the handle and turned it over in his hand a few times as he examined it. 
 
    "This is Govian," Crinnan glared up at Sage, "Not a weapon my father would have carried." 
 
    "Yet it was in his hand when General Hralsta was assaulted," An exaggerated look of false surprise spread over Sage's white face, "Perhaps this is a detail I have overlooked for two decades now… Perhaps your father, Govian blade in hand, stormed the tent of the mighty General Hralsta in full Black Knight regalia only to deceive. I should say I fear the worst dear boy. I worry your father may be an agent of the Govian Empire!" 
 
    Crinnan stared blankly at Sage's ridiculous grin and shook his head, dismissing his foolishness. He looked back down at the sword and returned it to its scabbard. He clipped it around his waist and looked to the obnoxious, yet mysteriously powerful Elf. 
 
    "I am ready to leave," Crinnan once again reiterated, "I need to return to my squad." 
 
    "Your squad, yes," Sage rolled his eyes and nodded, "Century Squad, no?" 
 
    "Yes," Crinnan shifted his weight to his other leg, "You can... take me to them?" 
 
    Sage drummed his fingers on the countertop he was leaning against. He looked at the boy with an inquisitive expression, snorted and shook his head. 
 
    "I can... but tell me, boy," Sage said condescendingly, his tone implying he already knew the answer to whatever question he was about to ask. "What do you know of the Belhaasi Weald?" 
 
    "Only that it is in the way of my squad and me," Crinnan replied, crossing his arms, "What more is there to know?" 
 
    Sage superciliously shook his head and stood upright. "Much," he insisted, pointing at Crinnan. "Traversing the Belhaasi Weald will be more than a simple stroll through the woods if you will forgive the pun. There is much to contend with in these forgotten ruins." He stepped around Crinnan, never removing his gaze. 
 
    "What then?" Crinnan asked impatiently, "What must a person of my abilities worry themselves with?" 
 
    "Your abilities," Sage laughed and shook his head with amusement, "Were they enough for you last time you entered this Ancient overgrown city?" 
 
    "Last time I was ambushed," Crinnan retorted, "I was on patrol, surrounded… I fought, but was bested." 
 
    "By whom?" Sage asked. 
 
    "Many people," Crinnan recalled, "It was dark. They were in the trees, and I was alone." 
 
    "You were captured by the Toraan," Sage told him, "Consider them the Belhaasi version of Canrom's Marauders only more grotesque. Had I not found you, your body would surely be in some stage of digestion by now." 
 
    Crinnan grunted and nodded his head. "Well, thanks then," he looked away from his supposed savior. He tried to recall the faces of his attackers but realized he had not fully seen a single one of them. All he could remember was their stench, the feeling of his blood draining onto the ground, and then a sudden nothing. 
 
    "Do not put your trust in your abilities alone," Sage leaned on the ruined counter once again, "Find faith in something more, trust in something higher than yourself." 
 
    Crinnan groaned and turned around. It was already enough that Sage seemed like an overpowered lunatic of a hermit, but throwing the idea of being "evangelized" to while wandering through the ruins of a thousand-year-old city just seemed like more than he could stomach. 
 
    "Who shall I put my faith in if not myself?" Crinnan asked, "Dura'Ana? The Brothers? Igo? Who?" 
 
    Sage smiled and winked at the boy, "Me." 
 
    Crinnan huffed and started toward the hole in the wall at the front of the house, stepping over one of the dead Govians on his way. "Are we ready?" he asked, holding his hands outward, "Can we leave now?" 
 
    "We are and we can," Sage stood up from the table he was leaning on, "I suppose I will tidy up once I return. Before we leave, however, could I bother you to drag those bodies outside? I would hate to return home to the odor of rotting flesh." 
 
    "Can you not simply move them with your… magic shit?" Crinnan asked, glaring at the Elf. 
 
    "I could," Sage shrugged, "But I should say you killed them; you move them." 
 
    Crinnan sighed and walked over to the body in the center of the room, the one he had shot in the head. He grabbed the soldier by the hands and pulled him back toward the hole in the wall. He dragged him over the rubble and onto the splintered porch outside. 
 
    "Is this far enough?" Crinnan shouted back at Sage as he looked behind him. Sage shook his head and waved his extended index finger in the direction of the woods. 
 
    "Further," Sage replied, "I should say the grass is far enough." 
 
    Crinnan huffed again and dragged the Govian down the two stairs that led to the lawn. "I should say that you are a fucking idiot," Crinnan grumbled under his breath as he tossed the body into the grass. He dusted off his hands and looked back up into the house where he saw Sage laughing softly to himself. Had he heard him? 
 
    The dead body of the Govian whose face mask Crinnan had shot through floated through the air, out the hole in the wall and past where Crinnan stood. Crinnan watched silently for a moment and then turned his head over to Sage who remained unmoving, casually leaning against the splintered counter. He wore an expression that indicated he was bemused by Crinnan's reaction. 
 
    "One left," Sage pointed to the Govian whose throat Crinnan had slit, "Get him out, and then I should say it will be time to depart." 
 
    Hurriedly, Crinnan clamored inside and took hold of the dead Govian's arm. He began to drag the soldier but stopped when he noticed something clutched in the Govian's hand. He dropped the body and knelt next to it. 
 
    Curiously, he took hold of the soldier's wrist and pried his fingers open. A piece of crumpled, glossy paper fell from his hand and into the blood that had pooled on the floor. Crinnan carefully snatched the paper up and unfolded it. 
 
    The paper was a photograph, it showed an image of the soldier Crinnan had killed, but in civilian clothing. He wore a red collared shirt and denim pants and was knelt next to a brown-haired boy who looked no older than four or five years old. 
 
    "Stupid fuck," Crinnan sighed as he crumpled up and tossed the photograph onto the Govian's chest. He shook his head, feeling pity for the Govian and his son, "You fought your emperor's war and died a sorry death. You failed your child." 
 
    A violent wave of vertigo suddenly overcame Crinnan. He lost his balance and crashed forward, barely having enough time to catch himself from falling into the blood pool beneath him. His spine felt oddly cold as if it were somehow rapidly freezing. For a moment his whole body went numb. He lost his strength. And as his eyes rolled into the back of his head, he fell on top of the stiff Govian body beneath him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Da, why!" Crinnan heard the voice of a young boy wail, "Don't leave me and Mama again, you promised you would be home a long time!" 
 
    He saw a young brown haired boy, the one from the picture he had found on the dead Govian. He looked around some more and realized he was standing in the living room of a Govian house. It was the type he had seen in pictures, clean, nicely painted, and comfortably furnished with a plush red couch and television. He looked directly at the boy, but the boy seemed not to notice him. 
 
    "Da has to do his job," Crinnan heard the voice of an adult male say. The Govian he had killed walked into view, not wearing civilian clothes like in the picture, but instead outfitted in the combat armor he had died in. He too seemed oblivious to Crinnan's presence. 
 
    "I need to catch a bad person, someone who wants to hurt us," The Govian continued as he knelt and scooped his son up into his arms, "I'm doing this because it's my job to take care of you and my country… Da is going to help get all the bad people out of the world so that all little boys and girls can be happy and live good lives as you do." 
 
    "I just want you, Da," the child cried, "Other boys and girls have their own Da's to save them." 
 
    "Not all of them do," the Govian sniffled, tenderly stroking the boy's hair with his gloved hand, "Some need my help. Some need me to save them from the bad people so that they do not turn into bad people too." 
 
    The child was silent. Crinnan watched him nod his head and saw his lower lip quiver. His father patted the boy's head tenderly and walked toward the door. 
 
    "What is this?" Crinnan asked, as the images of the "vision" faded. It seemed to be swept away as if it were only dust in the wind and left Crinnan standing confused in darkness. 
 
    "My fucking memory," an unexpected voice replied. The voice sounded sullen, broken and highly irritated. Crinnan turned around and looked for the owner of the voice but found nobody. 
 
    "Who are you?" Crinnan asked, disturbed by the situation he found himself in, "What's going on?" 
 
    "I was hoping you could tell me," the voice returned, "And as for who I am, you cut my throat earlier. You killed me. You... watched me die." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crinnan jerked his body awake, and in a sudden panic, he hurriedly crawled backward. Sage closed his arms around the boy and held him tight, patting the confused soldier's shoulders and whispering that everything was okay. 
 
    "Let me go!" Crinnan shouted as he ripped his body from Sage's grasp. He panted heavily and wiped the sweat from his brow. As he pushed himself to his feet, he looked around and verified that he had returned to reality. Sage stared at him and shook his head. 
 
    "Which one of them did you meet?" Sage asked softly. Crinnan looked over at the Elf in a state of utter perplexity. 
 
    "Which one?" Crinnan repeated, shocked that Sage had any idea what was going on, "So is this… a thing then?" He looked at the soldier with the slit throat. His body lay motionless in the pool of blood, "What the fuck is going on?" 
 
    "Everything is something I should say," Sage spoke in a comforting tone, aware that Crinnan was very psychologically fragile at that moment, "But yes… what you are experiencing is indeed a thing now." 
 
    Crinnan rubbed his forehead between his fingers and released an agitated sigh. His eyes again wandered to the dead soldier whose memories he had just seen, and then promptly back to Sage, "So what am I supposed to do?" 
 
    "Worrying about it will not change what you have become," Sage answered, offering his wisdom, "Right now, I should say we need focus only on the task at hand, returning you to where you belong." 
 
    Crinnan shook his head and looked away from the dead soldier. He was overwhelmed with disbelief; he tried to rationalize his thoughts. None of what he was experiencing made any sense to him and it was pushing him beyond the point of stress.  
 
    He watched as the body of the Govian lifted into the air. More of his blood spilled onto the floor as it moved and Crinnan watched as Sage used his magic, his NaNe as he called it, to transport the body out the door with the others. When the body landed in the pile, Sage turned his focus toward Crinnan and pursed his lips together. 
 
    "Things will not be the same for you," he promised grimly, "You had a brush with death, and it changed you. Your life will never be as it once was. You have witnessed much today; I should say, much more than many of your peers will witness in a lifetime." He paused for a moment and turned to look out into his lawn, "Forgive me," he continued, "I fear I may be manifesting more questions than answers, and for that I am sorry. For now, let us leave the questions behind and venture forth into the Belhaasi Weald that we may return you to your home." 
 
    Sage stepped through the hole in the front of his house, and Crinnan followed. He felt like his mind could take no more surprises, everything he had experienced weighed heavily on him. He had no idea what to think of the vision of the soldier's family or whatever it was that he had seen. He was afraid of Sage and the reign he had on his NaNe abilities and was worried about returning home. 
 
    They walked across the lawn and Crinnan took one last look at the dead bodies. They reached the treeline, and before they crossed into the thick forest, Crinnan looked back at Sage's house. He noticed that growing behind the old home was a single tree that towered over all the others. It had chocolate colored bark and leaves that were a deeper green than he had ever seen. The tree looked healthy and strong, and Crinnan sensed a strange sort of power emanating from its ancient trunk. It wasn't his tree to worry about though, and so he shrugged and kept walking. 
 
    "The Belhaasi Weald was not always the moldy forest of ruins you know them to be," Sage commented as the two walked, "After the ancient city called Belhaas was leveled by the forces of the Church in the early stages of the war, nothing was supposed to be able to live here for quite some time. You see, Belhaas was the headquarters to many members of the Alliance of Corporations, the only power strong enough to oppose the Church, and many great corporate leaders died when the bombs fell. What the Church did not anticipate, and probably did not care about nearly as much as you and I should, was the survival of the experiments." 
 
    Sage and Crinnan crossed the treeline and stepped into what felt like a completely different world. The ancient trees stood tall and seemingly untouched. For centuries their gnarled misshapen trunks of grey and brown grew amid the irradiated soil. Their roots twisted and tangled under Crinnan's feet, and their height was enough to greatly hinder the Brother's light from touching the forest floor.  
 
    Crinnan noticed many shapes and sizes of leaves; some were as small as a coin, others as large as he. The shadowy ground was littered with layers of the decomposing leaves, fallen limbs, and crumbled remains of the city that was once Belhaas. 
 
    It had been a thousand years or so since the last bomb fell on Belhaas. Many buildings, while dilapidated and covered in mold and vines, still stood in spite of the time and destruction. The Humaan Steel that the frames of the buildings and automobiles were so expertly crafted withheld to its reputation as some of it still gleamed in what light could penetrate the canvas above. While the concrete walls of the buildings were mostly crumbled or in the process of crumbling, Crinnan was able to get a general idea of how the city may have once looked. 
 
    The asphalt roads had turned to dust and gravel and left behind the steel frames. Leaves and dirt mostly covered the frames and filled in the holes between the bars, but occasionally Crinnan would catch a glimpse of the rebar peeking through. What Crinnan found interesting was the mostly unmolested black shining divider that ran down the center of all the streets and stood nearly as high as his waist. 
 
    "Nanomachine technology had a rather chaotic infancy; I should say," Sage explained as the two crunched their way through the dead leaves, "The 'experiments' that a few of the corporations in the AOC had were nearly all underground, safely locked away from the public. Ironically enough, their imprisonment proved to be their salvation as they were not exposed to the bombs or the undead results of the chemical weapons. Eventually, the subjects escaped and somehow survived the fallout and the regenerating undead. These ruins ultimately became their city." 
 
    Crinnan heard what Sage was saying, but did not make an effort to acknowledge his words. As he drudged his way through the ruins, he found that his thoughts were too lost on the vision that he'd had. He could not help but wonder if it was some kind of weird dream induced by fatigue, or the drugs that Sage had pumped into him. Alternatively, he wondered if he had actually spoken to the person he had killed. None of the scenarios settled well with him. 
 
    "They are around, the Toraan as they are called," Sage continued, "They are constantly hunting, watching and silently waiting. While some are peaceful little monsters, most are not so. I should say you need to be on your guard… be mindful of the undead as well, though I doubt we will see any in this part of the woods. The NaNe has adapted to the parasite in their bodies and has kept both parasite and host alive for one thousand years. Those of them that have survived this long are much more than the mindless, shambling ghouls they once were." 
 
    "I will stay on alert then," Crinnan half mumbled. "I do not intend on finding myself captured again." 
 
    "As you should not," Sage replied, as he stepped on what Crinnan surmised was an Ancient decayed jawbone. Sage cringed for a moment but did not slow his stride. 
 
    "That could have belonged to anyone," he commented, "Perhaps an associate of my ancestors? I should say this city is littered with the remnants of those that once lived." 
 
    "Those that once lived." 
 
    Sage's words rang through Crinnan's head, further fueling the unsettling flames that had earlier been ignited in his mind. He thought again of the vision of the boy, the son of the Govian he had slaughtered earlier that day. He dwelt on the innocence and sadness in the child's eyes. He thought of the boy pleading with his father to remain home and recalled the same fear that had once been his own, the fear of knowing his own parents lived a life of danger, and may one day never come home. 
 
    Crinnan felt a cold jolt shoot down his spine, and it threw him off balance for a moment. A strange and curious feeling of foreign sorrow seemed to slowly envelop his own emotions. Crinnan thought the sensation odd for he himself did not feel the emotion of sorrow, but more so the presence of sorrow. 
 
    Sage watched as Crinnan stepped off balance again and paused for a moment as he leaned his shoulder up against a tree for support. He hurried over to the boy and grabbed each of his shoulders, slowly easing him to the ground. By then, Crinnan had begun to sweat from his brow. 
 
    "I should say I would like to know what seems to be plaguing you, dear boy," Sage knelt next to Crinnan, who had his face buried in his hands, "You are not well." 
 
    "I don't know," Crinnan said between heavy breaths. His spine felt icy cold, and the feelings of sorrow and vertigo were making it hard for his own thoughts to manifest. He felt the vertigo overcome him once again and as his eyes rolled back into his head, everything went black, and he crashed backward into Sage's arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Darkness surrounded him in all directions. Nothing was visible as far as he could see, and not a sound was to be heard at that moment. Crinnan felt as though he was standing on something solid, but he could not even see his own feet. 
 
    "Again?" he asked, feeling both scared and annoyed. He sighed and crossed his arms, "Why does this keep happening?" 
 
    "Hello?" a voice beckoned. The voice sounded strange, it echoed through the darkness like a ripple in the water, "Hello is it you?" 
 
    "Who?" Crinnan replied, "Who are you?" Crinnan was met with momentary silence. He could see nobody, but he could once again feel the air of sorrow he had experienced earlier. 
 
    "I am…" the voice returned, "I guess I was… Eshan." 
 
    "Eshan?" Crinnan repeated. "Are you…" 
 
    "I am the one you killed," Eshan revealed. "You saw my son, Aron… you stole me from him…" 
 
    "How are you here?" Crinnan asked, "Is this some kind of dream?" 
 
    "A dream…" Eshan reflected, "I wish it were. I hope it is… but I see through your eyes now, I feel with your skin… yet, despite my efforts, I cannot walk with your legs or reach with your arms. I can only think my thoughts and feel my feelings. What have you done to me, Demon?" His voice was dull and apathetic, lacking emotion. Crinnan found the whole situation very eerie. 
 
    "Why do you Govians keep calling me that?" Crinnan asked, "Why am I Demon?" 
 
    "Because you are!" Eshan shouted with a different tone, his voice echoing through the entire void of darkness, "You are Demon, a filthy sinner. A murderer! You have defied the ways of the Emperor and Goddess Dura'Ana, and you have bound my soul to this never-ending darkness, instead of letting me pass into Heaven!" 
 
    "Fuck you and your Heaven," Crinnan sneered, "Fuck your Cidro and Dura'Ana. You got yourself killed; you could not handle your own weapon. You emptied your whole magazine before you even had me in your sights!" Eshan fell silent. 
 
    "You robbed me of Aron," Eshan sharply whispered, "I will never see my son again." 
 
    "Yeah, well that is how this works," Crinnan said. "You are surprised that you, a soldier, died? It is not my fault. Had you not died, I would have. Don't blame me, blame Govia. Blame your Goddess. Blame yourself even. I do not give a shit… How the Hells do I wake up from this? I am through with you." 
 
    "You wish to awaken," Eshan repeated drolly. He was silent for a moment, and then Crinnan heard him laugh, "Awaken then, but only after you guarantee me that I will one day see my son again." 
 
    "I will awaken when I fucking please," Crinnan snorted. "Why would I make a deal with a Govian?" 
 
    "You will awaken when I will it," Eshan replied, "Just as you pass into this realm when I will it. Now, promise me."  
 
    Crinnan thought about it for a moment and realized that Eshan might very well have been telling the truth. He had, up to that point, received no explanation as to why he was entering and leaving the dark realm as he had been, or why he was falling unconscious. Even further, he realized that if he was just dreaming, then making promises to a figment of his imagination would do no harm, though he doubted the idea that what he was experiencing was a dream. 
 
    "Fine," Crinnan relented, "But no more of this. Do not make me fall asleep anymore. Do not make me dizzy or any of that shit. I have work to do. Promise me that and I will… find a way." 
 
    "Fine," Eshan said. "Now awaken." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Ah, there he is now," Sage declared as Crinnan slipped back into consciousness, "You see? Simply weakened by the journey, catching but a mere moment of respite." 
 
    Confused, Crinnan opened his eyes and looked to Sage. He wondered if Sage was talking to him or simply caught in a monologue. Crinnan had no problem doubting the latter. 
 
    "Do not be rude. Say hello to our guest," Sage announced as he nodded past Crinnan, "I should say, he is a most selfless individual. He wandered upon us and showed concern for your state." 
 
    Crinnan turned his head and saw a Govian soldier standing with his rifle trained on them. He groaned as the soldier turned his head and spoke into a radio clipped to his shoulder. 
 
    "The Demon is in my custody. All units on my position." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Sarasin II 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    10:00 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    She silently sat alone in a dimly lit bar. The wooden booth was sticky and uncomfortable, the floor beneath her was covered in old napkins and straws, but she didn't care. She had so much more on her mind. 
 
    Her hood was raised and her back hunched so that she could look directly into the cup in front of her. The glass of Dravink that sat on the table was tilted slightly toward her. As she gazed into the green liquid, she considered everything that had just happened, everything she had done. 
 
    Korros was dead; that much was for sure, but her satisfaction had been short-lived. The vision of the Demon had rocked her to the core, the confirmation that he had made it, that he was back on Duraan. She sighed and swallowed a drink, finally leaning against the back of the cushioned booth. 
 
    "I am going to lose everything," she whispered to herself as she disregarded her thoughts of the Demon for a moment, "That little girl, she knows my name."  
 
    Sarasin thought herself a fool. She disappointedly chided herself, how could she have forgotten about the little red-haired girl that was sitting next to Korros? She feared the child would talk, that she would tell the authorities everything. Sarasin saw no other ending to her sins; she imagined the girl was with the Inquisitors at that very moment. Gently, she placed her cup down on the dark wood table before her and looked at the bare wooden wall next to her. 
 
    "If she talks…" Sarasin whispered as she spoke to herself, "she will ruin me." She nervously redirected her gaze to one of the televisions mounted on the wall behind the bar in the center of the room. A brayball game was playing, but she had no interest in it.  
 
    She watched and waited for the news to interrupt the match. The incident would be enough to disrupt normal programming, to put the entire city on alert. She grabbed her head anxiously and closed her eyes as she looked away. 
 
    "No…" she decided, manifesting the voice of reason within her, "It is still too soon. I still have time… Lazarus will help me." She brushed her hair out of her face as she grabbed her cup again, "Lazarus will understand. He will save me." She took a drink and glanced over at the screen again, wringing her hands together nervously. She felt like she was acting insane like she was being irrational. Lazarus most certainly would have said so. With a shake of her head, she set the cup back on the table. 
 
    "Is everything alright my lady?" a female voice unexpectedly asked her. Surprised, she snapped her head to the right to find a long red-haired teenage waitress standing before her. The girl was petite and pretty with bare bony shoulders and a warm smile. Sarasin nodded her head and lifted her hand in dismissal.  
 
    "All is well," Sarasin replied. "Thank you." 
 
    "Is it?" the waitress insisted. She silently stood as if she were expecting a response. Sarasin glared at the waitress and nodded her head slowly.  
 
    "Yes, now if you will leave me…" 
 
    "Everything is okay. Even after you killed him? Have you found peace or has your mind manifested different problems to fill the void that his death left behind?" the waitress asked, "You did it right there, right in front of me. You murdered the most beloved Priest in all of Canrom, perhaps the world. Is everything okay?"  
 
    Sarasin's grip on her cup strengthened and the glass shattered. Quickly she stood up from her seat and placed her hand on the hilt of the rapier at her side. She turned to face the waitress but was left perplexed by the fact that there was nobody there. She also noticed that her behavior had garnered the attention of everyone in the bar. She reached up and pulled her hood down tighter out of embarrassment. 
 
    She once again lifted her hand in dismissal and sat down. What was going on? Was she seeing things? Her glove was soaked with Dravink, and so she removed it, revealing her long pointed fingernails. Briefly, she smiled at her manicure as she placed the glove on the table in front of her to dry. The smile quickly faded, however, and she rested her head on her dry hand and placed her elbow on the table, closing her eyes. 
 
    "Rough day?" a voice asked, not giving her time to process what had just happened. Her heart raced as she looked up and saw that the bartender had left his bar and approached her with a towel in hand, ready to clean up her mess. 
 
    "Indeed," she replied as she scooted toward the wall so that the bartender could work, "But all is well." She tried to keep to herself, but to her surprise, the bartender took a seat across from her. He was an old Humaan with thin hair and lines all over his face. Sarasin ignored him and hoped he would be quick. 
 
    "You know," the bartender scooted the broken glass into a pile with his rag, "I noticed you when you walked in. There is something different; something almost regal about you. The quality of your clothes, the way you walk… that elegant looking rapier at your side." Sarasin waited impatiently but did not speak.  
 
    "What led a person like you to a place like this today?" he continued, "Sura'a of all days, should you not be resting? That is what Sura'a is for is it not?" 
 
    "I am resting," she replied shortly. "This place is exactly what I need. Thank you." 
 
    "Well I am glad you think so," the bartender smiled as he wiped up the last of the Dravink, "But you do know, you do realize… that you are not actually here, right?" Sarasin turned her head and looked up at the bartender, lifting an eyebrow. 
 
    "What? What do you mean…" 
 
    "Something is weighing heavily on your mind," The bartender observed, "I talk to distracted folk all day. To those lost in their own minds. You, my lady, are somewhere else, in a world of your own distraction." 
 
    "Oh," Sarasin breathed a relieved sigh, "Yes…" Her mind was indeed a haze, so much so that she was afraid of speaking anymore. 
 
    "Well if you are interested," the bartender continued, looking around to make sure nobody was listening, "I have something that could help with your situation. Something to help release you from your world of distraction." He produced a small clear plastic bag filled with glimmering gold powder and tied shut at the top with a string, "For a being in a predicament such as yours, I will give you a very good price…" 
 
    Sarasin sighed and reached in her pocket, producing her Govian Military ID. She tossed it across the counter, and the bartender closed his eyes and quickly shoved the bag back into his pocket. 
 
    "Oh shit. Please…" he spoke frantically, a bead of sweat formed at his forehead, "My Lady, do forgive me. I didn't know; I'm just tryin…" 
 
    "Unless you desire to spend the rest of your days in Korgath for peddling sugir, I suggest you leave me alone," Sarasin spat with an annoyed tone, "Right now." The bartender nodded and quickly stood up and walked away.  
 
    "Wait," Sarasin called after him, not removing her gaze from the table before her. He stopped and hesitantly turned back around. 
 
    "Y… yes my lady?" He asked. 
 
    "Send the red-haired waitress back to me. I wish to speak with her." 
 
    The bartender looked a bit perplexed, "I employ no waitresses that are red of hair my lady," he earnestly promised, "You must… you must be mistaken." 
 
    "That cannot be true," Sarasin slammed her fist against the table and stood to face the bartender, "Do you understand who you are fucking with? Do not protect her! One of your waitresses approached me earlier. Where is she?"  
 
    "I… I do not employ…"  
 
    "Answer me!" Sarasin shouted. She raised an open hand in his direction. He screamed as he fell to the floor and covered his head with his arms. A couple of regulars got to their feet and started walking toward Sarasin. 
 
    "Whoa now!" A male voice suddenly shouted above the commotion. A figure quickly approached the scuffle, "That's enough of that, all is well." Sarasin recognized the short brown haired male and sighed. She lowered her hand and turned toward him, shaking her head as he drew near.  
 
    "Brother…" she sighed as he stepped up to her. He scooped her up, and she tearfully wrapped her scarred arms around him. He was a comforting sight to her on her stressful day. He held her tenderly and patted the back of her head, sensing her frustration.  
 
    "What are you doing?" He gently asked his sister as he released her, though not letting go of her arms, "Come on, let's get you out of here before you cause any more harm. So sorry everyone!" He waved everyone back to their seats and guided Sarasin toward the front door. 
 
    The brother and sister stepped out onto the city's dusty sidewalk. By that time, more people had come out of their homes and were either driving on the street or walking by the tall buildings that composed Canrom City. Sarasin and her brother stood silently for a moment before he turned to her. 
 
    "Are you okay?" he asked, looking her up and down, "Nobody hurt you, right?" 
 
    "I am fine," Sarasin replied, "I am happy to see you again Rubaan." 
 
    "As am I," Rubaan smiled, "It has been what, a year? Why I hardly recognized you. Just look at you; your hair is so long!" 
 
    "Yes," Sarasin sucked on her lower lip, "It has been too long… I am sorry for that, I have been…" 
 
    "You are an important person," Rubaan interrupted her, "I understand that, and I don't hold it against you." Rubaan grabbed his sister's hand and started to lead her down the street, "Come on." 
 
    "Where are we going?" she asked as the two walked away from the bar and past a fruit shop. 
 
    "To the pier," he informed her, "Where we can be alone… I have so much to tell you." 
 
    "About what?" Sarasin asked. 
 
    "Things…" Rubaan shrugged his shoulders. His expression looked distressed, and it sparked her curiosity, "Things have happened. I only have the faintest idea of what they mean. It is something I couldn't tell you on the phone… dangerous stuff, you know?" 
 
    "Are you okay?" Sarasin asked, "Is your family okay?" 
 
    "I… I suppose for now…" Rubaan insisted as they approached a run down looking car, "Here we are." Sarasin chuckled when she saw the car Rubaan had led them to.  
 
    The two stood before an old red coupe. The thing looked like it should have been recycled many years ago as it was covered in dents scrapes and scratches. The front fender was black, as it had been replaced long ago, and patches of rust peppered the rest of the body. Sarasin saw a dent on the rear bumper, sparking a memory, and smiled as she shook her head. 
 
    "Same old Caroset. Father's old car… you know all you have to do is ask, and I would buy you something newer."  
 
    "No way," Rubaan immediately objected, "I don't accept handouts. You know that. Besides, I keep this old girl running pretty well. Well, me and Dauid… mostly Dauid… Dauid keeps it running." 
 
    "Dauid?" Sarasin remembered the old man working on her father's car when she was a child. She hated sitting in his shop and waiting, "That blind old one-handed Humaan that should have died twenty years ago? He is still alive?" 
 
    "He is," Rubaan chuckled as he raked his mind for the proper phrasing, "Just as crazy and drunk as ever." 
 
    "Indeed?" Sarasin took a seat in Rubaan's car, slamming the door shut behind her. The door popped on its hinges and made her jump at the sudden noise. Her brother smiled as he hopped into the driver seat and closed his own door. When his look of delight faded, he suddenly let out a sigh. Sarasin could tell something was bothering him. 
 
    "How are mother and father?" Sarasin asked, changing the subject. 
 
    "Mother and father are fine," Rubaan replied, "Little Alma is doing well. She is beautiful, has red hair like you. She's only a few months younger than my son." 
 
    "Alma," Sarasin reflected, "My little sister. How I wish I could meet her one day… how is Roc? I have yet to see him." 
 
    "Healthy," Rubaan grinned as he thought of his son, "Happy. He's crazy he tears the whole apartment up and tries to eat everything. You know, it wouldn't hurt for you to come by and see mother and father. You could meet Alma and Roc. You haven't even met my wife yet." 
 
    "All for good reason," Sarasin regretfully told him, "Mother and Father believe me to be dead. They have believed it for years. For them to know that I am who I am would be too much for them. Plus, being seen with me could potentially put everyone in danger."   
 
    "Oh but fuck me though right?" Rubaan teased as he cocked his head at his sister. Sarasin rolled her eyes and looked at him with a playful smile. 
 
    "I'm disguised, you ass," She rebutted, "Nobody knows who I am." 
 
    "Or so you think," Rubaan thought a moment and pulled out into the street, "You may be surprised."  Sarasin watched the look of distress suddenly return to his face and turned toward her brother. She wore a concerned expression as she hiked her feet up into the seat.  
 
    "What is the matter?" She asked, "What is bothering you so much?" 
 
    Rubaan took a deep breath, and his nostrils flared, "I'm that easy to read, huh?" He forced a fake smile and kept his head forward and his eyes on the road, "Weird things are happening Sayraa. I mean, truly weird and evil things are happening." 
 
    "What do you mean?"  
 
    "There is so much to tell…" Rubaan replied evenly. He took a right and continued driving toward the pier, "There are so many things that have happened to me that I can't explain in our short time together today. It's all so unbelievable, things that sound like they are out of a story… you'll think me crazy, Sayraa. I have witnessed a malevolent force arriving on this planet with an evil power that we cannot begin to understand…" He paused for a moment to find his words and his expression went very serious, "Did you see the… Demon vision?" 
 
    Sarasin thought back to the sudden vision she saw after killing Korros. The one of Crinnan the Demon. She knew what it meant; she knew who he was.  
 
    "I did," Sarasin replied, perplexed by what Rubaan was saying. 
 
    "What does it mean?" Rubaan asked, "I saw it this morning. I saw the image; none of it made sense." 
 
    "The Empire seems to have broadcasted a message across the NaNe," Sarasin explained, "It is something they have been trying to figure out for years now. I guess they finally perfected it... in mainland Govia, he is all over the news. He murdered so many people; over one hundred thousand others are trapped because of his actions. He is Govia's most wanted terrorist now." 
 
    "How?" Rubaan seemed befuddled by her explanation, "How is any of that possible?" 
 
    "I couldn't begin to explain to you the intricacies of it," Sarasin looked out her window and watched the buildings pass by, "But he has done something that has completely rocked the Empire to the core. They still haven't recovered." 
 
    Rubaan took in a deep sigh and shook his head with disbelief. He turned the car down another street and spoke. 
 
    "I think… well I mean, it all has to be connected somehow. Call me crazy, but the Demon… the things going on with me, the things I have seen… I think everything is connected and something very bad is about to happen."  
 
    "Something bad?" Sarasin asked inquisitively, "Like what?" 
 
    "I have no idea," Rubaan glowered, "But I wouldn't be surprised if the whole damn world ended." Sarasin nodded silently, and Rubaan pulled into a parking spot as the two finally arrived at the pier. He shifted the car into park, and the two sat silently for a moment. 
 
    "Let's speak by the water for a few minutes," he decided as he turned off the engine, "You can tell me more about what is going on with you."  
 
    Canrom city was situated on the southern coast of the Great Vikith Sea, a large body of saltwater nearly twenty times the size of the city. Clustered before the two were many docks and boats of varying sizes and purposes. Gulls flew overhead, honking at one another and occasionally dipped into the water for a meal. The brother and sister walked up to a wooden bench from where they could see the whole pier and took a seat.  
 
    "I have something to confess, Sayraa," Rubaan declared as he got comfortable. He looked over at his sister, and she gave him a curious look. 
 
    "I have been thinking on this for quite some time. I mean, ever since everything happened to me, and though it may seem insignificant… I am rejoining the army," Rubaan looked down at his hands, and nodded his head thoughtfully, "It is what I feel I must do to prepare for what is to come. For now, I am a member of mother's guard, but soon I will be sent to work with Commander Xian at Base 21." 
 
    "Indeed," Sarasin tried to withhold judgment. She was concerned with the way her brother was speaking, and with his decision to become a member of Black Knight, "I suppose I will have to watch out for you on the battlefield then." She let out a troubled sigh and shook her head, "Oh how you complicate my life." 
 
    "Me?" Rubaan asked with a chuckle, "Never." The two laughed, and Sarasin leaned into Rubaan. They sat for a moment and watched the water and Rubaan gently wrapped his arm around his sister and rested his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    "I killed a man today," Sarasin suddenly whispered, "I killed an evil man." 
 
    "If he was evil, then he deserved it. The world is better off," Rubaan pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, "Who was it?" 
 
    Sarasin pursed her lips together as she replayed the morning's events in her head. She saw him again, his smiling face, his bald head. She watched herself throw him like a doll through the Sanctuary and finally saw his bleeding and broken face as she blasted through his skull. 
 
    "High Priest Korros," Sarasin bit her lip as she admitted to her crime. Rubaan's eyes grew wide, and he glanced up from lighting his cigarette, but only for a moment. He lit the cigarette, took a drag and exhaled. 
 
    "By the Brothers, Sayraa," he anxiously rubbed his chin with his free hand, "The entire planet loves that man." 
 
    "Yeah…" Sarasin snorted, "The entire planet except for me… he is the one I told you about, the one who…" 
 
    "You don't need to finish that sentence," Rubaan held up a hand to shush her, "I kind of just put all that together. So what is the likelihood of you getting in any trouble?" 
 
    "I do not know," she whined as her fingernails flirted with puncturing the skin of her palms, "The only people who saw me at the Temple were two Monks of The Severed Tongue, and a little girl… she heard Korros say my name." 
 
    "Monks don't break their vows," Rubaan took another drag from his cigarette, "They can't. They have no tongue. And the government doesn't listen to little girls... you know that. I think you will end up okay." The two sat for a while and silently stared out at the pier. The cool breeze blew in from the water and through Sarasin's hair, knocking her hood off. She quickly lifted it back into place and finally stood. 
 
    "Thank you brother," she looked down at Rubaan tenderly and gave him a smile, "Thank you for meeting me today. I have to go now; I have work to do. I love you." 
 
    "You know, you don't always have to go back," Rubaan argued as he stared solemnly at her, "You could just… you could just leave it all and come home, you know? Mother and father think you're dead. Come home, end their suffering, join the resistance, we could use somebody like…" 
 
    "Enough, Rubii," Sarasin glared at her little brother, "You know I cannot." 
 
    "What's stopping you?" Rubaan asked as he stood to face her, "Really, what is stopping you? Fear? Are you afraid they will find you? Do you enjoy the life you live?" 
 
    "That's enough, please," Sarasin closed her eyes and tried to block her thoughts of depression from coming, "Look I am in way over my head. There is no leaving the Govian Empire, especially as a person in my position. You should know that. They would find our whole family and me within a day." 
 
    "Oh bullshit," Rubaan waved his hand dismissively. "They have been looking for mother and father for years." 
 
    "And I have been preventing them from being found," Sarasin argued, "Without me, you would all be in grave danger." 
 
    "Keep telling yourself that," his voice was lightly seasoned with a hint of anger, "If you think you're the only one capable of protecting this family then you are delusional. We are strong; we are capable…" 
 
    "You are," Sarasin stepped back up to her brother. She put a hand on each of his shoulders and pressed her forehead against his, "I love you so much, brother. I must return to my people now before I am missed. Please, take care of yourself. Please, if you are in danger, let me know, and I will always help."  
 
    "Yeah…" Rubaan ignored his thoughts of Eon, "I love you too sis. Don't forget who your people really are though." Sarasin gave Rubaan a thin smile and stepped backward.  
 
    "Goodbye baby brother." 
 
    Rubaan remained on the bench, finishing his cigarette. He watched as his sister disappeared in the crowd and as he tossed his cigarette aside, he shook his head.  
 
    "Eon…" he said aloud as he closed his eyes, "Things are about to get so fucking crazy." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Crinnan V 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    15:00 – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    "Now, dear steward of Dura'Ana," Sage approached the Govian with his hands extended and a gentle smile, "I harbor no desire to offend, but I should say that I do believe you are mistaken in your assumptions about our friend here." 
 
    "I am not," the Govian spat, not moving his rifle as he took a step forward, "He is the Demon. I have seen his face." 
 
    "No my fellow Elf," Sage laughed, "He is not. He is Raby Loffers, the son of a friend of mine. He collapsed whilst we were out scavenging for the riches that the Belhaasi Weald has to offer. I should say the air is indeed thin here." 
 
    "Silence," the Govian brashly commanded, "You are both under arrest. Do not move." 
 
    "Prithee, dear brother," Sage raised an eyebrow, "Listen to me. It would be an utter shame for this to end in our favor, for you are not even considered sport to us." 
 
    "I said shut up!" the Govian shouted, taking another nervous step forward, "Do not make me put a bullet in you!" 
 
    "Tell me, mighty soldier," Sage stepped closer, "What if you fired your weapon and you missed your target? How would that make you feel?" 
 
    "What?" the Govian was confused by Sage's words, "Be quiet!" 
 
    Sage's right hand suddenly burst into flame, and the Govian took a fearful step backward. He held the display of his NaNe abilities in front of him and wiggled his fingers for the Govian to see. 
 
    "Do you believe your bullets are faster than his?" Sage inquired as he winked back at Crinnan, "You see, his bullets could not hit me. Not once. Do you think yours could?" 
 
    "How…" the Govian stuttered, obviously frightened, "S…stay back!" 
 
    "Run," Sage encouraged, "Forget you saw us." The Govian shakily looked around and took another nervous step backward. 
 
    "I…" The Govian replied, "I cannot!" At that, he opened fire on Sage. Sage phased out of the way of the Govian's automatic weapon, going in and out of sight. Crinnan watched with his back on the ground, and quickly pulled one of his revolvers from its holster. 
 
    "For fuck's sake!" Crinnan shouted, as he quickly aimed and pulled the trigger. The bullet soared through the air and into the Govian's throat. The soldier dropped his weapon and fell backward, making a hissing noise as he desperately gasped for air. 
 
    "Shall I make room for another guest?" Crinnan heard Eshan's voice ask in his head. 
 
    "Oh be quiet!" Crinnan muttered as he pushed himself up off the ground and got to his feet. 
 
    "Perhaps I will not be so lonely up here after all."  
 
    "I said shut up!" Crinnan walked toward the Govian. Sage had stopped phasing and stood before the soldier, who was convulsing on the ground and trying to keep himself from bleeding. Sage looked to Crinnan, but Crinnan did not return the gaze. Instead, he quickly aimed and fired a bullet into the Govian's skull. 
 
    "You stupid fuck," Crinnan turned and glared at Sage, "You just revealed to the whole fucking Govian army that not only are you with the Demon but that you are also apparently a fucking Ancient." 
 
    "Ancient? Nobody ever said that,” Sage half-assed argued, "I should say that anyone can learn the ways of the NaNe." 
 
    "Spare me," Crinnan shook his head at the Elf, "Do not assume I am stupid simply because I am a soldier." 
 
    "Well I should say that you being a soldier did not have too much to do with it," Sage lightly chuckled, amused with his insults, "And forgive me for sounding daft myself, but what do you mean I revealed to the Govian Empire that I am an… Ancient as you say?" 
 
    "This," Crinnan knelt next to the corpse. He lifted a velcro flap on the Govian's armor and ripped off a small plastic square beneath it. He held the device up to Sage's face and then tossed it to the ground and stomped on it.  
 
    "That's a camera. It has a microphone on it. Not only did they hear you, but they saw you bouncing all over the damn place and lighting your hand on fire. And they saw me. Not ONLY that but also this fucker called in for help before you even started with your magic show. Now they have a pretty small radius to search, and there's no fucking doubt what we look like." 
 
    "Oh," Sage slightly raised his eyebrows at Crinnan's explanation, "Silly me! Well, I suppose one is not too old to learn something new. Next time I will just kill him." 
 
    "Yeah," Crinnan replied, "Shitty day for you to get up to speed." He dusted his hands off and shook his head for he was annoyed with the Elf.  
 
    "Well… no need for this to go to waste." He quickly unbuckled the front of the Govian's combat rig and pulled it off of his body. Standing, he pulled it on over his own tunic and adjusted the straps, so it fit him snugly.  
 
    As he secured the rig, a pack of cigarettes flopped out of an open pocket and landed on the ground in front of them. Crinnan's eyes grew wide, and he briefly smiled. 
 
    "Hey…" Crinnan quickly knelt to claim the pack, mildly excited at his find. He flipped open the top to find it was nearly full. He pulled a cigarette out and placed it between his lips. Sage glanced over and pinched the tip of Crinnan’s cigarette; smoke immediately drifted from it, and Crinnan took a drag. 
 
    "So, we have Govian's undoubtedly closing in on us," Sage hummed as he watched the boy, "Enemies coming in from all directions, potential death and despair descending upon our location and now it is suddenly... smoke break time?" 
 
    "It's always smoke break time," Crinnan shrugged. Sage was right though; they needed to get moving. 
 
    "I never enjoyed the flavor myself," Sage volunteered, "My father smoked them. I recall when I was a teenager, I used to sneak them from him. The habit did not stick as it did for my friends." Crinnan ignored Sage and took a long drag, enjoying the feeling of the smoke in his lungs. As he exhaled, he heard Eshan speak. 
 
    "Now you pollute my body?"  
 
    "Not your body," Crinnan took another drag, "Be quiet." Sage looked at Crinnan and squinted. 
 
    "Are we… talking to our friend again?" Sage asked, slightly turning his head with interest. Crinnan looked at Sage for a moment. Why did he so frequently ask questions he already knew the answer to?  
 
    "I should say you have developed quite a remarkable gift… however inconvenient it may seem." 
 
    "What do you know?" Crinnan rebutted, exhaling a plume of smoke, "You don't have some Govian whispering in your damn brain do you?" 
 
    "I do not," Sage admitted, "I have nobody in my head except myself… at times I should say that alone can be a bit much." Sage smiled at his words and looked back up at the sky. 
 
    "Let's get going," Crinnan pulled the useless rifle magazines out of the rig and tossed them aside. The Govian's rifle was undoubtedly locked only to him, and Crinnan had no use for it, "We need to get as far from here as we can." Sage nodded and led the way. 
 
    "So dear boy," Sage called back as the two made their way through the overgrown ruins, "Do tell, why is the Govian Empire pursuing you so vigorously?" 
 
    "Don't know," Crinnan ducked under a fallen tree and eased around the frame of an old car, "I was hoping you could tell me." 
 
    "I regret that I cannot. My only assumption is that they somehow specifically learned of your presence here. The people in your squad all have bounties on their heads, am I correct?" 
 
    "All Black Knights have bounties on their heads," Crinnan informed him, "But yeah, Centurions are worth more. If Govia captures one of us, the whole army feels it." 
 
    "Why is that?" Sage inquired. 
 
    "We are famous," Crinnan replied, "The whole army tells stories of us; our work inspires them."  
 
    "How interesting," Sage did not sound interested, "What sort of inspiring things have you accomplished?" 
 
    "I just fight. I don't care about being inspiring." Sage did not reply but instead stopped and looked up in the sky. He wore a look on his face that indicated he was listening for something. 
 
    "What?" Crinnan ran up and stood next to the Elf, "What is it?" 
 
    "I cannot tell if that is the sound of a vehicle or a bug." 
 
    "A HAPT… a fucking Govian Transport," Crinnan snapped his head toward the sky and tried to look past the trees, "By the brothers, they are already here!"  
 
    Sage held his finger to his lips and continued watching the sky. Crinnan looked up and saw nothing and then returned his eyes to Sage who simply stood staring upward like an idiot. 
 
    "Come on," Crinnan urged and grabbed Sage's arm, "Standing here will just get us killed." 
 
    "I think it is a bug," Sage insisted as he kept his gaze upward, "I should say either a small bug nearby or a large distant one…" Crinnan rolled his eyes and shook his head. Sage was irritating him. 
 
    "It's a fucking HAPT," he pulled Sage away, "We need to find some damn cover." Sage jerked his arm away from Crinnan's grasp and Crinnan suddenly heard a deep thrumming sound come from above. Quickly, he looked back up in time to see a Govian HAPT hovering above the trees. 
 
    "Now you are fucked," Eshan laughed. 
 
    "Shut up!" Crinnan grabbed Sage's arm again, "We need to find cover, now!" 
 
    Sage and Crinnan ran. Leaves and twigs rapidly crunched beneath their feet as they plowed through the foliage. The two remained side by side, and though Crinnan had no idea where they were going, he trusted Sage was leading them to some kind of safety. 
 
    "We must be careful…" Sage warned as the two ran, "We are in a… well, I should say we are in a densely populated area. We may encounter your original captors, or rather we may encounter their kin. Be mindful of the undead as well." 
 
    Crinnan looked at the grey crumbled buildings around him and rested his palm on the hilt of his sword. He did not know what he was watching for, but he felt that he would know a Toraan or an undead when he saw one. 
 
    The HAPT soared overhead; its engines released a deep whirring noise as it passed by. Crinnan and Sage quickly ducked into an alley and paused for a moment to catch their breath. 
 
    "It seems that they have passed us," Sage pointed in the direction that the HAPT flew. Crinnan peeked around the corner of the building that the two were hiding behind and turned his eyes toward the sky. He did not see the HAPT, and so for a moment, he took a knee and caught his breath. 
 
    "Is your friend saying anything?" Sage asked, looking curiously at him. 
 
    "Not right now," Crinnan panted. 
 
    "Perhaps he sleeps then," Sage surmised, "I should say it must be tiring cohabiting with such a stubborn being as yourself." 
 
    "Is there any danger to all this?" Crinnan asked, speaking of the being that was trapped in his mind, "What will this do to me?" 
 
    Sage shrugged his shoulders and turned to look down the alley. "Some go insane, some lose control of their bodies," He replied in a matter-of-fact tone, "Some go into a coma and do not awaken. Some end their lives… But the fate of a shaman is not always grim. I should say some shamans grow immensely. The wisdom that a being obtains when they die is like no other you have ever experienced. If you can somehow convince the ghosts within your NaNe to share this wisdom with you…" 
 
    "Ghosts," Crinnan snorted, "In my NaNe… what does that even mean?" 
 
    Sage huffed and crossed his arms. "‘Tis quite an odd time for such a potentially complex explanation I should say, but to be brief… what you have inside is the last NaNe image of the being you killed. ‘Tis a sort of digital dump of the Govian's mind that the NaNe made at the time of his death. You now contain a digital file of every memory, thought, and emotion of the soldier you killed in your nanomachine network… And because it exists in your NaNe, he is able to continue being conscious." 
 
    "Ghost then," Crinnan groaned, "So can anyone who dies just jump into my body?" 
 
    "Everyone has the ability, yes," Sage told him, "But certain conditions must be met. For one, their NaNe must know your NaNe address. This information can be obtained by their NaNe in a number of ways… contact with blood and sexual intercourse being the most common. The second condition that must be met… you must either intercept them before they are processed into the Hells, or the person who died has to find a rift in the Hells and traverse the rift back into the physical world." 
 
    Crinnan shook his head and sighed, "How common is that?" He asked, "That there is a rift or whatever in the Hells?" 
 
    "I should say that it is not very common. Very rarely small rifts can open, providing an opportunity for someone to leave. But these rifts are closed by the Govian Empire as fast as they open. They have protocols in place that immediately intercept such things. Your NaNe most likely intercepted his before he was transferred to the Hells… or Heaven." 
 
    "So anytime someone's blood gets on me…" Crinnan replied, "I could end up housing their NaNe image?" 
 
    "Precisely," Sage smiled, "You should do your best not to make a mess." 
 
    Crinnan sighed and shook his head. The life he lived was messy. He had so many people's blood on him in his life, more than he could count. The idea of having an entire host of voices in his head made his stomach churn. 
 
    "Quiet," Sage held his hand out toward Crinnan, "Footsteps." 
 
    Crinnan stood silently and eased the Govian sword from its scabbard, careful not to make a sound. He faintly heard the sound of leaves crunching nearby and quickly examined the area for a place to hide. He spotted a door with a red X painted on it down the alley and gestured to Sage. 
 
    "This way," Crinnan whispered as he silently darted forward, "In here." 
 
    "Wait!" Sage harshly called back, taking a moment to examine the door himself, "Do not…" Before he could finish his sentence, Crinnan had pushed the door open and hurried inside. 
 
    Crinnan found himself standing in the foyer of a dimly lit building. The floor beneath him had crumbled to gravel, and an arch stood before him leading to a larger room where the flickering light was coming from. He heard the sound of something scraping, like the blade of a sword against a whetstone. He tightened the grip he had on his sword, spun it in hand, and stepped forward toward the arch. 
 
    "Spooky," Eshan commented, "Be careful. I sense... other people. You do not want to lose this body before I am able to see my son again." 
 
    "Quiet," Crinnan snapped back, "Don't distract me." 
 
    "Is that all you know how to say?" Eshan asked, "Quiet?" 
 
    "To you, yes," Crinnan spat, "Now quiet!" 
 
    The scraping sound stopped abruptly, and Crinnan heard an animalistic grunt come from the room ahead of him. 
 
    "Someone there?" A deep voice asked from the shadows, "Someone has come seeking pleasures?" 
 
    "A customer!" a higher pitched, crackly voice chimed in, "Someone has arrived for pleasures." 
 
    "Quiet, fool!" The deep voice commanded the higher. His voice returned to Crinnan, "Please, come browse our pleasures." 
 
    Crinnan remained silent. As he slowly stepped through the arch, he held his sword tightly in one hand and pulled out a pistol with the other. The room he entered was much better lit than the first and much more terrifying. 
 
    "A customer has arrived!" the high pitched voice squealed gleefully, "A customer has arrived to browse our pleasures!" The voice came from the shadows to Crinnan's right. Although he had heard only two voices, he felt the weight of dozens of eyes on him. 
 
    "A customer comes, sword in hand?" the deep voice asked, "What does a customer have to fear?" The voice came from Crinnan's left, again in the shadows. 
 
    Crinnan raised his sword and tried to see through the darkness. He was able to make out many vague forms but nothing discernible. There were definitely more bodies than there had been voices. 
 
    "What pleasures do you seek, oh nimble bodied sword bearer?" The deep voice called out as Crinnan appeared, "We have all shapes and sizes and a wide variety of flavored meats." 
 
    "What is this place?" Crinnan asked, ignoring the questions, "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "This is our home! What has a customer come for if not for pleasures?" the high pitched voice inquisitively asked. Its tone had become irritated and sounded paranoid. Crinnan pulled the hammer on his pistol back and raised it. 
 
    The door behind him suddenly and violently swung open, and he heard someone run inside. Quickly he turned around to see Sage charging toward him. 
 
    "Get out of here!" He shouted. As he approached Crinnan, his hands erupted in flame and illuminated the entire room. Finally, Crinnan was able to see the horrors that surrounded him and was immediately repulsed. 
 
    As he frantically scanned the area, he caught a glimpse of the hulkish brute to his left. The grey-skinned misshapen mass of flesh stood two heads taller than Crinnan and stared his way with eyes that were as black as night. His arms were thick like tree trunks, and in one of his massive hands, he held a sharp gnarly looking cleaver. 
 
    To his right, Crinnan saw the image of the owner of the higher voice. He was tall and thin and had long, dry white hair that grew down to his back. His lanky arms hung to his knees, and his mouth was full of jagged, pointed teeth. In his white hairy hands, he held a small severed arm, completely covered in bite marks. 
 
    Lining the wall between the two Toraan abominations were wooden cages. They were stacked on top of one another, four cages wide and three cages tall. Within each of them lay or sat an emaciated child. The ones who were awake fixed their eyes on Crinnan and Sage, but none of them dared to make a sound. 
 
    "What is this shit!" Crinnan furiously shouted. He gripped his weapons tight and without hesitation, he swung his revolver at the larger Toraan and fired. 
 
    With surprising speed, the Toraan threw his massive hand out in front of him calling upon some kind of Ancient NaNe power. The bullet from Crinnan's gun stopped suddenly only inches in front of his palm, and he with his cleaver slapped it out of the air. 
 
    "Two customers…" the brutish Toraan cheered as he lumbered to his feet, "An old one and… a much younger one." 
 
    "They'll make sweet meat!" The smaller Toraan gushed, "Sweet expensive meat!" 
 
    "That is enough, Raad," Sage pointed at the larger Toraan, "We were just leaving." 
 
    "Why, that voice sounds like old Sajinius," Raad extended his cleaver in Sage's direction, "Is it indeed you?" 
 
    "Indeed it is," Sage remarked, "And I should say me and my friend were just about…" 
 
    "We have a score to settle with you!" the smaller Toraan snapped as he stepped forward, "You killed Luce, stole our product. You fucking thief!" 
 
    "And I would kill the both of you," Sage replied, "But I am short on time, so if you do not mind terribly…" 
 
    Raad charged forward and swung his cleaver in Sage's direction. Sage quickly leaped out of the way and a long beam of flame extended from his hand. Quickly, he spun and planted the flame into the back of Raad's head. 
 
    Crinnan could smell Raad's flesh cook and nearly gagged, but had to control himself enough to dive out of the way of the other Toraan's swift charge. Crinnan fired his weapon at the Toraan and hit him in his back. The Toraan in turn screamed and jumped over Crinnan's head, swiping at him as he did so. 
 
    Sage pulled the beam of flame from Raad's skull and phased over to the second Toraan. The Toraan threw a punch at him, but Sage evaded his attack and thrust at him with his flame sword. The fire penetrated the Toraan's belly, and Crinnan watched as the monster cooked from within. Sage grit his teeth and ripped his flame sword through the Toraan's side, causing the top half of his body to fall back while the bottom half remained balanced on its knees. 
 
    Sage sighed and extinguished the flame. He stepped back and turning toward Crinnan. Crinnan, in response, stood silently still; a bit awestruck at the amazing abilities that Sage had displayed. Sage shook his head and after laying a hand on Crinnan's shoulder, turned to face the cages of children. 
 
    "Please tell me they are not friends of yours," Crinnan growled through clenched teeth, suddenly forgetting what Sage had just done,  "How do you know them?" 
 
    "I have seen them before in the Weald," Sage examined the cages of children and sighed, "They are robbers, traffickers… they kidnap people and sell them into slavery.." 
 
    "People… being children. Why haven't you killed them before now?" Crinnan demanded, “when you knew they did such terrible things?" 
 
    "I thought they were dead already," Sage answered, "Apparently last time I did not kill them well enough." 
 
    "Yet you knew this was their headquarters!" Crinnan shouted and poked Sage in the chest with the barrel of his gun, "You warned me not to enter." 
 
    "I did," Sage admitted, "I did not know if any of them remained, I was watching out for you… Crinnan if you think for one minute that I have purchased anything from them then you are sorely mistaken." Crinnan glared at Sage for a moment and nodded his head. 
 
    "My sister was kidnapped long ago and never found. I... thought of her when I saw all this." 
 
    Sage nodded and turned toward the cages, "I should say that we simply cannot leave them behind now. I did not intend on saving a dozen children today but… well, I suppose they cannot be left behind in this state." 
 
    Sage stepped up to the cages and began breaking the sticks that made up the bars. As he made enough room for the first child, he reached in and pulled him out. 
 
    "These children probably have not seen the light of day for a very long time," Sage worked on the next cage, "Raad and Growe ran this… slave brothel of sorts. They used to be very powerful." Sage shook his head, "I should say that I have not encountered them for, well for many years. As I stated, I thought they were dead. Thankfully, their powers had significantly diminished." 
 
    "I wonder how many kids died in the years you did nothing," Crinnan scolded as he pulled a child from a cage and gently set him on the ground. 
 
    "All the world's problems are not mine to shoulder," Sage chided his companion, "I should say the only person I am obligated to keep alive is myself… not that I am without compassion. I did save you." 
 
    Crinnan remained silent. Sage was right, technically, but that did not stop him from believing the Elf had done too little. A child looked up at him and tugged on the hem of his shirt. 
 
    "Sir…" the bruised and sullen child softly whined, "Our friend, he is still upstairs. He is with a... a customer…" 
 
    "A customer…" Crinnan shuddered at the thought and growled with fury, "Is he like them?" He pointed to the bodies of Raad and Growe, and the child shook his head. 
 
    "No… he is like you. He is here to take Freyja away." 
 
    "No," Crinnan looked down at the child, "He is not like me… I will find your friend." 
 
    "Do not hurt Mister Garb," the child tugged on the back of Crinnan's shirt again, "Mister Garb… he took care of us. He is like us, their slave. He looks like them but… he is good." 
 
    Crinnan nodded at the boy and opened the cylinder of his revolver. He pulled out the empty casings and replaced them with new bullets. As he snapped the cylinder back into place, he turned to Sage. 
 
    "I don't know how this is going to work," Crinnan worried, "A dozen children in tow will make us a larger target and slow us down… Is there somewhere we can leave them?" 
 
    "I hope so. I should say there is a village of sorts nearby. We will try there." Crinnan nodded and turned toward a doorway that led to a flight of stairs. 
 
    As he began to ascend the ancient Humaan steel stairs, Crinnan once again heard Eshan. 
 
    "You are not very adept at fighting Ancients. Though, I suppose I definitely would not have been either. I am surprised you survived that encounter." 
 
    "Yeah, well just call me Mr. Surprise," Crinnan sarcastically exclaimed as he slowly walked up the stairs. 
 
    "You are, surprisingly, doing a noble thing," Eshan continued, "Risking your own life for a child you have never met, a strange move for a terrorist… for a demon." 
 
    "I don't care about looking noble. It's just the right thing to do. Nobody with a heart would leave a kid behind." Crinnan reached the top of the stairs and paused to listen for movement. 
 
    The hallway before him was dark, lit only by candlelight. While the hall itself was eerily silent, Crinnan heard the sound of wood creak ahead. 
 
    "I hope you kill whoever is making that noise," Eshan growled, "Nobody deserves to be a slave but... it takes a real monster to do this to children." 
 
    Crinnan nodded, and for the first time, he agreed with Eshan. He took a step into the hallway. The aged wood creaked beneath his boots as he walked. Crinnan thought that the wood surely had not been there for a thousand years; it had to have been replaced sometime within the past century. As the wood moaned, Crinnan saw movement from the other end of the hallway. 
 
    "Show yourself!" Crinnan scowled, "Are you… Mister Garb?" 
 
    "Yes!" a nervous but polite sounding voice called back, "Yes, I am Mister Garb… praytell oh warrior, what has happened?" 
 
    "Your masters are dead," Crinnan moved toward the voice, "The children are freed. I have come to rescue the last child." 
 
    "Ah…" Garb declared hopefully, "Yes, Freyja… quickly then, please, save the child." 
 
    "Where is he?" Crinnan demanded. Garb stepped forward out of the shadows and into the dim light. 
 
    He had hairless white rubbery looking skin covered in scars and stood a head taller than Crinnan. He was very thin and wore only rags that barely covered his nasty bits. Like Growe, his arms hung down to his knees. Crinnan winced at the ugly creature and took a step back. 
 
    "Let not my appearance frighten you, child," Garb reassured with a warm expression, "I will bring you no harm. Please, save Freyja, for I haven't the strength to do so myself." He pointed at a door to Crinnan's left, and Crinnan nodded. 
 
    The sole of his boot slammed against the wooden door just to the left of the doorknob. The door cracked and violently flew inward. Crinnan quickly stepped inside with his sword at the ready. He saw an Elf male kneeling with his hands over his head. Crinnan furiously snarled and stepped forward.  
 
    "You're the Demon!" the Elf fearfully declared as Crinnan angrily walked toward him. He stood to his feet and held his hands out in front of him, "Wait, It's not what it looks like!" 
 
    Crinnan swung his sword, rapidly slicing through the flesh of the Elf's stomach and chest. Quickly, the Elf grabbed his wound trying desperately to keep his guts from falling out. His bowels slowly plopped out of him and splashed onto the floor. With a look of surprise and fear on his face, the Elf fell forward on top of them. Crinnan fired a shot into the back of the Elf's head and turned his attention toward the bed. 
 
    Silently sitting on the bed was a young Lycaani teen. He was brown of skin, bald-headed, and his tail appeared to be broken. His hands were bound in front of him, and he did not make a noise, only watched with emotionless eyes. 
 
    "Freyja?" Crinnan called out, "Hey, are you…" 
 
    "What," the boy answered with an empty tone. His eyes were dark red, and a scar ran from his the left side of his forehead to his chin. He wore an apathetic look and showed no fear.  
 
    "So… get it over with then…" Freyja looked down at the dead Elf and then back to Crinnan. "Am I next?" 
 
    "Not happening," Crinnan replied, "You are safe now. You need to come with me; we are getting you out of here." 
 
    Freyja ticked nervously and then once again looked down at the dead Elf and then back to Crinnan. He bit his lip with one of his pointed teeth and buried his face in his hands. He did not cry but sat silently. 
 
    "Freyja?" Garb's voice called out as he stepped into the room, "This being has saved us, my dear child. We are free." 
 
    "We will never be free." Freyja quickly snorted, not raising his head. He continued to sit silently, and Crinnan grew impatient. 
 
    "Get up!" Crinnan demanded, "We need to get out of here!" 
 
    "Please, mighty Demon," Crinnan winced at that word, it seemed that everyone wanted to call him that for some reason. Garb stepped between him and Freyja, "Give him but a moment. The child has endured much…" 
 
    "Fine," Crinnan relented, "I will go check the other rooms and make sure it is safe… I guess.” He slid his sword into its scabbard and left only the revolver in his hand, "Get the boy ready; we are in a hurry." At that, Crinnan turned and walked out of the room. 
 
    As he stepped into the hallway, he took a few steps and pressed his back up against the wall. In that moment, he could not help but sigh. The world around him was despicable. He thought of the Elf he had just killed and what his plans could have been for Freyja. He grit his teeth together furiously. 
 
    "Hey…" Eshan beckoned cautiously, "Look; I hate you so much for what you did to me, but… perhaps I respect you some." 
 
    "Okay?" Crinnan said with an annoyed tone, having forgotten that Eshan was there, "What? Is that supposed to make me feel happy or something?" 
 
    "I do not know," Eshan continued, "But you are the only being I can communicate with. Just, as a father, I want to say that you did a… I mean you did the right thing." 
 
    "Sure," Crinnan spat, "Though the kid may have been better off if I had just put him out of his misery. He's going to be fucked up for the rest of his life. Did you see him?" 
 
    "That is not what you really think, Demon," Eshan replied. 
 
    "Yeah, well, what do you know?" Crinnan retorted. 
 
    "Everything. I hear your thoughts; I see your memories. I do not believe you are a bad person. I mean, even though you killed me…" 
 
    Crinnan was beginning to realize that the ghost inside him could not be silenced. He wondered how long he could retain his sanity with someone constantly watching him. 
 
    "I don't care what you think," Crinnan finally growled, "Can you just leave me alone?" Eshan did not reply. Crinnan sighed and stepped away from the wall and forward toward another door. 
 
    He turned the doorknob and pushed the door open. The room behind was dark and smelled similarly to rotting fruit. The odor was strong and overwhelming. For a moment Crinnan considered turning back, but then he saw something familiar leaning against the wall opposite him. He stepped inside the room and walked to the object. 
 
    The floor was covered with something that crunched beneath his feet. It felt like a bunch of sticks and pebbles under his boots. As he trudged through, he noticed the rotting fruit smell getting stronger and stronger. As he arrived at the wall that the object was leaning against, he reached out and took hold of it. 
 
    It was exactly what he had thought it was. An unlocked Agra Model 19 Combat Rifle. It was covered in dried blood, and engraved into the stock was the Centurion lightning bolt logo. It was the same image as the tattoo on his own collarbone, and the insignia of his squad. Underneath the insignia were the initials J.S. 
 
    "What the fuck?" Crinnan fearfully declared as he examined the weapon further. In all his wildest dreams he never would have imagined finding something so close to home in a place like that. He had known the owner of the weapon. It had belonged to Jeph Scaven, one of his fellow Centurions. It made no sense to him that the rifle was in that place, only the night before Crinnan remembered patrolling the Belhaasi Weald with Jeph and he carried that very weapon. 
 
    Curiously, he reached out and pressed the power button of the flashlight mod on the weapon. It flickered on, and he shouldered the rifle, eager to explore his surroundings, hopeful that he would find answers. 
 
    "By the Brothers…" Crinnan whispered as he took in the sights of the room. He quickly discovered that it was not sticks and pebbles he had been standing on but shattered skulls and spinal columns. The belongings of the dead were haphazardly piled against the walls, and when Crinnan looked up, he felt an overwhelming desire to run. 
 
    Hanging above him were dozens, possibly hundreds of severed heads, some with the spines still attached. Crinnan was ready to turn around and leave, but before he could, he noticed that one of the heads had a long fuzzy red beard. He shook his head, trying to deny himself the truth but before he left, he had to confirm what it was that he was seeing. Crinnan took a closer look and realized the head he was looking was, in fact, that of Jeph Scaven. 
 
    "What in fucking Hells!" Crinnan shouted as he got a full glimpse of the head. It looked like it had been hanging there for an eternity, the skin was black, bloated and split. His tongue poked out from between his lips, and his eyeballs had burst from their sockets. 
 
    "No fucking way," Crinnan continued. He could not believe what he was seeing. How had Jeph's head decomposed so much in just one day, he did not think it possible. 
 
    Crinnan shook his head. As he did so, he noticed Jeph's armor and rig piled in a corner. He quickly ran over and collected the spare magazines from the rig, sliding them in his own. The armor and rig were too big for him as Jeph was well over six foot tall and at least three hundred pounds. After he took one last confused look, Crinnan hurried out of the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Cade II 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    09:00 – Lithaani Sentinel 
 
      
 
    Cade stumbled through the doorway that led back into the main dig site. He still felt mildly intoxicated from the Lodone that Dr. Smirnov had administered to him, but that was the least of his concerns. He stood in the excavated hollow with his back leaned against the dirty wall behind him and tried to keep up with his racing, throbbing mind. 
 
    "How is this even possible?" he panted as he tried to recall every detail of the vision he had seen, "How could he be alive?" He needed answers, and he knew he was not going to find them on his own. 
 
    Cade pulled a small black clamshell style communicator from his pocket and flipped it open. The small screen lit up, and he woozily punched in a number, promptly holding the device to his ear. 
 
    "Yes, Mr. President?" a calm voice on the other end greeted. 
 
    "Brake," Cade called out between heavy breaths, "Listen to me, I need a full neural scan done on me immediately. I just had some kind of message transmitted to me, and I need to review it. I need…" 
 
    "Sir," Brake interrupted with his placid tone, "Everybody received the message. We are already investigating it. We are working to find and analyze the transmission now. We surmise it was somehow transmitted through the NaNe, though we have only heard of such a thing, never seen it in our lifetime." 
 
    Cade nodded to himself and cleared his throat. "How soon will we have it?" 
 
    "We are preparing to initiate a neural scan on a subject now," Brake replied. "If we can find and isolate the message, it will only be a matter of minutes… however, if it is locked with some kind of encryption, we may need to awaken Haden." 
 
    "Haden is not to be disturbed," Cade commanded, "Listen, as of right now I am taking over this project. Any information gathered is strictly confidential, only you and I have access to it. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes sir," Brake dutifully acknowledged, "I am re-assigning the project to you and me now and encrypting the data. Shall we still use the subject allocated?" 
 
    "Negative, prepare a neural scan for me. Set parameters to the past twenty minutes, exclude all internal thoughts, only process incoming sensations. Use my override code: Kiersen334117Exgrane5." 
 
    "Yes Sir, please hold still for a moment so I can get a lock," Brake was silent for a moment and then returned, "Okay, I am locked on to your position, and a connection has been established with your NaNe. On your mark, I will run the scan." 
 
    "Now." 
 
    "Scan initiating in 3…2…1… please hold still Sir." 
 
    Cade felt a wave of vertigo come and go. It felt like his field of vision had been reduced to the size of a pin for a moment. He felt sick to his stomach and keeled over as he waited for it to end. He had endured neural scans before; they had never been comfortable. 
 
    Scan complete Sir," Brake relayed, "Downloading the data now. Please stand by." 
 
    Cade took a moment to catch his breath. He was not sure how long the Lodone was going to leave him fatigued, but he hoped he would recover soon. He heard footsteps approaching from his left, and turned just as Doctor Smirnov emerged from the door. 
 
    "Mr. President," the doctor frowned as he approached, "I saw you run this way, you should not be exerting that much effort…" 
 
    "Did you see the vision?" Cade quickly asked, approaching the doctor, "Did you see the Demon?" 
 
    "Vision?" Smirnov repeated with a flabbergasted tone, "What Demon? I do not have the faintest idea of what you are talking about, perhaps the Lodone…" Cade sighed and shook his head. 
 
    "Of course you don't," Cade cut the doctor off. He felt a bit stupid for his lapse of observation, "Humaan people have no connection to the NaNe…" 
 
    "That is correct," Smirnov replied, "We, not being native to this planet, are not blessed with Dura'Ana's gifts." 
 
    "Right," As Brake spoke again, Cade held out a finger to silence Smirnov. 
 
    "I have located the anomaly, it is not encrypted, but I cannot download it… well, I can, but it will do us no good." 
 
    "Why?" Cade asked. 
 
    "The code's function is to display content stored on a locked Govian server," Brake explained, "I cannot access the actual files, but I think I can replay the message for you." 
 
    "Do it," Cade ordered. 
 
    "Standby." 
 
    Cade stood and waited. After a moment, his head began to throb again, and the message replayed. Each time it played, it felt like his brain was being put through a vice. Along with the images and blinding light, there was a shrill high-frequency tone that felt like it was scrambling the insides of his skull. He once again saw the face of the Demon and heard the monotone female voice. 
 
    "Crinnan Jamiso, Demon, terrorist conspirator under influence of the Lord of The Hells, Ashwraith… Wanted dead or alive, last known location: Belhaasi Weald. Report whereabouts or deliver the body to local inquisitors. Praise Dura'Ana. Praise Cidro." 
 
    "Play it again," Cade ordered as he snapped back to consciousness. He took a seat on the floor and rested his back against the wall behind him to prevent himself from falling. Once again the message played, and Cade watched for anything he had missed the first few times. This time, at the bottom of the message, he saw a fourteen digit number that he immediately recognized as a NaNe address, an NPin. 
 
    "Brake," an exhausted Cade called out as soon as he returned, "There is an NPin." Cade took a couple of deep breaths and cleared his throat. 
 
    "Listen," Cade commanded, "Open the geolocator and prepare to enter the numbers I read off to you. The first number is four." 
 
    "Yes, Sir." 
 
    "Play it again," Cade viewed the message again and was able to remember four more numbers, "Four, two, three, two… again…" 
 
    Once again the message played. Cade felt as if he was having a terrible migraine. He was able to gather six numbers and relayed them to Brake "Zero, Zero, One, Four, Two, Three… one more time…" 
 
    Cade felt the pain of the message one final time and was able to remember the final three numbers. "Nine, Three, Two…" Cade said into the communicator, "That is all, run the search." 
 
    "Standby, just a few moments…" 
 
    "What is going on?" Smirnov stroked his chin, "What are you doing to yourself, you look terrible.  
 
    "Something weird," Cade huffed, "I could not really explain it to you… but do not worry about me. What I just went through is over." Cade got back to his feet and looked at the doctor. He pursed his lips together, and then Brake spoke again. 
 
    "Sir I have a location," Brake announced, "The address is pointing to the Belhaasi Weald… the ancient ruins of Belhaas." 
 
    "Perfect!" Cade nearly shouted, "I will depart immediately. Upload the coordinates to my computer and keep your communicator on. I may need you again." 
 
    "Of course sir, thank you, sir." Brake replied. Cade flipped his communicator shut and looked over at Dr. Smirnov. 
 
    "Look, doctor, I cannot stay for you to examine me. There are highly urgent matters elsewhere which require my immediate attention."  
 
    Smirnov crossed his arms and raised his head, "That is indeed unfortunate. However, I cannot leave you alone. I need to monitor your progress…" Cade thought for a moment and then nodded his head. 
 
    "As you wish, but we need to leave. Right now." 
 
    "Very well," Smirnov replied, "I will meet you at your craft. Allow me a few minutes to gather my supplies." 
 
    "Be quick," Cade knelt and picked up his rifle. He turned from the doctor and began to make his way to the elevator. 
 
    As Cade walked through the hollow, his thoughts raced. He thought of the Demon, Crinnan, whom he had thought was dead, and pondered what exactly it was that the Govian Empire wanted from him. He knew the name, Jamiso, too well. It was the name of one of the terrorist Black Knight Commanders, and of the Commander's celebrity son Crinnan. 
 
    Cade shook his head at the thought of them. He had in the past lined his pockets from secret dealings with Black Knight, supplying them with weapons or tools. While he was unsure if he believed in their mission or whether they were capable of accomplishing it, he did know that they were not untrustworthy and that they had money. 
 
    Cade arrived at the elevator and pushed a button on the console beside it, calling it down. He heard it tremble and then start to descend from many hundreds of feet up. He looked around him and to his dismay, saw Ebren approaching. 
 
    "My Lord Cade!" Ebren declared as he neared, "For what reason may I ask are you compelled to leave so soon?" Cade silently sighed and tried not to appear annoyed. 
 
    "Urgent matters," Cade said dismissively as the elevator arrived, "I will be back soon." 
 
    "Perhaps the president requires company?" Ebren suggested as he stepped onto the elevator platform alongside Cade.  
 
    "I do not," Cade replied, "This is something that I need to take care of on my own…" 
 
    "I fear the other two Presidents and the board may not appreciate you going on secret missions alone," Ebren argued, "As your advisor, I must say that is in your best interest that you permit me to remain by your side until this whole terrible scandal blows over and your innocence is proven." 
 
    Cade sighed again and pushed the "ascend" button on the terminal beside him, "Very well," he reluctantly replied. Ebren smiled as the elevator began to rise. 
 
    "I do not wish for my company to burden you, my Lord," Ebren licked his lips and turned his head toward Cade, "You were highly respected by my dear late aunt Karna, and I do not wish ill upon you. We must, however, make certain that the board has no reason to question you or your actions, thus, for your own benefit I must follow through with my own board appointed orders and continue… well, do forgive me for lack of better words but I must continue keeping an eye on you." 
 
    The elevator trembled as it came to rest at ground level. Cade and Ebren immediately stepped off and into the dimly lit hollowed out mound as they headed toward the door. As the elevator gate closed behind them, it began to descend again. Cade assumed Doctor Smirnov had already gathered his things and called the elevator. 
 
    "You there," Cade called out to the young guard they had passed upon entering the mound earlier, "You, wake up!" 
 
    The guard had fallen asleep again, and it was to his great dismay that he once again awoke to find President Cade looming over him. A look of fear spread across his goateed face, and he immediately began to apologize. 
 
    "You are fired," Cade breezed past the guard, "Pick yourself up and go home." 
 
    "But sir," the young guard pleaded as he got to his feet, "Sir this is all I have!" 
 
    "Funny," Cade stopped and turned toward the guard, "That in spite of this being ‘all you have' as you say, you treat it with such disregard. Go home; find a new way." Cade turned and passed through the door that led outside. 
 
    He walked across the green grass toward the transport he had arrived in. As his feet crossed the distinct line where the grass turned into the dried and cracked dirt that the rest of Canrom was made of, he saw Nida emerge from the vehicle. 
 
    "Cade!" she shouted, as the president approached, "Sir something has happened!" 
 
    Cade hurried up to her. She looked visibly disturbed. He looked her up and down and tried to catch his breath. 
 
    "What is the matter?" He asked. Ebren squeezed past him and made his way to a seat and out of view. 
 
    "Holy Hells," Nida declared when she saw Cade up close, "That is not what I expected." Cade raised his hand and touched the leather mask where his face used to be. 
 
    "Well, you definitely do not want to see what is underneath. Now, what is wrong?" Nida crossed her arms and looked away from Cade. 
 
    "There have been reports coming in; everyone seems to have had some kind of strange…" 
 
    "Vision?" Cade interrupted his secret lover. 
 
    "Well, yes," She returned her gaze to him and cocked her head, "How did you know?" 
 
    "You were not the only one," Cade placed his hand on her shoulder, "It seems this… vision was widespread, maybe covering every NaNe user on the planet." 
 
    "NaNe," Nida repeated, shaking her head, "You know that stuff is beyond me. Anyway, what does it mean then? This… demon?" 
 
    "We are about to find out," Cade raised his single eyebrow. He turned his head just in time to see Doctor Smirnov stepping out of the door beneath the Lithaani Sentinel, "We… well, apparently all of us, are going to Belhaas." 
 
    "That is not what I wanted to hear today," Nida groaned. She stepped into Cade's transport and sighed dramatically. Cade followed, his boots once again clanking against the metal stairs. 
 
    "Oh come now," Cade reassured her, "I am not asking you to march through the Weald at my side. I simply ask that you do for me what you do best." 
 
    Nida smirked and shook her head, "I don't think that's appropriate right now." She poked him in the chest playfully, "But maybe when it's all over." 
 
    "Get your mind out of the gutter!" Cade was unable to keep his smile at bay, "And let's get going, we will want to arrive before Sym and Syl set." Nida sighed and turned toward the cockpit. 
 
    "I want a raise," she exclaimed as Cade joined her side. The two hurried into the cockpit, closing the sound-proof door behind them. Nida plopped down into the pilot's seat and began the preparations to take off. 
 
    "Seriously, what is going on with you?" she inquired as she flipped a few switches. The engines of the craft roared to life, and Cade waited for the noise to stabilize before speaking. 
 
    "The vision," Cade finally answered, "The Demon. I have to get to him before the Govians do." 
 
    "Why on Duraan would you need to do such a thing?" A bewildered Nida asked, "What is compelling you to do something so dangerously stupid?" 
 
    Cade turned his head and looked out the window to his right. His eye was becoming dry like Smirnov had told him, and he fished the vial of saline from his pocket. After moistening his eye, he turned to Nida. 
 
    "I need to take him back to headquarters," Cade explained, trying to be vague, "He undoubtedly has answers to questions I have pondered my entire life. Answers that could change everything we know that could break the chains of fear that the Empire has wrapped around all of our necks." 
 
    Nida glanced at Cade and took in a deep breath. She felt like he was being erratic as if he were coming to conclusions too quickly and acting on them without thinking. His father's side was showing; he was acting very much like a Humaan. 
 
    "Have you thought this through?" She ventured, "Before putting everyone in harm's way I want you to make sure that you are certain of what you are chasing." 
 
    Cade grit his teeth and turned toward Nida. She did not know what she was talking about and while he knew that she was afraid and trying to be helpful, he could not help but feel irritated. 
 
    "Crinnan… the Demon is a member of Century Squad In Black Knight," Cade explained, "He is a Jamiso." Nida glanced over at Cade and then back to her instrument panel. She gave the throttle a push, and the craft lifted off the ground. 
 
    Cade sighed. He did not want to reveal too much information, but he needed his lover to be on his side, he needed her to understand why he felt so strongly about getting to the Demon. He bit his scarred lower lip and spoke again. 
 
    "One month… almost exactly ninety days ago, the Demon was on a mission with his squad in the Belhaasi Weald. They were camped in the Izla'Axi Caverns, an Ancient tourist site that has long been abandoned. At some point, the Demon was separated from his squad and… and he was murdered." 
 
    "Murdered?" Nida repeated, "If he was murdered then what does the vision mean? Why would the Govian Empire be looking for a dead guy?" 
 
    "It means he somehow became un-murdered," Cade answered shortly. He scratched his beard anxiously and pursed his lips together, "I, of course, have my theories on it, they are ideas I could not begin to explain to you… Somehow the Demon escaped the Hells." 
 
    "Escaped the Hells?" Nida blurted, "Cade are you fucking insane?" 
 
    "Maybe," Cade snickered and shook his head, "We are about to find out." He pulled a small handheld touch screen computer from a pouch at his side and powered it on. As he waited for it to boot up, he looked over at Nida who wore an agitated expression. 
 
    "Nida…" Cade sighed, "Come on, I know what I am talking about. Why do you doubt me?" 
 
    Nida was silent. She looked at Cade and sneered. Cade reached over and ran his hand through her hair, but she huffed and shook her head, showing Cade that his touch was not wanted at that moment. Cade rolled his eyes and looked down at his computer. 
 
    "Just wait," he mumbled as he pulled out his communicator. He flipped it open and punched in Brakes number, promptly lifting the device to his ear. 
 
    "Yes, Mister President?" Brake's voice was heard immediately, and Cade wasted no time speaking. 
 
    "I need the Demon's NPin again, can you relay that to me?" 
 
    "One moment Sir." Brake replied as he loaded up his files. Cade waited, and Brake read aloud Crinnan's NaNe address character by character. As he did, Cade punched them into his computer and when Brake was finished Cade closed his communicator and waited. 
 
    "It is processing," Cade explained as he looked over to Nida. She raised her eyebrows and faked a smile in an act of artificial enthusiasm. Cade, sensing her lack of interest and general disbelief, looked back down at the screen. 
 
    An airframe image of the country of Izla'Axi with a gridded overlay appeared on Cade's screen. The computer automatically zoomed into the western region of the country, nearly forty miles from the western coast and about 200 miles south of the Canrom-Izla'Axi border. A red blip flashed on three screens, and Cade grinned. 
 
    "There he is!" Cade declared as he turned the computer for Nida to look. She glanced over and briefly, looked at the image before glaring up at Cade. 
 
    "What?" He was befuddled by her expression. "He's alive; do you not see?" 
 
    "I see, Cade," Nida replied sorely, "I see that you are sending this personal transport into a potential war zone filled with Govian soldiers and fighters. You are putting our lives at risk." 
 
    Cade turned his computer off and huffed, "The knowledge at stake is worth the risk." He seethed, standing up from the co-pilot' s chair, "It is enough to topple the very foundation of the Govian Empire's campaign of fear, to loosen the clutches they have over our lives. They killed Leonic for being an Ancient, for knowing too much. That is not the kind of world I want for my children."  
 
    Nida placed her hand on her swollen belly and stared forward, not saying a word. 
 
    "Don't you want our child to live a life of freedom?" Cade asked almost frantically, trying to reason with her, "Don't you want it to know a different world?" 
 
    "I want it to survive long enough to be born!" Nida shouted, snapping her head in Cade's direction, "Not to be killed on one of its father's stupid adventures before it even has a chance to grow!" 
 
    Cade was silent. He stared at Nida for a moment with no clue what to say. How could she have not seen what he saw, it was clear as day to him. Finally, he sighed and turned toward the door. 
 
    "Stay the course," He said coldly, "That's a fucking order." He slammed the door shut behind him leaving Nida alone in the cockpit. As she stared out into the sky, she felt a small kick in her belly, and though she tried to stay strong and hold it back, she eventually burst into tears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Crinnan VI 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    17:00 – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    Crinnan sprinted down the ancient staircase and into the main room where Sage and the children were waiting. Having seen Jeph's bloated and decaying head hanging from the ceiling, he knew he had to find answers. He carried the rifle in hand and stopped as he approached Sage. 
 
    "See this?" Crinnan vehemently hissed as he stood before the Elf. Sage surprisedly turned to look at what Crinnan was holding and nodded his head. 
 
    "A rifle," he observed, "A fortunate find I should say." 
 
    "Yeah," Crinnan growled, "Jeph Scaven's rifle." 
 
    "I do not know him," Sage admitted with a hint of disinterest in his voice, "What is troubling you Crinnan?" 
 
    "Jeph is… was a member of my squad. He was patrolling with me when I was ambushed," Crinnan threw the rifle on the ground and stepped closer to Sage, "Last night, right?" 
 
    "Last night…" Sage stood silently for a moment; it appeared as if he were thinking, "I do not… I should say I thought I recalled you saying you were captured this morning? That was when I found you. " 
 
    "I don't…" Crinnan stepped back. He was dissatisfied by Sage's response, "It might have been past midnight… I don't fully remember, but…" He was beginning to feel foolish, for Sage was giving him a look of bewilderment. 
 
    "Crinnan, what is troubling you?" Sage placed his hand on the soldier's arm, "Do you need to rest?" 
 
    Crinnan frustratedly shook his head, "I found Jeph's body... or his head, upstairs. I have seen a lot of dead bodies, Sage. Jeph's did not look like he was killed just this morning. It… looked like he died a long time ago." 
 
    Sage seemed unfazed by what he was being told. Crinnan did not know whether it was because Sage was withholding information or if it was because Sage thought him crazy. Either way, he realized he was not going to get anywhere. 
 
    "‘Tis best not to worry your mind," Sage smiled, "While it is indeed a great mystery, I should say that at this point in our journey, we need to save our questions, or our pursuit of answers until we have reached the end." 
 
    "He is hiding something," Eshan warned, "Do not trust him." 
 
    "Tell your friend he is wrong," Sage interjected with an extended index finger. "I have nothing to hide." 
 
    "He can hear me?" Eshan sounded surprised, "How can he hear me?" 
 
    "Eshan just fucking be quiet!" Crinnan looked over to Sage, "How the Hells can you hear him?" 
 
    "Eshan is nothing but NaNe at this point," Sage answered, "Everything he once was has been condensed into data and is stored in the NaNe. He is a mere and simple computer program. I have access to him just as you do, though his information does not dwell within me. Do you understand?" 
 
    "I don't fucking understand any of this," Crinnan snapped, shaking his head, "I just want it to be over." 
 
    "Do not forget your promise," Eshan urged, "I will see my son again." 
 
    "Yeah," Crinnan replied with a sigh. "I have not forgotten… just be quiet for now; we can talk later."  
 
    Sage looked at Crinnan and smiled, "Coming to terms with the being inside you? You two seem to be friends now." 
 
    "You shut up too. Stay out of my head. I have enough in there right now." 
 
    Crinnan furiously turned away from Sage and toward the children who had been liberated from their cages. He looked down and saw their broken expressions and frowned. He thought of the cold reality that those children had been living, of the horrors that they must have endured. He tried redirecting his vision, but when he lowered his head, he only saw their bruised feet standing on a floor covered in their own blood, tears, and excrement. The rags they had draped over their bodies were caked with the same dried fluids. They stood in silence, apathetic to the world around them. 
 
    As he tried to ignore the tragedy of life around him he could not help but wonder about the fates of the children whom he had saved. He wondered if they would ever be able to recover from what they had gone through if they would be handed over to someone who was capable of showing them love. He wondered if the children were even able to process love after having endured so much pain. 
 
    Crinnan wondered if the horrors they had survived would simply just become an unfortunate part of their lives, or if it would consume their souls completely, leaving only shells of what should have been life. He had seen it before, sometimes in refugees, other times in the children brought into his base from the streets or the Canruusi Wastes. He sighed and had to take a moment to breathe. 
 
    The world of Duraan was one stricken with the darkest sins known to mortal-kind. Many children in many instances were left to fend for themselves. The idea of family was shattered beyond recognition for the unfortunate ones. That lack of family left many to find refuge in the wastelands outside the cities where they were either taken in or eaten by any of the various tribes of Marauders or monsters. 
 
    Sexual exploitation and injustice was a fear that the young ones, unfortunately, had to live with. Within the walls of the protected cities, the forgotten children were forced to satisfy the desires of the hungry to make money. This money was in many cases taken by their sugir addicted parents or if they were able to keep it, it was barely enough to provide their next meal. Some were able to escape the variables that the world offered, or were fortunate enough to have decent, loving parents. Crinnan was among the ones lucky enough to understand the word "family." 
 
    Black Knight did what they could to ease the suffering of the forgotten children. While completely shielding them from the constant threats that the planet provided was impossible, they did have programs in place to at least make an effort to protect them. 
 
    Stationed in all of the protected cities around the continent of Redodra were strategic recruiters, or "ghosts" which they were commonly called. Ghosts sought out not only downtrodden and destitute adults but also the children who wandered the streets searching for a place to belong. The ghosts gave any who desired a home an opportunity to join the resistance. Once recruited, the adults were given either domestic or military positions, and the children were enrolled in an academy. Crinnan's home base welcomed a handful of new recruits every four to five weeks. 
 
    "Any sort of hope for normalcy or happiness for these children is pure fantasy," Sage commented as he stepped up beside Crinnan, "It may not feel like it now, but a bullet may have provided these broken souls with more mercy. I should say there may be no hope left in their young hearts." 
 
    As Crinnan pondered Sage's words, he pulled out the pack of cigarettes he had found in the Govian rig. He held one to his mouth, and Sage reached out and pinched the tip of it, igniting it. 
 
    "Hope is difficult for anybody to find," Crinnan said as he exhaled a cloud of smoke, "Nobody has anything to live for, we just… live. We are all animals stuck in a world that was not made for us."  
 
    Sage glanced over at Crinnan for a moment and decided to remain silent. Crinnan wondered if he truly believed his own words. 
 
    "That weapon," Sage pointed at the rifle Crinnan had thrown on the ground, "It is unlocked?" 
 
    "It is," Crinnan grumbled. 
 
    "What a fortunate discovery," Sage mused, "I should say it will be useful if we are forced to fight again." 
 
    Many mass-produced firearms in the world of Duraan worked in unison with their user's nanomachines. The NaNe in each person assigns them a unique code which is used for various things including global tracking and weapons personalization. This NaNe address or "NPin" as it was commonly called amongst those who were aware of the technology, made it possible for weapons manufacturers to code the gun's computers in a manner that would only allow one NaNe host to access them. 
 
    Locking the guns was the manufacturer's way of generating a continuous profit. It made it pointless for an owner to privately sell the weapon, as nobody wanted to purchase a gun they could not fire. Anyone wanting to buy a gun ultimately had to do it through the Govian weapons network. 
 
    Black Knight engineers had developed ways of fighting weapons assignment. Their method was a risky maneuver with a high failure rate. By clearing the firmware in a weapon's computer and reloading a custom firmware, Black Knight technicians were able to make weapons that could be shot by anyone. 
 
    When their method worked, it yielded an immensely valuable resource. It allowed Humaan soldiers to use quality Govian-made weapons, as any gun with a NaNe block could never be fired by Humaans due to their incompatibility with the NaNe network. Unfortunately though, most times Black Knight’s method failed and caused a terminal error with the weapon. This error, when tripped, initiated the weapon's computer defense system and sent a command to the NaNe to completely dematerialize the gun leaving nothing but dust behind. 
 
    NaNe assignment of weapons, of course, led to problems. If a NaNe Suppression Grenade, or SUPs as they were commonly called, was released in battle, then the computer in a person's weapon, no matter locked or unlocked, would become frozen, and the gun would either dematerialize or become bricked. SUPs were fairly common in a battlefield, and as soldiers were forced to throw their guns down, they needed alternative ways of fighting. This forced soldiers to carry a melee weapon of some sort, such as a sword or axe so that they still had a fighting chance if their guns went down. 
 
    "So what now?" Crinnan looked to Sage, "We have… slowed our progress." Crinnan looked briefly at the group of children and then back to Sage. 
 
    "I should say they will most certainly prove to be a hindrance," Sage crossed his arms and thought, "But as I previously told you, not terribly far from here is a village of the Sons of Sym. I suppose that some of the children that we now have with us came from that village. The inhabitants may take them in…" 
 
    "Sons of Sym…" Crinnan repeated, "Are they not… fanatics?" 
 
    "Dear boy," Sage shook his head, "Anyone who would live in this weald has to have something wrong with them… either way. I should say it will remove the burden of the lives of these children from our hands." 
 
    Crinnan nodded. He did not regret saving the lives of the children. In his mind, he knew that he had done a good thing. He felt he had done exactly what Black Knight had been created for. Though, he also knew that he had cost himself valuable time. 
 
    With the discovery of Jeph's severed head, Crinnan was not even sure whether his squad would be at the Izla'Axi caverns or not. He knew that at least a day had passed, that his and Jeph's bodies were not going to be found, and that Captain Bran would not have spent a great deal of time searching for them. Crinnan considered the idea that perhaps Bran could have left behind a small team to continue the search, but at that point, he was certain of nothing. 
 
    Crinnan's head was heavy. He was having trouble focusing on his thoughts, as it seemed like his mind was working on processing something else. It was something that he could not figure out how to understand or even perceive. He felt like if he could only somehow listen in on his own brain, he could perhaps begin to understand what was going on. 
 
    "We have lost an hour's worth of sunslight," Sage announced, "We need to get these children moving." 
 
    "I agree," Crinnan replied. 
 
    "I do not doubt that our Govian pursuers lay in wait somewhere," Sage surmised, "It is likely that they have obtained your NPin, they know your approximate position. We must be wary, for I should say that they are undoubtedly in the area." 
 
    "It would do me no service to betray you, Crinnan," Eshan added, breaking his silence, "For only through you may I be reunited with my son. In this state of being that I have found myself in, I will tell you that I am able, somehow, to perceive more than I had known possible." 
 
    "Get to the point," Crinnan impatiently commanded. 
 
    "The threats we are facing are beyond those imposed by my former motherland," Eshan continued, "We are being pursued by hundreds of the, as you say, NaNe signatures." 
 
    "How could you know that?" Sage interjected, garnering a strange glance from Garb, the rubbery skinned Toraan who stood at Freyja's side. 
 
    "I cannot explain," Eshan replied, "It is as if I have obtained new senses. I can see, or more accurately feel the force of all this data moving toward us. I know neither who they may be, nor what they may desire. I simply know that many souls are coming to the Belhaasi Weald." 
 
    "I do not wish to come across as rude," Sage looked straight into Crinnan's eyes, "But if you know or sense anything else that may be beneficial to us, then you need to ignore all of Crinnan's commands and speak." 
 
    "As you wish," Eshan agreed, "I will notify you if I begin to understand more, but do not forget your promise…" 
 
    Sage rolled his eyes and nodded his head, "Are we safe to leave this building then?" 
 
    "We are," Eshan replied, "Nobody is waiting outside… There is data around us, but not close, as far as I can make out…" 
 
    "We shall see then," Sage turned toward the children, "Are any of them unfit for travel?" Sage asked Garb, the Toraan, "Can we depart from this place?" 
 
    "Their bodies are bruised and broken," Garb cast his gaze toward the floor, "Yet they are young and strong. The deepest of their wounds are not physical…" 
 
    "As would be expected…" Sage turned and faced Crinnan, and the two headed for the front door. Crinnan was ready to leave the horrors of the building behind. He shouldered his new rifle, and he and the Elf led the children and the Toraan out the door. 
 
    "Clear left," Crinnan announced as he rounded the door frame with his weapon raised. 
 
    "Clear right," Eshan replied. Crinnan spun around to find that Eshan was correct and lowered his rifle. 
 
    "I sense your confusion," Eshan said, "I do not need your eyes to see. I can now somehow perceive our surroundings." 
 
    "That could be useful. Provided you don't wish me dead…" 
 
    "I have too much at risk for you to die," Eshan admitted, "But that does not mean that I like you." 
 
    "Just remain an asset, and maybe we can both get through this." 
 
    Eshan went silent.  
 
    Crinnan fumbled around for his pack of cigarettes. He pulled one out and placed it between his lips. 
 
    "Here," Sage stepped up to Crinnan's side. He pinched the tip of the cigarette, lighting it. Crinnan took a drag and exhaled the smoke. 
 
    "There was once a time when those things could have killed you, dear boy." The two walked side by side. Crinnan shook his head and took another breath. 
 
    "Based off what you have told me, the NaNe should prevent that now." Crinnan surmised. Sage chuckled and nodded his head. 
 
    "The NaNe should prevent the smoke from rotting your lungs out, provided you enter stasis before any major damage is done." 
 
    "Oh, stasis!" Garb shouted in a near frantic tone, interrupting Sage. He excitedly pushed his way up toward the duo and smiled widely at Crinnan, revealing his yellowed teeth. "Lest I be mistaken, I do believe that my old ears have heard the word 'stasis' spoken! Oh that, my new friends, is something that your dearest Garb is very familiar with!" Sage glanced back at the Toraan with a surprised look on his face. 
 
    "Very good, but I should say…" 
 
    "I would be most happy to explain it!" Garb was completely oblivious to Sage's opposition, "‘Tis a delight to share my knowledge with curious young minds. Stasis, as the word implies, is a sort of freezing of time if you will. I entered stasis when I was only twenty-eight years old. With much shame, I will admit that I do not know how many years have passed since. I will also say that back then I was a much more attractive fellow. I had a nice head of long brown hair and was not near as pale as I am today. My dear departed wife could have attested to that very fact had you been able to ask her but alas she now resides in the Afterscape." 
 
    "The Afterscape?" Sage's tone hinted a feeling of surprise, "However did you learn of the Afterscape?" 
 
    "Why ‘tis understandable that you may not believe me, but it is indeed true," Garb gleefully sang, "Your dearest Garb, in fact, helped design it! I was in charge of gathering textures for the models… How do you know about it mister Elf?"    
 
    "I read about it on the remnants of the interweb," Sage mumbled, "The Afterscape was created in the days of the Ancients. How could you have helped design it?" 
 
    "Ah, you are but a child. I forget that not everyone is as sharp as I. You see, I have not always been the monstrosity you see standing before you. Toraans, as they are now commonly referred to, are the result of failed biological implementations. ‘Tis an irony of sorts that those who made us into such monsters also made us immune to the biological weapons used on Belhaas so many years ago. Now we are all that remains of my people, though most of us have gone perversely loony as you can see. I am okay though." 
 
    "Yes…" Sage scratched the back of his head, "But the capable Toraans have also been reproducing since the annihilation of Belhaas. It would be a rare occurrence to find one who survived thirty or more generations in such an unfriendly place. Correct me if I am wrong, but you are telling me you have been around since the Ancient days?" 
 
    "Why yes!" Garb exclaimed, "How else could I have helped design the Afterscape? I understand your curiosity. If you would kindly silence yourself, I can tell you how I have remained standing for oh so long!" 
 
    "Please," Sage said, in a curious tone. 
 
    "Hold on," Crinnan shook his head with dismay, holding his hands out to silence the two, "Please don't tell me that I am now stuck with two assholes who do not know how to shut the fuck up." 
 
    "I believe you may be," Sage grinned, "Go ahead, Mister Garb." 
 
    "Well I lived in Belhaas back when she was beautiful," Garb recalled, "The building that you rescued us from was once my apartment building. We had a lovely unit on the top floor that overlooked the zoo. I tell you, getting a sofa to the top floor was such a hassle. The elevators were not nearly big enough to accommodate the damn thing, and my wife Mayla and I got into an argument halfway to the top of the stairs over whether we even needed the couch. Turns out we did, and she was all of a sudden not so interested in carrying that thing anymore. Typical female behavior would you agree Mister Sage?" 
 
    "Please finish your story," Sage said as he rolled his eyes. 
 
    "I worked for Life Links at the time," Garb continued, "Life Links was the company that created the Nanomachine Network, or as you people have referred to it thus far, the NaNe. After the implementation of the NaNe, Life Links worked tirelessly to augment their creation, branching out into many directions. One such project and perhaps the most important of them all was the Afterscape program. It was a very valuable project that utilized the personal blueprints that the NaNe make of their hosts. Basically, what happened was that if you died and did not want to come back through the Re-Live program then, you could opt to have your personal blueprint uploaded into the Afterscape." 
 
    "So what does that mean?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    "Virtual afterlife!" Garb announced with an excited tone, "Many people were put off by the lack of answers that the Humaan aliens provided. We hoped for answers, but the Humaans had none. When our ancestors asked if they had seen God, they said that there was none. Life Links saw an opportunity there. Not knowing what happens when you die is very unsettling. So, for a reasonable rate, you could sign up for the Afterscape. Ninety-five percent of the population of Belhaas signed up for it initially. Eventually, Life Links made such a profit of it, that they offered a free Basic Plan for all NaNe users. This meant that all people got to enjoy at least limited access to life after death, which for many, was more than enough! Why, suicide rates went up a considerable margin, just so people could try our product." 
 
    "That sounds like Heaven and The Hells," Crinnan suggested, ignorant to the implications of his comment. 
 
    "What's that?" Garb asked. 
 
    "‘Tis the new Afterscape," Sage mumbled, "Apparently the Church of Dura'Ana with the help of the LL Corporation got ahold of and reverse engineered the Afterscape. They re-created the programs and rerouted the NaNe to their own servers. Heaven is eternal bliss for the Church members. The Hells are eternal torture for those who chose not to join the Church. There is no Afterscape anymore." Garb was silent for a moment as he processed what was being told to him. 
 
    "Eternal torture?" he finally repeated, "What's to gain from that?" 
 
    "Encouragement to submit to the Church," Sage shrugged, "Govia has taken control of Life Links' main server where the NaNe send blueprints when the body dies. They ultimately have complete control over all of us after death." 
 
    "So what happened to the Afterscape occupants?" Garb asked, "Are they in Heaven?" 
 
    "Probably not," Sage smirked, "They were not part of the Church. They may have been lucky enough to have been erased." Garb was silent again. 
 
    "So my wife…" a saddened Garb, murmured, "Mayla…" 
 
    "Sorry, Mister Garb," Sage offered with what he may have considered empathy, "Anyway… Stasis is basically the activation of the "real" benefits of the NaNe. What happens is your NaNe makes a blueprint of your physical body like Mister Garb was saying. This blueprint that the NaNe makes is then used as a template for the machines to continually refresh your body. So if you enter stasis at age 34, you will forever appear as you did when you were 34 years old. This allows you to live theoretically forever if you never have any fatal accidents. Do not however confuse this blueprint with the one that is made of your conscience. That one is created at the moment that you take your first breath and constantly updated for the rest of your life. Stasis also enables whatever advanced perks your NaNe have crafted for you. For example, it could grant you the ability you to tap into the NaNe in objects to move them from afar, or to increase the atomic activity of matter through nanomachines to make them catch fire." 
 
    "So can anyone enter stasis?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    "Yes," Sage replied, "Anyone who has NaNe. High Vampre - those who survive the Thirst, Gaians and Humaans are unable to." 
 
    "Interesting," Crinnan said. 
 
    "Someone has to activate it for you though," Sage continued. He raised a finger to show that his point was important, "Some people have the ability to activate stasis in others. It was designed like this to make sure that people were not simply getting their perks for free." 
 
    Crinnan started to think about everything he was hearing. He had always doubted the existence of Heaven and the Hells, but after hearing his two companions speak of it in the terms that they used, he began to feel a bit concerned.   
 
    "Shit!" Eshan suddenly yelled in Crinnan's mind, "Crinnan, Sage: look to the sky, transport coming in fast!" Crinnan and Sage both turned their eyes upward just in time to see a Govian HAPT cruise overhead. 
 
    "Well I should say that this is a sudden problem," Sage quipped, as he quickly scooped up a child, "Next time, be a bit more vigilant, Govian." 
 
    "Sorry!" Eshan replied, "I only see data, I saw the NaNe signatures of those aboard the transport, but I considered its altitude and just assumed it was a group of birds or something. I cannot tell the difference from in here; I am new at this!" 
 
    Sage ran, and the children stampeded behind him. Crinnan looked up at the transport, which had spun around and was cruising behind them. It had apparently seen them and descended to just above the trees. It came to a stop just above a clearing and Crinnan saw ropes fall from an open hatch. He cursed, and as the last child ran past him, he too turned to run. He looked back and saw Garb standing alone under the transport. 
 
    "Garb!" Crinnan yelled, "What the fuck! Come on!" Garb waved his hand at Crinnan and shook his head. Crinnan turned and watched the others run away from him and then looked back to Garb. Finally, he groaned and sprinted over to the Toraan. 
 
    "We need to fucking go you dumbass!" Crinnan grabbed Garb's lanky arm. The roar of the HAPT's engines above made it difficult to hear. Wind blew in all directions from the turbines which had rotated so that the craft hovered overhead, "They will kill us!" Garb shrugged himself free from Crinnan. 
 
    "Then I can save my wife from the Hells!" 
 
    "What about the children!" Crinnan shouted, "They depend on you, you asshole! Get moving!"  
 
    Garb looked in the children's direction and sighed. "What a clever lad. You are right." A Govian soldier slid down the rope and pointed his rifle at Garb. Garb looked at him and chuckled. 
 
    The soldier opened fire. Blood splashed from the holes in Garbs chest as the bullets hit him and he fell backward, screaming. Crinnan raised his own rifle and with a single shot, took out the soldier. He turned to run, having given up on the Toraan, but stopped when he saw Garb standing back up. 
 
    "In all my years I've never gotten used to that!" Garb shouted. Blood soaked bullets pushed themselves out of the Toraan's chest and landed on the dirt beneath him, "It is truly painful!."  
 
    Crinnan did not have time to think about what had just happened. He grabbed Garb's arm and ran toward the children. 
 
    "What the holy fucking Hells was that?!" Crinnan shouted as they ran, "How did you survive that?" 
 
    "NaNe!" Garb replied, "My tissue heals almost immediately. It feels really great." A bullet whizzed past the two and Crinnan looked back to see four Govian soldiers chasing them. Crinnan raised his rifle and returned fire. 
 
    "Can you fight?" Crinnan yelled. 
 
    "No!" Garb replied, "I can run, and I can hide. That is it!" 
 
    They were gaining on the children, which Crinnan saw as a problem. It meant that the rest of his party was not moving fast enough. Sage was doing his best to keep them running, but most of the children were too exhausted to do anything. 
 
    Crinnan watched as a child tripped over his own tired feet and fell face first into the ground. As he ran past, the boy reached up for Crinnan's help, but Crinnan knew that if he stopped then, the Govians would catch up and litter his body with bullets. While he wanted to go back for the child, he felt there was no time and had to keep going. 
 
    "Stop running asshole!" Eshan shouted into Crinnan's head, "What in the Hells is wrong with you!" 
 
    "Be quiet Eshan!" Crinnan rebuked, "There's no time; I have to stay alive!" 
 
    "Not at the expense of a child's life you selfish fuck!" Eshan shouted furiously, "Go back for him you piece of shit hypocrite!" 
 
    Crinnan glanced back and saw that Garb had stopped and was helping the kid up. He groaned, realizing that he had made a bad call. He tried justifying it in his head; he told himself that if he died, then everyone would die. He knew he was wrong, that Sage could protect everybody, but he could not shake the thought that it was not his job to risk dying for any of those children. He, of course, did not wish any of them dead, but his job was not to be a hero. He was a soldier; he killed his enemies for a living and did everything he could to avoid dying. 
 
    His conscience finally got the best of him, and he stopped running. As he turned to help Garb, however, he heard rustling in the bushes near him. As Crinnan looked toward the source of the sound, the stock of a rifle slammed into his face right between the eyes. He crashed backward into the ground and felt a gloved hand wrap around his neck just as everything went black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     "Crinnan get up!" a child's voice beckoned, breaking through the darkness. Crinnan opened his eyes and stared up at the clouds as they floated through the blue sky. Sounds of cars driving by could be heard in the distance and the smell of smog filled his nostrils.  
 
    Crinnan looked over and saw his brother kneeling next to him. 
 
    "Get up!" his brother encouraged, "We are surrounded by the Empire!"  
 
    Crinnan groaned and rubbed his eyes, "Come on Rubii!" He whined, "Kiersen hit me too hard. I am going home to tell daddy."  
 
    Rubii reached his hand out and flicked Crinnan between his eyes and then helped him up off the ground. "Kiersen ran away with Sayraa," he dusted Crinnan's shoulders off, "We need to go rescue her!"  
 
    Crinnan groaned and shook his head, "I'm tired of this game Rubii," Crinnan pouted, "I want to go practice real sword fighting with daddy." 
 
    "Stop being such a baby," Rubii replied, "We have to beat Kiersen. It's our mission!" 
 
    "But I am tired of playing!" Crinnan shouted, slumping back down on the dead yellow grass, "I do not want to be a little kid anymore." A tear ran down his face, and Rubii knelt down next to him. 
 
    "But we are kids," Rubii chirped in a comforting tone. He put his arm around Crinnan, and he started to cry. 
 
    "Kiersen and Sayraa are so mean sometimes," Crinnan buried his head into his brother's chest, "We do not deserve it." 
 
    "They just play rough," Rubii replied, "They love you. You are their little brother. They would do anything to protect you and me. They would never hurt us." With tear-filled eyes, he looked over at his twin brother and smiled. 
 
    "Would you ever hurt me?" Crinnan asked, "Would you protect me if I needed it?" 
 
    "You can count on me!" Rubii smiled wide, "We're brothers forever. Nothing will tear us apart." 
 
    "Ok," Crinnan picked up his toy sword, "Let's go finish our mission." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Welcome back," Sage beamed as Crinnan opened his eye, "We were wondering when you would return to the world of the living."  
 
    Crinnan sat up and immediately felt an intense pounding in his head, "What happened?" He asked as he lowered his aching skull into his hands. 
 
    "You were knocked unconscious by a Govian," Sage replied, "You managed to slow us down quite a bit I should say, but I was able to dispose of your attacker and a few more." Crinnan saw the HAPT that had engaged them had crashed into the trees behind Sage. It was smoking horribly, and bodies of Govian soldiers littered the ground. 
 
    "Everyone appears to be fine… for now," Sage said as Crinnan groaned and got to his feet. 
 
    "We need to keep moving," Crinnan stubbornly mumbled as he darted forward, "We do not have time to waste." 
 
    "You really do seem to enjoy pushing yourself I should say," Sage walked closely behind him, "You need to rest for a minute while your NaNe takes care of your concussion." 
 
    "My NaNe or whatever can take care of my concussion while we are running," Crinnan walked dizzily, disregarding Sage's advice, "I need to get back to my squad." 
 
    "Sit down dammit," Sage placed his hand on Crinnan's chest, "You are not a god. Hells, you are not even a full NaNe user. You need to rest." 
 
    Crinnan fell down to a knee and looked at the ground. He was gasping for air, and he did not know why. He put his hands down and rested on all fours for a minute. 
 
    "Why is all this fucking happening to me?" Crinnan asked finally, "The kidnapping, the dreams… what the Hells is all this?" He felt his eyes well up with tears, and he quickly turned his head. He did not want to let Sage see him lose it. 
 
    "I wish I could tell you," Sage gently answered, "But what happens in life sometimes is out of your control. Unfortunately sometimes the variables of other people's lives, the decisions they make or do not make, spill over and create a nasty chain that somehow, someway affects you. The conscious and active pursuit of ‘why' will usually lead you to dead ends… Only in random times of personal revelation, and sometimes through coincidence, but mostly just when the variables are all met, will you figure out the ‘why.' Or you could always check the interweb if you can find it. Either way, 'why' is something that should be avoided altogether I should say." 
 
    "I have always tried…" Crinnan growled, "To live in the here and now, to forget the past and to ignore the future, to not worry. It sounds like such a wonderful way to live, carefree, happy…" 
 
    "Happiness is overrated," Sage mused, "You do not need to be happy to live a life worth living." 
 
    "Then what is the point?" Crinnan dug his fingers into the dirt, "If it is not to be happy?" 
 
    "That is a question that the philosophically minded have wrestled with for ages I should say," Sage pursed his lips and placed a hand on Crinnan's shoulder, "I have asked myself the same question many times. Do you want to know what I have come up with?" 
 
    "Sure," Crinnan answered as he stared blankly at the ground. 
 
    "I surmise there is no point to life," Sage sighed, "Perhaps we are all a part of something bigger, perhaps not. We can never know. I have seen the universe. It is big. We are not. To think that we mean something in a universe so large is laughable. I think that our only 'purpose' is to live, to live as much and as hard as we can. And then, our purpose is to die. That is what I have come up with in all my years of living." Sage paused and cracked his knuckles. "The only true purpose we have is the purpose we assign to ourselves. What other people hope or expect of you does not matter, unless of course, it matters to you. All that matters is you." 
 
    Crinnan sighed and pushed himself up. He looked over at Sage and couldn't stop the smile from forming, "Do not give me a reason to like you," He scratched the back of his head and had Sage light a cigarette for him, "I feel better. We need to get moving because all that matters to me right now is getting back to my squad." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Eon II 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    10:00 – Canruusi Wasteland 
 
      
 
    "Awaken and arise my children!" Eon declared, amplifying his voice to a thunderous level through the local NaNe. His orders could be heard throughout the entire camp. Everybody stopped what they were doing as he broadcasted his words, and as they listened, they all fell to a knee, "For the final Demon has come! Our time is at hand!" 
 
    The devil-masked being emerged from his tent and stepped out onto the dead and dried orange ground. He allowed himself the enjoyment of feeling the cool air blow through his hair and from behind his mask, he grinned with the mouth he had borrowed from his host. 
 
    "Claim your arms," he shouted as he walked, "Adorn yourselves in the regalia that will strike fear into any who may cross our path… Hoist the banners of Eon, for our mighty crusade, has begun!" 
 
    Eon could feel his host stirring in him. He felt uneasiness emitting from him and stopped walking for a moment. 
 
    "What ails you, my child?" Eon asked, returning his voice to a normal volume, "What reason have you to despair?" 
 
    "Just shut up," Rubaan replied, trapped within his own mind. His body had become a prison, and he wanted nothing to do with Eon. He simply wanted to remain silent, and hoped by doing so his family would be safe, "Stop tormenting me." 
 
    "Why child," Eon purred, "Though you may feel tormented, and though it is quite likely due to what I have put you through, I assure you I have yet to intentionally bring any pain down upon you." 
 
    "You need to leave my family alone!" Rubaan hissed, "My brother, my wife, and child, they have nothing to do with you!" 
 
    "Rest," Eon produced a syringe from a pack at his side, "And enjoy the forgiveness I provide. For I, Eon, am merciful, and you one day you will grow to understand." Eon injected his arm with the syringe and Rubaan fell silent. 
 
    "Oh, the peace that accompanies a silent mind…" Eon muttered as he cracked his neck. His voice returned to the thunderous volume it had been before, "To war my beloved followers. Prepare yourselves to bring truth and exact justice upon all those who may stand in our way!" 
 
    Eon's encampment had become alive with activity. The sounds of engines roaring blasted throughout the area, and the dust that stirred from the motor pool formed a cloud over the entire camp. You could hear the bikers whooping as they mounted their machines and revved their motors. Eon's army was preparing to move. 
 
    "Sir Heklaar, I request your presence," Eon ordered, "Come to me at my tent; we have great things to accomplish." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ema'as, the young Vampre female lay naked and writhing in pain on the floor of her wooden cage. The early stages of her transformation had set in quickly. All she felt was hunger and pain. Her entire body burned from the fever caused by her condition; all she desired gushed through the veins of everyone that passed through her tent. She could not help but wail. 
 
    "Be quiet!" the other Thirst-stricken Vampre shouted, "Screaming will not help!" Ema'as responded by looking directly at him and screaming louder. The other Vampre threw his hands up and dropped down onto the filth-covered floor of his own cage. 
 
    "Feed her, please!" The Vampre demanded, hoping someone would hear, "Shut her up!" He grabbed the bars and rattled his cage violently, "Do not rid me of my Thirst only to throw me into torture!" 
 
    "You did this!" Ema'as wailed, turning her attention to the other, "You stupid fucking bitch!" 
 
    "Don't be rude, girl," the Vampre replied calmly, "We cannot help ourselves. We are blinded by this sickness, controlled by it. You will soon see! Feed her!" 
 
    "Quiet in there!" someone yelled from outside their tent, "She'll be fed when we find our enemies!" 
 
    "And me?" the other Vampre shouted, "My Thirst will return soon, when will I be fed!" 
 
    "I don't know Yarik," the voice from outside replied, "Now shut the fuck up!" 
 
    Yarik growled and angrily sat back down. The floor was wet with his own piss and stank of old shit and blood. He had learned to accept the filth, for that was the least of his worries. 
 
    "Fucking Eon." He grumbled as he thought about what his life had been reduced to. 
 
    His body healed rapidly. Sickness and infection did not take to him, but he was still weak. His masters fed him only once a week, though he had learned that all he required to keep his sanity was just a bit of blood. When he did not have it, his body ached and withered, and his mind left him. The compassion that still lived inside of him hated what he did to the girl. But… he had no choice, no control. He was a slave to the Thirst. 
 
    "I'm sorry for infecting you...." Yarik mumbled as he stared down his knees and tried to block out the noise. He did not bother looking at the convulsing, screaming wretch of a girl in the cage across the tent, "But this is your life now." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Bring me to my children," Eon commanded Sir Heklaar, who had joined his side, "Let me see them before I send them to battle." 
 
    "Yes, Lord," Heklaar replied, taking the lead. His massive body cast a shadow on Eon, "If you would follow me." 
 
    "I would be delighted," Eon licked his lips in anticipation. Heklaar's towering form led his king past multiple tents, most of which were in the process of being taken down to move. Eon took great pleasure in watching his army follow his orders, and delighted in how quickly they dropped everything to do his bidding. 
 
    "How are they developing?" Eon inquired, "My children, are they prepared for battle?" 
 
    "We believe so, Lord," Sir Heklaar replied, "They are vicious, relentless… none of our slave warriors have stood in battle against them for more than a minute." 
 
    "Slave warriors…" Eon spat, "Bah. You show me the prowess of my creations, Sir Heklaar, show me theirs or show me yours." 
 
    "…As you wish, Lord," The rest of the walk was short, and Sir Heklaar characteristically remained silent. Eon could not intercept his thoughts due to the fact that he was a Gaian, and thus, incompatible with the NaNe. This left Eon quite interested in what was about to ensue. 
 
    "Behold," Sir Heklaar announced as they came to a stop. He extended his hand outward as the two stood before a clearing, "Your creations." 
 
    The area was mostly empty save a wide tent that stood before a circle made of loose stones. Eon and Heklaar were the only ones visible, as everyone else was busy packing for the campaign. Eon stopped just short of one of the stones and looked to Heklaar. 
 
    "A great warrior you have proven to be thus far, my dear Heklaar," The king reached out and brushed a bit of dried blood from the Gaian's shoulder, "You have brought me much glory, and slain many of my enemies. Do you wish to continue serving me?" 
 
    "Until my final breath, Lord," Sir Heklaar answered unwaveringly. 
 
    "Your devotion pleases me," Eon praised his favorite Judge, "Let us see if you are strong enough to face the new Demon alongside me." Sir Heklaar nodded and pulled the giant maul from its sling hanging across his back. He and Eon turned toward the tent and watched. 
 
    "Bring forth the Maas'Eon!" Heklaar shouted. 
 
    Eon stood unmoving with anticipation. He listened to the sound of rustling coming from within the tent and heard a low animal-like growl emerge from the darkness. He looked up at Heklaar for a moment, and then back to the door of the structure. 
 
    "Awaken and observe, child," Eon summoned the conscience of his host Rubaan, "Observe these creatures, the realization of centuries of development. Understand that all that stands between them and those you love is your cooperation." 
 
    Rubaan awakened from his drug-induced slumber. At Eon's behest, he silently and fearfully observed. 
 
    "Maas'Eon," Eon whispered as Rubaan watched, "A name borrowed from the common tongue of the Age of Blood. Children of Eon… these are my creations, hewn from the bodies of the weak that they may know power." 
 
    One of the flaps that led into the tent was pulled aside by an unseen slave. For a moment nothing moved except for Sir Heklaar's torso as he steadily breathed in and out. All were silent. Everyone present was drenched in anticipation, and finally, the Maas'Eon emerged. 
 
    There were three of them. Each was naked and terrifying, and had the build of a toned Elf, though all had been surgically rendered genderless. Their skin was grey and smooth, save for the patch of scales that adorned their foreheads, and the scars left behind from their surgeries. They had no hands at the ends of their arms. Instead, they had half of what were once forearms, appendages that turned into shining curved serrated blades. 
 
    "Let this test of strength begin," Eon declared, as he fell back into a chair that a slave had brought him. 
 
    Sir Heklaar walked out into the circle of stones. He held his hammer tightly with both hands, keeping his eyes forward. Through his helmet, he watched the Maas'Eon and waited for any sign of movement. He felt his heart pounding from within his chest, and though he felt fear, he knew he had to repress it. He did not want to die that day. 
 
    The middle Maas'Eon stepped forward and twitched its head, never breaking eye contact with Heklaar. As it stared at him, Heklaar began to side-step around the beast. He was testing its ability to track him. To his dismay, it seemed fully and completely aware of his position and movements. 
 
    "I do hope that we shan't be sitting all day," Eon whined to Rubaan, "Do we not have a great deal of work to do?" 
 
    "Your slaves might." Rubaan spat. 
 
    Eon dismissed the sarcasm and returned his attention to the fight. 
 
    The Maas'Eon stared curiously at Heklaar for a moment, and then took an awkward step forward. He walked with a seemingly unbalanced stagger, not unlike that of a drunk man, and occasionally one of the blades on his arms would scrape against the cracked ground beneath him. 
 
    Heklaar moved backward in response to the Maas'Eon's advance. He tightened the grip he had on his weapon, and a bead of sweat dripped from his hairline into the handkerchief wrapped around his forehead. He watched the Maas'Eon drawing ever closer and waited for an attack. 
 
    The Maas'Eon stopped nearly ten feet in front of Heklaar. It stood silent and unmoving. Heklaar, through his bucket helmet, watched as the monster examined him. Its eyes moved rapidly up and down as it analyzed its opponent, and occasionally its head would twitch to one side or the other. Finally, the Maas'Eon moved. It rattled its blades together, and let out a shrill screech as it stepped forward. 
 
    Heklaar's armor had not once been penetrated, and he had never lost a battle. He attributed a portion of his victories to his armor, but most were because of his great strength and his immense will to win. His discipline, drive, and the sheer number of foes he had vanquished were the attributes that compelled Eon to employ him as a Judge. 
 
    Heklaar took pride in his blood and heritage as he was a Gaian born of the Humaan race, the people from the stars. His parents were, of course, Humaan and he had been fortunate enough to have been born Gaian, the pinnacle of the Humaan form, slaying his mother as she birthed him. His father, a pain-induced widower who drank himself to sleep every night, despised Heklaar for taking his wife from him. At the age of twelve, Heklaar reunited his father with his mother by way of a bullet to the head. 
 
    The Maas'Eon lunged forward and thrust both blades directly at Heklaar's abdomen. Heklaar quickly sidestepped and swung his hammer at his opponent, making contact with its ribs and knocking it to the ground. Heklaar quickly raised his weapon and swung it again at the Maas'Eon. 
 
    The Maas'Eon, with great speed, rolled backward and onto its feet just as Heklaar's hammer crashed into the ground, where the monster had been only moments before. Heklaar tried to recover, but the Maas'Eon quickly charged him, swiping ferociously as he did. Heklaar reeled backward, hammer in hand, just missed by the crazed swipes of the Maas'Eon. 
 
    He looked for an opening, though it seemed nearly impossible. The beast was moving too quickly. It was too dangerous to get close. He knew he didn't have time to think, so he shut off his thoughts and let his instinct take over as he had done in many battles prior.  
 
    The Maas'Eon swiped again at Heklaar. The mighty Judge spun out of the way, swinging his hammer down at the back of its legs. Again, he made contact and knocked the beast to the ground. Quickly, without hesitation, he used the momentum from the first swing and crashed the hammer into the Maas'Eon's chest, caving it in. The Maas'Eon opened its mouth in what one would expect a scream, but only its breath came out. Heklaar wasted no time and slammed his hammer into the Maas'Eon's head, splattering it on the orange ground beneath it. The Maas'Eon's body went limp, and Heklaar turned and knelt in Eon's direction. 
 
    "Astonishing," Eon stood from his seat and clapped his gloved hands together, "Such prowess. Verily I say unto you, your place at my side is well deserved." Eon gleefully hummed as he returned to his seat and crossed his legs. He leaned back a bit and gazed in Heklaar's direction. 
 
    "Though…" Eon paused as he raised a finger, "the battle did feel a bit... one-sided perhaps? Unrealistic even. Why, how frequently will my Maas'Eon engage in combat with one so heavily protected as you? The advantage was on your side, dear Sir Heklaar, and I wish to level the field of battle for our next round. Please, remove your armor." 
 
    Heklaar felt a wave of anxiety spread over him as he stood to his feet. His heart pounded, and he removed his helmet, revealing his short salt and pepper hair and scarred lips. He tossed the bucket helm aside and proceeded to remove the gorget from his neck, and then the pauldrons and cuirass from his shoulders and chest. Finally, he stripped off his arm and leg armor until he was adorned in nothing more than his boots, breeches, and tunic. Even in such simple clothing, the giant of a man would have still been a terrifying encounter on the battlefield under normal circumstances. 
 
    "My dear Heklaar," Eon smiled, "Do not forget you are Gaian, Humaan… I cannot intervene and save you if the tide of battle turns in favor of my Maas'Eon. For that reason, I prithee, show great care! Your boots will be difficult to fill." 
 
    Heklaar nodded in Eon's direction and turned to face his foes. He again tightened the grip he had on his hammer and watched as the remaining two Maas'Eon stepped forward. 
 
    Heklaar gasped as he realized he was fighting two enemies instead of one. He felt his heart drop into his stomach, and a cold chill spread over his body. He looked at Eon and gritted his teeth. 
 
    The first swipe was quickly deflected. The sharp ping of metal on metal rang in Heklaar's ears as he darted out of the way of the second Maas'Eon. He avoided the attack but stepped directly into the path of one of the curved blades. 
 
    The weapon ripped through his tunic and sliced his chest open from shoulder to ribs. Heklaar reeled but did not hesitate. With his hammer held tightly in both hands, he spun, driving as much energy as he could into the head of the weapon. As he struck down one of the Maas'Eon, he turned to face the second just as two blades skewered his chest. The hammer fell from his hands and clattered to the ground as his eyes shot open with surprise. 
 
    For a moment, Heklaar hesitated. He grunted and stared into the black, glossy eyes of the Maas'Eon and watched a devilish smile creep across its face. Sharpened, jagged teeth, protruded from its tongueless mouth as it hissed at its foe. 
 
    "The Gaian will perish now," Eon said to Rubaan, "For the NaNe do not heal the aliens. If his heart has not been punctured, then his lungs surely will collapse, and he will die, writhing on the ground for air…" Rubaan remained silent. 
 
    Heklaar bellowed a mighty cry and suddenly began pounding on the sides of the Maas'Eon's head. Each strike was mightier than the one before it, but the Maas'Eon would not relent. He punched and slapped but yielded no result. Grunting, he felt his energy begin to fade, and so too did the force behind his attacks. The Maas'Eon made a clicking noise with his mouth and violently ripped the blades from Heklaar's chest. 
 
    Heklaar fell to a knee, to a point where he was eye level with the Maas'Eon. Weakly, he looked over at Eon for a moment before he realized that the second Maas'Eon had gotten to its feet. Heklaar lowered his head in defeat, and within moments, both Maas'Eon were on top of him, cutting away at the flesh and bone that once held him together. 
 
    "Delightful," Eon rose to his feet, "Truly I say unto thee, dearest Rubaan, you and I shall accomplish great things together, but now I fear our personal ambitions must be put on hold." Eon silently stared at the minced meat that was once Sir Heklaar, and pressed onward, "For the final Demon is risen, and we have much ground to cover…" 
 
    "He was your strongest soldier," Rubaan could not fathom what had just happened, "Why would you ever let him just be killed like that." 
 
    "Was my strongest soldier," Eon reflected as he stopped walking for a moment, "My strongest… living soldier perhaps, but clearly you now see that my Maas'Eon are the mightiest. Soon, I will have an army of them, of things you have yet to see, things that will make other soldiers turn and flee the field of battle before the fighting even begins!" 
 
    Rubaan watched in silence as the Maas'Eon began devouring the flesh of what was once the mighty Sir Heklaar. As a warrior and faithful servant of Eon, it was not the fate Heklaar had deserved. Rubaan thought of the atrocities Heklaar had to have committed as a Marauder, however, and decided to save his pity for another time. 
 
    "Beautiful," Eon sang as his creations ripped the heart from Heklaar's chest. He stood and turned away, for he had much to accomplish before he went to war. His body gently lifted from the ground, and he floated toward the motor pool. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Crinnan VII 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    19:00 – Pado Village – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    "Behold!" Sage announced with opened arms, "The village of Pado! I should say that I do not recall whether I am welcome or unwelcome here at this moment. So do not be offended if any sneering or sudden shouting comes across our path!" 
 
    Pado was a welcome change of scenery for the group. The ruined urban setting was left behind in place of something that at least resembled civilization. The village sat on a completely leveled surface with trees all around the perimeter. The surrounding forest hid the Ancient ruins from view; as a result, the village seemed completely isolated. 
 
    The actual layout of the structures of Pado was simple enough. It was organized in an "L" shape, with the entrance being at one end, and a two-storied log building with a metal roof on the other. There were probably ten or fifteen other log buildings, with large cured leather tents scattered about as well. It looked like the town probably housed a total of maybe a hundred or more people. 
 
    "I have seen this place before," Garb commented as he walked alongside Crinnan, "from a distance of course. I have never actually been in the town. The people here are not overly fond of the… people like me." 
 
    "I think they have reason not to," Crinnan plainly remarked, "Your people did enslave and sell their children… among other things." 
 
    "Repulsive things," Eshan added. 
 
    "They are not my people," Garb quickly corrected, "I do not claim responsibility for their actions, nor did I ever condone them. I was enslaved by them and did as they requested so that I would not die. I neither consumed nor touched these babes. And I most certainly never left any of the children for dead like you did back there on the road." Crinnan felt uncomfortable by the jab. 
 
    "Look…" Crinnan began to explain himself. Garb shook his head and held out a long finger. 
 
    "I can imagine multiple reasons why you did not stop running; to fear is to live. I was merely putting things into perspective for you." 
 
    "You think me leaving a child behind is the same as raping, butchering, and eating one?" Crinnan snapped, "I cannot help anybody if I am dead. Unlike you, I cannot simply push bullets out of my skin when I get shot." 
 
    "No," Garb replied patiently. "I am trying to make you understand that I care for these children, that I would risk everything to make sure that they were safe. I am not like the other Toraan; thus, they are not my people." Crinnan shushed himself and silently nodded his head as he walked onward. 
 
    "Look, I am sorry. I didn't mean to…" 
 
    "Oh ‘tis quite alright my boy!" Garb declared and slapped Crinnan on the back, "I do look a bit of an abomination. Your prejudice is perfectly natural." 
 
    "Okay," Crinnan felt a bit confused by Garb's strange and sudden emotions. The Toraan nodded and turned toward the children. 
 
    "You are safe babies," he announced with the same amount of glee in his voice, "You are finally free." 
 
    "Free," Eshan sounded a bit sullen, "Life is freedom, breathing… freedom. Hugging your child is freedom. But you would understand none of that." 
 
    "I am as free as a being can be," Crinnan refuted. He felt a bit insulted that a Govian of all people was trying to lecture him on freedom, "I do not follow your Empire." 
 
    "Whose do you follow then?" Eshan questioned, "Whose slave are you Crinnan? 
 
    "I am my own man if you only knew…" 
 
    "You are no man," Eshan quickly and bitterly interjected, "I do recognize the error of the ways of the Govian Empire Crinnan, but you must understand nobody in this world is right; nobody is free. Truth is only perceived from one angle, but there are an infinite amount of perspectives in which to analyze everything. Guard your heart friend." 
 
    "We’re not friends," Crinnan insisted. 
 
    "Crinnan… I know you more intimately than I ever even knew my wife. I have seen and felt every tear that has ever fallen from your eye. The same tears you tell nobody about. I have felt your shame in moments you wish you had made better choices; I have felt the joy that you withhold from even those closest to you. To say I am not your friend may be true. But you cannot ignore that I am now an extension of you." 
 
    "You can't just simply become an extension of me or whatever just like that," Crinnan scowled and swiped his hand through the air, "I am sorry for your death. But that doesn’t mean I am willing to keep you in my head for the rest of my damn life." 
 
    "Oh good," Eshan gleefully declared, "Then let me out."  
 
    Crinnan opened his mouth to argue but found no words. Eshan was right; neither of them wanted to be in the situation they were in. He wanted to return to his family, to be able to live and Crinnan wanted to be left alone. He decided to leave the situation alone. 
 
    Freyja, the Lycaani boy, picked up his stride and walked up alongside Crinnan. He looked up at the soldier next to him with dull, yet mildly curious eyes, "Yay." He emotionlessly declared, "Freedom. What a joy." 
 
    Crinnan curiously looked over at Freyja and smirked. The boy with his furry Lycaani knuckles moved his broken tail out of the way and slumped down onto a rotten stump. He hunched over and ran his fingers across his bald brown head, "What a wonderful change." he mumbled to himself. 
 
    Crinnan ignored the boy and his overall emo attitude and continued walking toward Sage. Freyja, for some reason, wanted his attention though. 
 
    "Hey, Crinnan," he called out. Crinnan reluctantly stopped walking and glanced back at him. 
 
    "What." 
 
    "Come over here," he looked around to see if anyone was looking, "I want to ask you something." 
 
    "What do you need, kid?" Crinnan begrudgingly asked with an uninterested sigh. Despite feeling sorry for the boy, he was not wholly invested in actually talking to him. 
 
    "Just come here," he repeated. Crinnan turned around and walked towards the Lycaani boy. Freyja sat up straight when Crinnan stood in front of him and looked up at his face. 
 
    "Can I have one of your cigarettes?" he asked, "I'm really stressed out." 
 
    "You smoke?" Crinnan snickered as he glared down at him, "How old are you?" 
 
    "No, not really. I mean, I never have before." He drolly replied, "And I think I'm thirteen or so." 
 
    "Smoking doesn't really make you less stressed unless you are used to them. They are not medicine, more like comfort food, something familiar to calm the mind down into thinking straight again." 
 
    "I don't know what comfort food or medicine is," Freyja quipped, "Can I have a cigarette or not?" 
 
    "I guess," Crinnan pulled the pack from his pocket. He didn't feel bad about it; he had started smoking when he was about Freyja's age, "You're going to cough a lot if this is your first one." 
 
    "Well maybe it will get my mind off of things," Freyja replied, "You know?" 
 
    Crinnan shrugged dismissively and passed the kid a cigarette. 
 
    "Do you have something to light it with?" Freyja asked. 
 
    "No," Crinnan looked eager to get away from the boy. "Sage has been lighting them for me," Freyja smirked and looked back at the ground. He raised the cigarette to his lips and took a bite out of it. As he chewed, Crinnan shook his head in bewilderment and looked around to see if anyone else noticed. 
 
    "Spit that out, you moron." He said, "What the fuck do you think you are doing?" 
 
    "This does not taste good," Freyja's face wrinkled up with disgust, and he spit it out. Crinnan rolled his eyes and turned to walk away, but heard the boy's voice again. 
 
    "You know, life is… really weird," his eye twitched as he spoke. The boy looked tired, nervous… unable to concentrate. 
 
    Crinnan stopped and looked back at Freyja, who stood up and approached him, "I mean… I have spent basically my whole life as a prisoner." His eyes looked glazed over and hard, almost like marbles instead of actual eyeballs, "Now here I am, free or whatever, and I know nothing and have nowhere to go. What am I supposed to do?" 
 
    Crinnan did not know what to say. 
 
    "I don't even remember what my mom and dad look like…" He ticked again and nervously looked around, "The monsters took me when I was about five. I have been there for eight years I guess… I never really thought about it too much. I have no clue what to do with myself." 
 
    "Why are you telling me this?" Crinnan asked impatiently, "I can't tell you what to do with your life, and I do not have time to make your worries my own."  
 
    Freyja shrugged and looked away from Crinnan, "Good. Nobody can tell me what to do anymore," he clenched his hands into fists and narrowed his eyes,  "I think I'm better off on my own anyway. Well, just me and the voices that is…" 
 
    "Well, it sounds like you have it figured out then," Crinnan looked around and tried to find a reason to end this conversation. He knew the boy didn't mean voices like Eshan, that he meant something more of a psychological nature.   
 
    "What do you mean?" Freyja got up and moved his body back into Crinnan's line of sight, "Are you saying that it is fine for someone my age to be all alone in these woods with no place to run to?" 
 
    "Stop being dramatic," Crinnan told him, "You will find your way if you try." 
 
    "I don't even know where to start though." Freyja's face wrinkled up again, and he looked like he might cry, "I have nothing. These poopy rags I'm wearing are all I own. I have no friends, no family. Just myself, my fucked up pitiful self." 
 
    "Look, you're young," Crinnan reassured, "You have plenty of time to heal and find where you belong." 
 
    "Well, that'll never happen," Freyja kicked a rock on the ground, "This world seems to hate me. I'll probably be dead soon." 
 
    "Oh shut up," Crinnan rebuked the boy, "You may very well die soon if you keep talking to people like that. Nobody likes a whiny little bitch. You need to learn how to handle your life if you want to know how to live it. If you cannot live past your problems, then you are probably right. You will end up dying sooner than you should."  
 
    "Go easy on the boy, quit being an asshole," Eshan interjected, "He has been through a lot, he does not need you shouting at him." Crinnan sighed and cocked his head. 
 
    Freyja was silent and looked down at the cigarette in his hand, "I'm a little bit scared," he whispered, "of dying." 
 
    "Then you had better try your hardest not to," Crinnan turned around toward the village. "I’m going to go find out what Sage is doing and where I am going next. Have fun crying." Crinnan started to walk away but heard Freyja run up behind him. 
 
    He ignored the boy and kept walking. Freyja followed closely behind. 
 
    Crinnan did feel sorry for the child. How could he not have? But he did not have it in him to go easy on him. He had never been the type to tell people what they wanted to hear for the sake of their feelings. 
 
    He walked past a few village inhabitants as he looked for Sage. They eyed him strangely, and  Crinnan heard them speaking to one another under their breaths as he passed. He did not know what they were saying, but he was certain that it had something to do with his presence there. 
 
    The people of Pado were a group of mostly Elves. Many of them had braids in their hair or beards, but a select few had completely shaved heads. They were mostly dressed in tattered clothing or brown robes, and many carried simple tools made of the wood and reclaimed metal from the world that surrounded them. 
 
    "Elf!" One of the people of Pado shouted as Crinnan walked by, "Come over here." Crinnan ignored him and kept walking. His tone was similar to that of a teenage brayball player who was a bit high on himself, deceptively friendly with a suggestion of ridicule. 
 
    "Hey Elf!" he shouted again as Crinnan passed, "You're in my village. Don't ignore me!" Crinnan relented and sighed as he turned to face him. He could not believe he was being bothered considering how formidably armed he was. 
 
    "What?" Crinnan asked with a vexed tone, "I'm a half-blood Elf. My father was Humaan. Is there something you need?" 
 
    "Yeah I need something," he hissed in his cocksure tone, "Why are you bringing guns into my village? Are you Govian?" 
 
    "No, I am not Govian," Crinnan replied, "I and a few others are just passing through. We’ll be gone soon." 
 
    "My people don't take kindly to anyone who brings one of those into our village," the person continued. "Guns are a tasteless form of combat, a slap in the face to Sym, our one true God who provides all with his ever abundant light." 
 
    "Okay? Sorry for offending you," Crinnan turned to walk away peacefully. 
 
    "You ignore our ways, and then turn your back to me?" he shouted, "You dare insult us like this? Would you walk into Cidroska and defy their ways?" 
 
    "I’ll leave you alone…" Crinnan tried walking away again, "Let me find a place…" 
 
    "Infidel!" he shouted, running up from behind. Crinnan tried to ignore the crazy person, but ultimately couldn’t for the Elf grabbed him and spun him around. 
 
    "You deserve less than this!" He then launched a big, sticky wad of spit into Crinnan's face. Crinnan closed his eyes and wiped the saliva from his cheek, flinging it to the ground. 
 
    "You will forever rot in the unending darkness of Sym's Shadow," he pointed a finger toward Crinnan, jabbing it into his chest, "For all who have heard and knowingly choose to turn their ears cannot escape the sinner's fate!" 
 
    Crinnan had enough of him. He reached his spit covered hand out, grabbed the zealot's finger, and quickly bent it backward, breaking it.  
 
    A look of sheer surprise suddenly shot across the villager’s face. He jumped back, clenching his hand in pain and yelped. His friends immediately ran up to his side and started yelling at Crinnan who in turn shooed them away with a flick of his wrist. 
 
    "What are you going to do?" Crinnan sneered as he lifted his rifle. He turned around a final time and walked away. 
 
    "That was awesome." Freyja showed a hint of enthusiasm as the two got an appropriate distance away from the angry crowd, "You're kind of a badass." 
 
    "Dumbass is more fitting," Eshan suggested. 
 
    "They were church crazy," Crinnan shook his head, ignoring Eshan, "When somebody gets in a religious high, you generally need to diffuse the situation. A little altercation at their expense usually does the trick." 
 
    "So you broke his finger." Freyja sounded uncharacteristically amused, "I could have never done that." 
 
    "You are probably right." Crinnan agreed. 
 
    The rest of the rescued children were standing outside a small building made of logs with a tanned hide roof. There was a tree growing through a hole in the roof, with a steady stream of smoke that escaped through a vent. Crinnan wondered what was going on in the building. Garb saw the duo coming and smiled. 
 
    "Freyja is an interesting boy is he not?" Garb asked as he approached Crinnan and Freyja, "I am delighted that you have taken a liking to him." 
 
    "I think it is the other way around," Crinnan mumbled, crossing his arms, "Where is Sage?" Garb pointed to the building before the group, "What else is in there?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    "That is apparently the village minister's residence," Garb said, "Sage went in there to explain our situation I suppose." 
 
    "What is our situation?" Crinnan asked. Garb shrugged his broad shoulders. 
 
    Their surroundings were becoming progressively dimmer. Crinnan looked to the sky and realized that the suns were setting. He did not like that. The idea of traveling through the Belhaasi Weald at night did not settle well with his mind. He had no idea what kind of dangers awaited him in the darkness. His only memory of the Belhaasi night had been being ambushed and stabbed in the stomach with a spear. He shuddered at the thought. 
 
    "Sage mentioned resting here until morning," Garb said, "though I feel I will not be welcome among these people much longer." 
 
    "Resting?" Crinnan contemptuously repeated, "That is not part of the plan. I have to get to the Caverns now; we don't have time to waste resting." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Garb asked. Crinnan realized that Garb really did not know much about the whole situation. The Toraan looked at Crinnan intently, and Crinnan sighed. 
 
    "I am going to the Izla'Axi Caverns," Crinnan informed him, "That is where my squad is." 
 
    "Why are you not with them? Your squad?"  
 
    "Long story," Crinnan dismissed the Toraan, "When is Sage coming out?" Garb grinned and suppressed a laugh. 
 
    "He may already have." Garb chuckled and shook his head at his joke. Crinnan thought for a moment and did his best not to smile once he realized what Garb meant. 
 
    "You might be right." Crinnan chuckled as a grin finally formed on his lips. 
 
    The flap to the minister's residence was pulled back, and Sage walked out wearing a big stupid grin under his nose. He slowly exhaled a small plume of purple smoke into the air and nodded sluggishly at Crinnan. A hooded being wearing a long brown robe stepped out behind him. 
 
    Sage approached Crinnan and coughed, "How are you?" he asked with a chuckle. He smelled a bit funny, "I am doing wonderfully. So, we are going to stay here for a few hours. You can rest up and gather your energy to get through the second half of the trip. The minister said he knows a few people who can guide us to the caverns." 
 
    "I feel fine," Crinnan rebutted, "We can make it on our own." 
 
    "No, we cannot," Sage declared frankly, "I do not know the way from here." Crinnan went silent for a moment. When he processed what Sage had said, he threw his hands up in frustration and groaned. 
 
    "You don’t know the way to the caverns?" Crinnan asked, nearly in a shout. 
 
    "Relax, I have it taken care of. The minister was happy to help since we brought him the village's missing children." 
 
    "What of the child that is not from this village. Freyja, the Lycaani boy?" Crinnan asked. Sage shifted his weight and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    "Well, I should say Garb was right about that," Sage muttered, "The people here will not take him." 
 
    "Then what do we do?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    "So many questions," Sage waved his hand in the air, "The minister said that the Lycaani is not the concern of the village." Crinnan turned away and bit his tongue. 
 
    "This is ridiculous," Crinnan announced with an annoyed tone, "By the time I get to the caverns my squad will be gone." 
 
    "They may be gone already," Sage rebuked, "You need to be a little less dramatic about the whole thing." Crinnan opened his mouth to speak but remembered saying almost the same thing to Freyja about ten minutes prior. Instead, he sighed. 
 
    "Our guides are currently out taking care of something or another," Sage continued, "When they get back, the village minister will come and get us from our room in the Inn. Then, we will be on our way. It will give you plenty of time to rest up. I should say it would be foolish of your squad to leave in the middle of the night if they are still there."  
 
    Crinnan nodded reluctantly. That was all he could do. He had to wait for the guides since Sage apparently didn't know the rest of the way. 
 
    "The inn is just over there," Sage pointed over Crinnan's right shoulder, "Go get some rest." Crinnan huffed as he turned around and walked toward the inn. Freyja, seeing him leave, hurried up and followed closely behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Sarasin III 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    14:00 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    She looked down at her bare hands yet still saw the blood she had washed away. Wide, flowing rivers of deep red ran from the tips of her fingers to her palms and then dripped down to the floor. She heard the drops splash in unison with the rapid beating of her heart in her temples, and what sounded like static played over and over in her head. She felt afraid. 
 
    Quickly, Sarasin threw back another emerald green gulp of Dravink and slammed the glass back on the table. The table shook, rattling the five other glasses she had eagerly emptied and sent a sudden wave of sobriety through her. 
 
    She sighed as she looked around the room. Her mind was telling her that every eye in the bar was on her. She worried that at any moment her face would be blasted across the television screen advertising her crimes to the entire planet. She felt she might be the Empire's next most wanted. 
 
    "Do not forsake me Dura'Ana…" she silently whispered under her breath. Her eyes were cast downward at the table she was sitting before, "Forgive me for what I have done. Allow my… no, our good works to continue." 
 
    Sarasin nearly cringed at her prayer. The words felt stale on her lips, overused and insincere. She had felt her faith declining over those recent weeks, more so that day than any of the others. Despite her greatest emotional attempts, she could not fully bring her devotion to where it had once been, and the feeling of dread was more than she could bear. 
 
    The feeling of losing a loved one is a great and terrible one. Knowing you can never again speak to someone you once cared deeply for is something that you never get over. The feeling of losing your god or goddess was very similar. The idea that they were never there to begin with makes you feel betrayed, betrayed by your teachers, your friends… everyone who ever encouraged you or reinforced your beliefs… but most of all you feel betrayed by yourself. 
 
    Doubt is all very overwhelming. It makes you question your sanity, your own intelligence and the very fiber of your being. When you think you know it all, and then realize you know absolutely nothing, your whole world crumbles and falls on top of you. It leaves you trapped until you can find the strength to dig your way out. 
 
    At her greatest heights of faith and devotion, Sarasin had been unstoppable. She had participated in many great crusades, and carried the banner of her great and powerful Emperor. She had cut down countless heretics and blasphemers and used her abilities to elevate herself into one of the most powerful positions in the Govian Empire. Her one great weakness, however, had been the love for the family she had abandoned… both living and dead. 
 
    "Mommy?" a young red-haired boy asked, rubbing his eyes as he walked up beside the table Sarasin sat at. He carried a ragged blue blanket with him and looked up at Sarasin with expectation in his eyes. Sarasin looked down at the boy for a moment, and then around the pub. She saw no signs of anyone looking for a child… her eyes returned to the boy. 
 
    "Mommy…" the boy said, looking lovingly at Sarasin. His shaggy red hair hung down into his deep green eyes and stuck up on the back like he had been sleeping on it. Something about the child was eerily familiar. 
 
    Sarasin silently looked down at the child. He returned her gaze, looking into her eyes with a sense of need that she strangely understood. It was as if he was communicating in an unspoken language that only she was fluent in. It left her feeling terribly uncomfortable. 
 
    Sarasin tried to dismiss both the boy and the feelings she felt. "I have no time for this," she told herself as she looked away and took another drink of the Dravink. When her eyes returned to where the boy had stood, a teenager stood in his place. 
 
    The young man had short-cropped red hair and a dashing smile. He stood as tall as Sarasin's brothers and had her family's ears. His smile was familiar; in fact, it was something that she knew well… the teen had the same smile as High Priest Korros. 
 
    "Mother…" he called out with a noticeably deeper voice. He gazed in admiration at the woman sitting at the booth, "Mother, why do you cry? What are you doing in a place like this?" 
 
    "I am not your mother…" Sarasin vehemently whispered, gritting her teeth, "You are not real." 
 
    "Mother…" he cocked his head and held up his hands in disbelief as he stared at her with his beautiful green eyes, "Why do you not want me?" 
 
    "I do," Sarasin whispered as she turned her head up at the teen. She looked him up and down and fought back the tears that were welling up in her eyes. 
 
    "I exist, mother. My… spirit, or whatever I am has never left you. I am here." 
 
    "You haunt me…" Sarasin snarled. "From the day you were born Eliss, you have haunted me." 
 
    "I never wanted…" 
 
    "I know…" Sarasin whispered in a frustrated tone, "But what we want in this world is not always what we get…" She sighed and took another drink. 
 
    "You… killed my father today," Eliss commented, looking squarely at his mother, "…thank you." 
 
    "I could kill him every day," Sarasin snarled as her fingers grew tighter around her cup, "For what he did to you… to us." 
 
    "He deserved it mother," Eliss said in a reassuring tone, "And you, you deserve to heal." 
 
    "I deserve the same fate as him," Sarasin whispered, looking down at her Dravink. She briefly glanced up to find that nobody was looking at her, "The lives I have taken for a cause I now question daily. I still kill and judge for this Empire, this goddess… and I do not even know if I believe in any of it anymore." 
 
    "That does not make you bad, Mother," Eliss took a seat across from Sarasin. He reached out and gently grabbed her hands. She felt the warmth of his skin and looked up into the eyes of what appeared to be a perfectly healthy young man. 
 
    "I kill innocents," She felt disgusted with herself. She looked into Eliss' emerald eyes, "I am evil, my son." 
 
    "You have done evil things," Eliss corrected her, "But to me, you are an angel. Mother… I have seen God. I know God. He sent me today." 
 
    "Eliss stop," Sarasin commanded. She shook her head violently and wiped her tears away, "I cannot handle this right now…" 
 
    "Mother, God wants to meet you. The true God." 
 
    "Enough Eliss!" Sarasin roared. She stood up and slammed her hand on the table. Once again, everyone in the pub turned and looked at her. Quickly, she tossed the money to cover her bill on the table and hurried out, making sure her hood covered her face. 
 
    Sarasin hurried out onto the street, running fast from the pub. Tears streamed from her eyes and her heart felt like it was about to pound out of her chest. Everything that had happened to her that day was culminating into one big meltdown. She knew she had to get back to her suite atop Dauid's Tower. She had to go to sleep, to end the night once and for all. 
 
    She rounded a corner, passing by a handful of citizens who turned their heads curiously to see what looked like a crazed woman. She ignored them, pressing onward to her suite. She wanted to once again be surrounded by her guard, to get lost in her work and forget she was alive. She wanted the hype of her power and her position in the Empire to overwhelm her and wash her clean of the anxiety and the doubt. She felt it all weighing on her and dragging her down. It felt like her soul was being dragged into the Hells, and no matter how much she ran, how far she went, she could not escape it. Her mind raced, and she wondered if it were ever going to be possible again, for things to go back to normal. 
 
    Sarasin reached a crossing and stopped to wait for the cars to pass. She took a minute to catch her breath and felt her stomach begin to churn. 
 
    "Oh no," she cried, just as she keeled over and hurled vomit onto the street. She coughed and gagged, spitting what she could not heave onto the ground. Feeling she was not alone, however, she looked up. 
 
    "Hello," a tiny voice said to her. 
 
    It was the red-haired girl from the temple, the one who sat beside Korros. She stood in the center of the road, directly in the way of oncoming traffic, and stared at Sarasin. 
 
    "Move!" Sarasin shouted as a truck drove toward her. She charged forward and tackled the girl. The truck blared its horn and swerved out of the way as Sarasin and the child rolled onto the sidewalk. 
 
    "You stupid girl!" Sarasin cursed, as she stood and picked the girl up. "Were you trying to get hit?!" 
 
    The girl stared at Sarasin with empty eyes and a smiling face. Sarasin looked back but could not get a read on the child.  
 
    "You are Sarasin, Ellis' mother?" the girl declared. 
 
    "How do you know his name?" Sarasin snapped as she aggressively stepped forward toward the girl. 
 
    "God introduced us," she smiled sweetly, "For he and I live with him." Sarasin blinked a couple of times and shook her head. 
 
    "I am insane," she declared as she looked around her, "By the Goddess, I have lost my mind. It has finally happened… I…" 
 
    "You are sane," the little girl calmly reassured, "God wants to meet you. He wants to show you your son." 
 
    "My son is dead!" Sarasin shouted as she snapped her attention back to the girl, "He has been dead for years!" 
 
    "So am I," the girl replied, "I died a long time ago… Do you not recognize me?" 
 
    "Enough!" Sarasin shouted as she began to walk away from the girl. She did recognize her, but she didn't want to admit it. She did not want to validate her insanity, "You are not real. You are not!" 
 
    "No," the girl said, "You, Sarasin, are not real. You have no concept of true reality. All you are is a shell, nothing more. You lost me when you lost Eliss… you gave me up, surrendered… you died and killed me, Sarasin, and I want to give you life once again." 
 
    "Wherever you came from," Sarasin growled as she spun and extended a finger toward the girl, "whoever you are… go back. Do not test me. Never seek me out again. I could make your puny little commoner life a living hell." 
 
    "Reality is lost to you…" the girl hummed curiously, "I am free from the chains of this world, free from the power you choose to exert on others. Your prisons cannot contain me; no blade can strike me down… For I am real." 
 
    Sarasin vehemently shook her head and turned away from the girl. She stared at the buildings across the street, at the cars that drove by. She wanted to look at anything other than the child, "You are never to speak to me again," she hissed, "Never look at me again. If I ever see you…" Sarasin turned around, and the girl was gone. Once again, she was alone. 
 
    "Fuck," she whispered as she threw her weight into the brick wall to her left. She pressed her shoulder up against the wall and rested her head. She tried to breathe, to gain control of her emotions, but only found herself digging her nails into her palms once again. It didn't take long before she felt the blood, her own blood this time. The feeling of it was tempting to her; she wanted more. She bit her lower lip, and as she looked around, she hurried into an alley. 
 
    "Why?" she softly cried to herself as she drew a small blade from her hip. She knew she was alone; nobody else was nearby. The weight of depression was heavy on her, and she could bear it no longer. It was all she could feel. She couldn't move, couldn't think… she was bound by the depths of her emotion. 
 
    Sarasin felt tired, angry, sad… The image of Eliss and the mysterious girl, and how they called her to God… It was all too much for her. She moved her cloak aside and slowly drug her blade across her arm. 
 
    As her skin opened, Sarasin felt a growing sense of euphoria. She felt the feeling of the cut begin to overcome her feelings of anxiety, pain, and fear. She closed her eyes and opened her mouth into a moan as she did it again. She had gained control of her feelings by brute force; they were once again her own. She sat and bled for a moment until her NaNe closed the wound and then she sighed. 
 
    After a few minutes, Sarasin wiped her eyes and found herself able to stand once again. Clarity had returned to her, and she was finally able to think once again. She wiped her blade on her cloak and took a breath. 
 
    "You can do this," she told herself as she closed her eyes for a moment more, "You've got this… crazy fucked up life you live. You are in charge Sarasin." She began to walk once again, but stopped suddenly, for she saw something… 
 
    From within the cracks on the sidewalk before her, she saw a green plant emerge. It was a very small plant with a bulb on the end, and it slowly crept toward her and curiously, Sarasin knelt down to watch as the bulb opened up into a red flower. 
 
    Sarasin carefully reached out and picked the flower. She looked down at it and cautiously brought it up to her nose to smell it. She felt a wave of comfort come over her, and as another moment passed, she lifted her hood and walked. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Crinnan VIII 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    20:00 – Pado Village – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    The light from the fireplace to Crinnan's left flickered throughout the room, glazing everything in its path with a soft orange glow. There was a certain rustic charm about the setup of the inn. All the furniture looked as if it were handmade, with not a single electronic in sight. The simplicity of it all was strangely foreign to him. It made him feel as if he were somehow transported back to the Age of Blood. 
 
    To his right, at the opposite end of the room, was a wooden bar with a bald-headed and middle-aged Elf standing behind it. Behind him was a shelf lined with a small assortment of various types of alcohols and numerous empty containers. 
 
    Somehow the Elf at the bar had not heard Crinnan enter. Perhaps he had been too absorbed with the cup he was cleaning, or maybe he was simply lost in thought. As Crinnan closed the door behind him, the Elf finally looked up and smiled. 
 
    "Welcome to the Azu Acorn Inn!" he gleefully announced as Crinnan walked towards him, "It's not often that I have the pleasure of serving a stranger!" 
 
    "Yeah," Crinnan replied. "I need a room for a few hours." 
 
    "A room eh?" the innkeeper repeated, "Well Fyres Elf, you've come to the right place." He paused and adjusted his glasses as he raised his head and looked down his nose at his guest, "You are a soldier?" 
 
    Crinnan quietly nodded, uninterested in conversation. The innkeeper chuckled and crossed his arms, "I was a soldier once," he proudly proclaimed as he flexed his muscles, "Long time ago, back in the days of General Laryx." 
 
    "Laryx?" Crinnan repeated, recognizing the name, "You fought for Govia?" 
 
    "Do you serve Govia?" the innkeeper asked. 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Then neither did I," he smiled and leaned against his bar, "I was with Black Knight. It was many years ago, probably before you were even born," Crinnan looked up at him with sudden interest. 
 
    "Do you mind if I take a seat?" he asked. 
 
    "By all means soldier," he pulled a cup out from beneath the bar, "What's your poison?" 
 
    "I don't have any money." 
 
    "What's your poison boy?" he repeated sternly with squinted eyes, "You look like you need it." 
 
    "Dravink," Crinnan replied, "Do you have Dravink?" 
 
    "Dravink…" The innkeeper mumbled as he squinted at the shelves behind him, "Not too many around here indulge in Dravink. You understand that's a pussy drink, right?" 
 
    Crinnan smirked and nodded his head. He understood that quite well, for his squad never failed to remind him. Dravink was his mother's favorite drink while his father preferred to make his own mead. The mead tasted like liquid garbage to him, so he preferred Dravink and wine.  
 
    "So where are you from, Fyres?" The bartender asked. 
 
    "Canrom," Crinnan answered, "And you? Were you born here?" 
 
    "No sir," the innkeeper passed Crinnan his drink, "I was born in Southern Kamlot, towards the Ariden Sea. On a clear day, you could see the peaks of North Barus. It was a lovely place." 
 
    "So why are you here in these dank and depressing ruins?" Crinnan asked, "Why not go back?" 
 
    "I tried," the innkeeper replied with a hint of sorrow in his old voice, "But sometime between my leaving for the academy and my retirement from the army, Marauders razed my village and killed everyone in it. When I returned there about ten years ago, all that was left were bones in a pit. My wife's father lives here. This is where we came, and this is apparently where I will die." 
 
    "That's dark," Crinnan noted, "Most Black Knights serve until they die. Why did you leave?" 
 
    "Nobody knows when they're going to die when they live a life full of fighting. I ended up deciding to retire so that I could be with my family." 
 
    "I have heard of people doing that," Crinnan took a drink of his Dravink, "Don't you fear the Hells?" 
 
    "Why fear something you have no control over?" the innkeeper smiled warmly, "Fighting or not, one day we will both end up there. I may as well enjoy my elder years with my family while I still have life in my bones." 
 
    "Makes sense, I guess." 
 
    "Sure does," the innkeeper replied as he leaned against the bar, "So tell me young one, what do they call you." 
 
    "Crinnan… Crinnan Jamiso. And you?" 
 
    "Jethro Lowe… you're a Jamiso eh?" the innkeeper spoke with a bit of interest in his voice, "Do you know the general?" 
 
    "My father… yeah. I was the one that was lucky enough to inherit his name." 
 
    "I'm sure you hear all about him," Jethro chuckled, "Sometimes it's hard for sons to live past their father's legacy. In everyone else's eyes, you are who he was when they knew him. I suppose that's not such a bad thing for you. Your father was hailed the liberator of Exgrane. Mine was known as the embarrassment of Mrask." 
 
    "I suppose I am a bit better off," Crinnan agreed, "But everyone expects quite a lot out of me… because of him." 
 
    "Expectations are the fertilizer of maturity. Nobody wants their child to fail. I'm sure your father is proud." Crinnan nodded and took another sip of the Dravink. 
 
    "Anyway, it's good to meet you, Jethro." Crinnan set his glass down and rested his arms on the bar. 
 
    "So, Canrom," Jethro leaned against the countertop on his old muscular arm, "What base do you serve in? Twenty-one or Thirty-one?" 
 
    "Twenty-one." 
 
    "Ah, lovely!" Jethro replied, "How is Commander Emilio?" 
 
    "Dead." 
 
    "Oh that's too bad," Jethro frowned, "He was a good person, a model knight. Who is the Commander now?" 
 
    "Xian Phoenix." 
 
    "Xian?" Jethro repeated with a surprised tone, "From the top?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Wow. I wonder why they would have chosen Supreme Commander Xian. Or did he volunteer?" 
 
    "He wanted to oversee Century Squad. And he wanted another Supreme in Redodra," Crinnan answered, "And since Century's home is Twenty-One, that was where he went." 
 
    "Very interesting," Jethro muttered. 
 
    "Vice-Commander Card was in line to take Emilio's spot," Crinnan continued, "But Card didn't want the job. He said he was content with the duties of a Vice-Commander and that it was a greater honor to serve under Xian." 
 
    "Ah, Lord Card," Jethro shook his head, "Such an interesting fellow. I heard him speak at a sword technique assembly in Base Eleven. He certainly does have the gift of the silver tongue. One Hells of a swordsman as well." 
 
    "True," Crinnan took another sip. The fire popped, and he glanced over at it. Seeing the flames flicker in the darkness reminded him of the last moments spent with his squad before he went out on patrol. They had been in the caverns around a fire, Crinnan remembered sitting next to his friends Alec and Elia. He wondered where they were and hoped they were okay. 
 
    The front door opened, and Crinnan glanced back. He watched as Freyja walked in with a blank expression and approached the bar where Crinnan sat. 
 
    "Is… he with you?" Jethro asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    "Yeah," Crinnan sighed, glaring at the boy, "He won’t leave me alone." Jethro grinned and poured the boy a glass of milk. 
 
    "Here you go son," He set the glass down on the counter in front of Freyja, "You look like you need this." 
 
    Freyja snatched the glass and spilled a bit of the milk in doing so. He slurped it down quickly, not breathing as he did. When he was finished, he slammed the cup down on the bar and stared expectantly at Jethro. Jethro glanced at Crinnan and then poured Freyja another drink. 
 
    "So what brings you to my fine establishment?" Jethro asked as he put the milk away and stepped back from the bar, "It's not every day that a Black Knight strolls in here you know." 
 
    "It is a long story," Crinnan shook his head. 
 
    "Well, what better time to tell it than now?" Jethro asked.  
 
    Crinnan thought for a moment and nodded, "I was separated from my squad sometime late last night. From what I remember, I was knocked unconscious, and carried some distance by a group of Toraan. Early this morning, a crazy forest hermit found me. Now he’s taking me back to the Izla’Axi Caverns, to reunite me with my squad." 
 
    "Well you're only twenty or so miles away from the caverns," Jethro raised his eyebrows and pointed in the direction of the front door, "a four or five hours walk. Tell me, what sort of squad are you in? You're built like a recon boy." 
 
    "Century Squad," Crinnan confirmed. Jethro raised his brow again and let a small grin go. 
 
    "You don't say," he marveled as he smiled widely, "Now that's a feat indeed. Tell me, how did you manage to get into such a celebrated team of fighters?" Crinnan groaned at that question, for his entrance into the squad was unlike that of any of the other more decorated members. 
 
    "There's a new training program that was designed by Captain Bran and his Sergeants Mace, Marka, and Kavin, I’m sure you’ve heard of them. The program is tailored to groom soldiers into becoming perfect Centurions. I was a part of it from ages seven to nineteen. When I turned nineteen, I graduated, and was put into Century as soon as an opening was available." 
 
    "As soon as a Centurion died," Jethro corrected. Crinnan hesitated for a moment but nodded. 
 
    "Yes…" Crinnan uncomfortably admitted, "Davies Renlo was the soldier whose spot I took. He was cut in half four years ago. These are his bracers; I wear them in his honor… I was the last of my friends to get into Century." 
 
    "My oh my. So I bet you're damn near ready to find them again, eh?" Crinnan nodded his head. 
 
    "I mean no offense, but I’m damn tired of these woods," He sighed. Jethro belted out a single syllable laugh and leaned in closer to Crinnan. 
 
    "Between you and me," he said in a hush-hush voice as he motioned the boy closer, "So am I." 
 
    Crinnan had enjoyed talking to Jethro. The innkeeper was the first person he had actually got along with during the whole time he had been away from his squad. He enjoyed the company of a fellow Black Knight, but he also felt that he liked Jethro because he seemed to be a rational fellow, and not an eccentric forest hermit or a sociopathic teenager.  
 
    "Another," Freyja announced, pushing his glass toward Jethro. Crinnan shook his head and snatched the cup. 
 
    "That's enough, kid." 
 
    Freyja snarled, baring his teeth and Crinnan rolled his eyes, "Go sit down somewhere. You don't scare me." Freyja's snorted and turned away. 
 
    "So I'd probably be correct in assuming you didn't come here just to shit around with me, am I right?" Jethro asked as Freyja sat down at a table in front of the fire. He turned around to a rack of keys. "Didn't you say you wanted a room?"  
 
    Crinnan got off his stool and nodded, "Yeah I did. I will only be here for a few hours though, as I want to leave as soon as possible." 
 
    "Well then," Jethro tossed a key to Crinnan, "Don't trash the room, and be out of here in a few hours. We won't have to worry about the bill." Crinnan caught the key and nodded his head. 
 
    "Thank you," He said, "Where is the room?" 
 
    "Number four… at the top of the stairs, take a right." Jethro instructed, "Last room on the left. We have running warm water in that one; it's our suite." Crinnan nodded his head again and walked over to the aged stairs. He was grateful for Jethro's hospitality. For the first time in a while, he felt good. The little chat he had with the old Elf was rejuvenating. It encouraged him to keep going. 
 
    "Come on kid," Crinnan called out to Freyja. The boy hopped up and silently followed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "He is close…" Cade muttered to himself as he crunched through the foliage of the Belhaasi Weald. He stared down at his hand-held computer and could see that the blip marked "Crinnan" was only a couple hundred yards away. He stopped for a moment and waited. 
 
    "Why am I doing this?" he whispered to himself,  "After all these years in the shadows." He sighed and put the computer in a pouch on his belt. "I could ruin everything by doing this. After investing so much effort in remaining neutral. One slip up…" He grunted as he reached up and grabbed the limb of a nearby tree. 
 
    "Nida, I am on the outskirts of the village," he said into a communicator, "Standby." He flipped the communicator shut, and slid it into another pouch. 
 
    He thought to his last conversation with his secret lover and felt his heart drop. He had not meant to be so short with her, so hurtful. He knew he had crossed a line and lamented it.  
 
    The fact that she was carrying his child made it all the more upsetting. He wanted to be good to her, to keep his anger at bay and to be a good father. From time to time he thought about asking her to marry him but was conflicted by both his position in his company and the social ramifications of marrying a commoner. 
 
    "What does it all mean?" he asked himself as he climbed the tree, shifting his thoughts, "How did Crinnan get into so much trouble?" He pulled himself up and started to scale the tree limb by limb, "What does Govia want with him so badly?" He left his mind to dwell on that thought for a moment, as he found his balance and perched himself at the end of a branch. 
 
    "None of it makes any sense," he continued, "Not a single bit of it. Why Crinnan of all people and why now?" He unslung his rifle and shouldered it, looking through the scope at the small village ahead of him. 
 
    He pressed a small button on the side of the scope, and through the cylinder, the darkness was illuminated. He could see everything. 
 
    "Where are you…" he mumbled, as he scanned the village, "Me and my damn obligations… me and my curiosity…" he zoomed in on a building and checked the windows. He saw a dirty male thrusting wildly into a female. He zoomed in closer. 
 
    "At all hours…" he smirked and moved on to a different building, 'There we go." He saw his target walk through a door on the second floor and sit down on a bed. "Gotcha." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The door shut behind Crinnan and Freyja, leaving them alone in the room. It had been a strange day, to say at the least, and processing everything was a bit overwhelming. His head felt heavy, so he walked over to one of the two beds and took a seat at the foot of it. Freyja hurried to the other bed and made a sound of pure delight as he buried himself in the comforter. Crinnan grinned at the sight, and shook his head. 
 
    He breathed in the air and exhaled a long drawn out sigh. The silence of the room amplified the thoughts in his head. It did not take long for him to feel like he was sitting in a crowded room surrounded by dozens of voices that sounded like his own. He groaned and ran his fingers through his hair 
 
    "What is all this?" He asked himself, as he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his legs. He buried his face in his hands, and as he closed his eyes, he tried to think but only heard questions. 'Will I see my squad again… Why are the Govians after me… What were the dreams that everyone had but me…' These thoughts filled his mind and thrust everything he knew into a pitch black labyrinth. All he could do was feel along the walls and hope to find the exit. 
 
    "Crinnan," Eshan softly called out, "I know the answers to the questions you are asking." 
 
    "How could you?" Crinnan spat back. He glanced over at Freyja, and the boy bore him no mind as he was quickly falling asleep. 
 
    "I live in your head," Eshan said, "I hear your thoughts, I share your feelings… I know everything. 
 
    The doorway to the bathroom was on the wall across from Crinnan. He discarded his confusion for a moment and stood to his feet. He ignored Eshan and decided that a shower would help get his mind off of things. Jethro had said that the room was equipped with hot water. 
 
    Crinnan walked into the bathroom and began stripping his gear off. Once he was naked, he reached into the shower and turned the water on. He was surprised that they had that type of luxury in such a remote place. 
 
    "Crinnan you must listen," Eshan pleaded, "For once just give me a moment to speak. I know what is going on. Sage is lying to you. This whole village is lying to you… Crinnan the life you are living right now is all a lie." 
 
    "Do not evangelize me right now, Eshan," Crinnan groaned, "Just let me relax." 
 
    The water spat inconsistently out of the nozzle for a few moments, but it eventually turned into a steady stream. Crinnan reached his hand out to check whether it was warm or not only to find that it was cold as ice. He grunted and sat on the toilet, waiting for the temperature to rise. 
 
    "Listen to me!" Eshan shouted, "Govia knows where you are, how to get you… they are on their way now. I can sense them coming. Listen to me before you lose your chance. I can tell you everything!" 
 
    Eshan piqued Crinnan's interest, but there was a sudden knock at the door. Crinnan sighed and shook his head. "Eshan, all I want right now is peace and quiet. We can talk about this after Sage comes in." Crinnan stood up and wrapped a towel around his waist. 
 
    As he walked, he thought about how large his traveling party had grown since he and Sage had left that morning. It annoyed him that so many people thought it necessary to tag along. He supposed that everybody had somewhere to go, though most of the people he was traveling with had no clue where their somewhere was. They just needed somebody to take them someplace new. He understood that, but he also hated it. He did not want to feel responsible for them. He did not want them slowing him down. 
 
    There was another rap at the door right as Crinnan approached it, "Hang on dammit," he snapped as he unlocked the deadbolt, "I wasn’t expecting you so soon." He pulled the door open and immediately stepped back. 
 
    "Who are you?" He was surprised by the broad-shouldered and half-masked being who stood in the hallway. 
 
    "I am Cade Larynks," the other said with a deep voice. He stepped into the room and looked directly at Crinnan.  
 
    "I hate you," Eshan growled, "You should have fucking listened to me." 
 
    Crinnan's hand instinctively reached for a weapon, but he had left them all in the bathroom.  
 
    "Please sit," Cade encouraged as he extended a hand toward the closest bed, "We have much to discuss." 
 
    "President Cade Larynks? Of Agra?" Crinnan asked. He was confused, and he ran his hand through his hair. He had heard of him before. He commanded one-third of the Agra Triangle Corporation. 
 
    "Have you come to kill me?" 
 
    "Far from it," Cade replied, closing the door behind him. He looked Crinnan up and down through the eye hole in his layered leather mask, "I am here to make certain that you get to where you need to be." He sounded oddly sincere. 
 
    Crinnan sighed and sat down, crossing his arms. He was getting cold from his lack of clothing. "What’s wrong with your face?" 
 
    "I got burnt," Cade dismissively explained, "Look, I am here because I would very much like to learn the meaning behind ‘Demon.'" 
 
    "I have heard that word a lot recently, but I have no idea," Crinnan admitted, "Your guess is as good as mine." 
 
    "Did you see the vision?" 
 
    "No," Crinnan replied, "But I have heard a bit about it." 
 
    "Interesting," Cade hummed and stroked his beard, "Everybody who has the NaNe saw the vision. You do understand you are a wanted man, correct?" 
 
    "I am starting to find that out," Crinnan nodded, "Any idea why?" 
 
    "I have a few theories," Cade took a seat on a bench across from Crinnan. He spread his legs and moved the tail of his cloak out of the way, "The vision was a compressed file that was released into the NaNe… it automatically unpacked itself once it forced its way into everyone's personal network. It was not much more than a wanted poster of sorts. It displayed the simplest form of data that our NaNe can read. It gave your basic information, such as height, weight, race, NPin, and a picture of your face." 
 
    "Wait what?" Crinnan interrupted him, "What is an NPin?" 
 
    "My apologies," he replied. "The NPin stands for NaNe Personal Identification Number. Everyone has their own unique NPin. With the right hands, it can be plugged into a computer, and your position can be tracked through a geolocation scan." 
 
    "Well what the fuck ever that means," Crinnan asked. 
 
    "Basically, the person who wants to find you puts your NPin into the computer, which then locates your personal network," he explained, "Without geolocation scanning though, your NaNe would just show up as "discovered" with no general location. Through geolocating, however, the computer measures the distance from your NaNe to known fixed NaNe locations and is able to pinpoint your location on a map within a few kilometers. That was how I found you." 
 
    "So is that how Govia has been able to find me?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    "I would say so," Cade fondled the armrest to his right, "To the average person like yourself, the NPin is meaningless, just a sequence of numbers. To somebody with a background in technology reclamation and study like me… We will just say that you are lucky that I got to you first." 
 
    "Successfully you mean," Crinnan noted, "All the others who tried have been killed." 
 
    "Well, then I guess I am the lucky one," Cade smirked, "Anyway, like I said, I am here to help you." He stood up and produced two shiny metal cylinders from a pouch on his belt, "And I need you to cooperate." 
 
    "What are those for?" Crinnan questioned as he stood and stepped away. He looked over to Freyja to see that the boy was fast asleep. 
 
    "This will work better for both of us if you do not resist," Cade assured, "Please, we do not have much time, and I do not want to have to use force." 
 
    "Then tell me what they are!" Crinnan began moving toward the door. Cade pulled out what looked like a silenced pistol and aimed it at Crinnan. 
 
    "Crinnan sit down," he ordered calmly, "and I will tell you."  
 
    Crinnan shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair. He wondered why he could not just have a normal day as he sat back down on the bed. In his time, plenty of weapons had been pointed at him, and he knew how to remain calm. "What are they?"  
 
    "One is called a purge, and the other is called a flood," Cade held the cylinders closer, "The purge will remove all traces of NaNe in your system and essentially shut down your personal network as far as you are concerned." 
 
    "No!" Eshan screamed fearfully, "Don't let him!" 
 
    "What do you mean?" Crinnan asked, ignoring Eshan. 
 
    "Any information stored in your network about your life now or any days before today will be gone. You, of course, will still have your memories but as far as your NaNe blueprint… it will start fresh from today. It is essentially is a NaNe do-over." 
 
    "And I will be gone forever," Eshan replied, "Trapped in one of those tubes. Do not let him do this to me!" 
 
    "So what is the other one?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    "The other one is full of fresh ready-to-go NaNe," he explained, "Once I put it in your system, it will immediately bond to you and reassign you a new NPin. With a new NPin, nobody will be able to track you. You will be able to move freely again without fear of pursuit." 
 
    Crinnan sat on the bed and sighed deeply. He did not know what to think about Cade or anything he was saying. It was all happening so fast. He looked at him and shook his head. 
 
    "Do I have any choice?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    "Do not let him Crinnan!" Eshan shouted, "I beg you!" 
 
    "You always have a choice," Cade shrugged and waved his pistol at Crinnan, "But so do I." 
 
    "So if I resist," Crinnan looked down at the floor, "Then you will simply kill me? After all this, you would just shoot me in cold blood?" 
 
    "I would shoot you without hesitation," Cade insisted, "But it would not kill you." He held the gun out, so Crinnan could see it better.  
 
    "This weapon shoots an electrically charged prong that will stick into your body, rendering you immobile long enough for me to get the job done. I do not want to have to do that, but one way or another Crinnan, this is going to happen." 
 
    Crinnan leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. Once he realized that he was at the mercy of an Agra President, and considering how his variables were lined up, he felt utterly defeated. 
 
    "Eshan…" Crinnan said, "Be quiet." 
 
    "You son of a bitch," Eshan roared. "You murdering, stupid, selfish son of a bitch. You promised you would take me to my son… you promised!" 
 
    "You’re not lying to me are you?" Crinnan asked, looking back at Cade, "Please do me the service of telling the truth. You could kill me in an instant if you wanted. I need to know the truth." 
 
    "Begging does not suit you," Cade stood, "I have told you only the truth since I introduced myself. You do not need to worry. I am only here to help." 
 
    Crinnan did not believe him. He had no reason to. Why the President himself chose to assassinate him was over his head, but he was not going to go without a fight. He decided it was time to improvise. 
 
    "What is the bounty on a Centurion now?" he asked as he stood and eyed the lamp to his right. "Thirty thousand Aurum?" 
 
    "Yes, Crinnan!" Eshan said, "Yes! You are not a stupid son of a bitch. I am sorry." 
 
    "The bounty? Not quite worth the effort…" Cade replied, "I have stacks of Aurum at home, mountains of money. Do you know how much my office chair cost me? Seventeen thousand. Why would I risk dying for two office chairs?" 
 
    "You tell me," Crinnan glared at the president. A look of annoyance spread over the unmasked portion of Cade's face, and Crinnan quickly reached to grab the lamp. In one simultaneous move, he threw it at the President, only for it to smash against the wall, missing its target. 
 
    "Wrong," Cade flew forward and threw a fist into Crinnan’s jaw. Crinnan slammed into the nightstand behind him, toppling over it. The wall behind stopped his fall, and he pushed off of it to counter Cade's attack but suddenly felt an immense pain searing through his whole body. 
 
    "I told you!" Cade shouted as he pushed Crinnan down onto the bed, "I told you not to resist. Did I not tell you this would happen?" 
 
    "Fight Crinnan!" Eshan pleaded, "Don't let him do this. Don't let him do this to me!" 
 
    Crinnan could not move, but he could see, hear and feel everything Cade was doing. He tried to shout. But only a weak groan came out. 
 
    "Stop him!" Eshan screamed. 
 
    "This is only going to help you," Cade insisted as he pulled the cap off the cylinder, revealing a painful looking needle. 
 
    "No, please!" Eshan yelled, hoping against reason that Cade would hear, "Please!" 
 
    "You will learn that I can be trusted," Cade reassured as he plunged the needle into Crinnan's neck. 
 
    Crinnan's body felt funny. He did not know whether it was because of the taser-induced paralysis, or because Cade was extracting the machines from him. Either way, he felt scared and vulnerable. 
 
    "Almost done," Cade sighed, pulling the needle from Crinnan's neck, "I was really hoping that this would be easier, but your stubborn ass had to fight." He suddenly turned and looked behind him as he heard the door swing open. As Sage walked in, he cursed. 
 
    "Crinnan, I hope you like rice; the options were very limited..." Sage stopped speaking abruptly, and he cocked his head in confusion, "I do not remember you mentioning guests." Cade rolled his eyes, and stepped toward Sage, holding his hands in front of him in defense. 
 
    "I can explain everything," Cade said, "I just need…" 
 
    "Help!" Crinnan weakly croaked. Sage leaped forward, food in hand, and threw an open palm square into Cade's chest. Cade let out a surprised shout and was blown across the room. He slammed into the wall, and Sage hurried over and threw another NaNe charged fist into his chest. Cade crashed out the window behind him, and Sage hurried to Crinnan's side and helped him sit up. 
 
    "You should show more discretion in choosing your bed mates dear boy," Sage chided him as he rubbed Crinnan's back. 
 
    "He stuck me…" Crinnan rubbed his neck where the needle pierced his skin. 
 
    "I should say that that's none of my business," Sage declared, "All I am suggesting..." 
 
    "No!" Crinnan shouted, "Idiot!" He leaned back on his elbows and shook his head to gain composure, "Not like that. With a needle, he stuck me. He said he was draining my nanomachines." 
 
    "Oh," Sage stood up and walked back over to the window, "Well damn. Then I probably should not have been so quick to blast him out of the room." 
 
    "Why?" Crinnan asked, "He was dangerous." 
 
    "No," Sage surmised as he walked away from the window, "I think he actually may have been trying to help you. Do you know who he was?" 
 
    "President Cade," Crinnan replied. 
 
    "Wait," Sage walked over to look at him, "The President Cade?" 
 
    "Yeah, President Cade Larynks of the Agra Triangle Corporation… I thought you didn't know anything about the events of this world or whatever?" 
 
    Sage rolled his eyes and waved his hand dismissively, "I should say that I do not understand why he would take an interest in you," He rubbed his chin, "Well I do, but why would he personally come to purge your NaNe? I am very curious. I suppose I should have let him explain himself." 
 
    "I didn’t trust him," Crinnan rubbed his neck again, "I tried to fight him off. But I was at a disadvantage I… I lost Eshan." 
 
    "A disadvantage indeed," Sage walked over to the bench that Cade previously sat at. "As far as Eshan goes, there are more important things you could have lost… Are you alright?" 
 
    "I'll be fine," Crinnan stood, "I won’t be letting my guard down so easily anymore though." 
 
    "That is probably a good idea," Sage replied. Crinnan sighed and walked toward the bathroom. 
 
    "I am going to take a shower." He said as he stepped inside, "I am… I just need a moment alone." 
 
    "That is fine," Sage nodded, "I will go and see if I can find this Cade. Hopefully he lives. It would be in your best interest that he completes the process." 
 
    Crinnan nodded, and as Sage left the room, he looked back to the bed that Freyja was now sitting on. He had apparently awoken and watched the whole thing occur, and said nothing the whole time.  
 
    "A lot of fucking good you are," Crinnan snapped at the boy as he turned and walked into the bathroom, "Yell or something if anyone comes back… and stop staring at me with those bug eyes." 
 
    Crinnan closed the curtain to the bathroom and braced himself on the sink. He sighed and turned around to peek back out the curtain that led to in the room. 
 
    "Freyja?" He called out. 
 
    "Yeah?" Freyja replied with a ho-hum tone. 
 
    "Sorry about the bug eyes thing. I'll be in the shower." 
 
    Crinnan stared into the mirror that hung on the wall and then looked down into the sink beneath him. He clenched his fist and grit his teeth together as he sighed with regret, "I am sorry, Eshan…" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Cade III 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    21:00 – Pado Village – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    Cade crashed through the window of the second story room and slammed onto the solid ground below. Though he tried to find balance, he completely lost control over his body's movements as it tumbled across the lawn behind the inn, propelled by the momentum from Sage's blast and diminishing only slightly as he skidded toward the trees of the Belhaasi Weald. He heard cracking and popping from within his torso and finally, his body came to a stop against the trunk of a tree. He let out a low groan and looked himself over to make sure he was all in one piece. 
 
    His body and his ego throbbed. Cade knew he was suffering from at least a couple of broken or bruised ribs, but his breathing felt normal, and there was no additional pain within his chest. His forehead, the good half of his face, felt scraped. 
 
    "Son of a bitch!" he shouted as he slammed his fist into the tree behind him. He looked down at the scorching on his chest, "How the Hells could that have gone any fucking worse?" 
 
    Cade closed his eyes and counted his breaths for a moment as he tried to allow his adrenaline to level out. As he stabilized, the pain began to hit him harder. The NaNe burn on his chest mixed with the pain of his broken ribs proved to be more than he anticipated. With a groan, he hoisted himself up and leaned against the tree behind him. 
 
    "Brake," he called into his communicator as he held it to his ear. "Come in Brake." 
 
    "Waiting and ready sir," Brake's voice returned immediately. "Your vitals are through the roof Sir, is everything okay?" 
 
    "I… seem to have come into contact with an Ancient," Cade explained, "One who was not keen on me speaking with the Demon." 
 
    "That is unfortunate sir," Brake noted in his dry tone, "Are you all in one piece?" 
 
    "Barely," Cade reported, looking down again at the NaNe searing on his chest. "I need painkillers… now. Some that won't make me hallucinate." 
 
    "Understood," Brake confirmed. "I will relay the command to your NaNe. Expect to feel some numbness and perhaps some drowsiness…" 
 
    "Negative, I cannot afford to be slowed down with drowsiness at this point. Do you have other options?" 
 
    "Patching you through to your transport's comm-system sir," Brake said, "I believe it would be best for you to speak with Doctor Smirnov on this matter." 
 
    "Roger that," Cade pushed himself away from the tree he was leaning against and took a step toward the woods. Each step proved to be more painful than the previous, but despite the pain, he was able to gain some momentum. He briefly looked back toward the village he had just come from, knowing he had only half-completed his mission. 
 
    Crinnan had not been flooded with NaNe as Cade had hoped. That left him in a vulnerable state. Without the NaNe, he would be unable to heal properly, and would not be protected against sickness. If he died, in the worst case scenario his conscience would not be uploaded to the Hells and he would be lost forever. 
 
    "Why do I care?" Cade grunted as he limped into the darkness, "He would never do this for me…" He thought it over and shook his head. He was being selfish; Crinnan didn't even know Cade existed. He did not know that Kiersen Jamiso was alive under the moniker of President Cade Larynks. He had no idea that his eldest brother, having been hidden in the shadows all those years without so much as a hello, had been watching out for him. 
 
    "My damned siblings…" Cade was breathing heavily and sweating wildly from the pain. "Why do they do this? Do they not know I have a corporation to run? That I have an empire of my own to build?" He sighed, "Of course they do not know." 
 
    "Sayraa… or Bishop General Sarasin; so busy running her own empire. Rubaan overwhelmed with the day to day of family life… Cris, trying so hard to be like Crinnan… and Crinnan, the number one fugitive of the Govian Empire. Why do I, after all these years, choose to hide in the shadows and protect you all?" 
 
    "Cade, are you okay?" Doctor Smirnov's voice suddenly called through the communicator, "What has happened?" 
 
    "I can barely handle this pain," Cade whined, "I was blasted out a second story window… by an Ancient." 
 
    "An Ancient?" Smirnov repeated, "And you still stand?" 
 
    "Just barely," Cade growled, "I need help… I think I have broken a few ribs I took a NaNe blast to the chest. There may be a concussion in there too. I'm… I'm not sure." 
 
    "You are fortunate you have anything left," Smirnov chided, "Do you still have that salve I sent with you?" 
 
    "I do… the sap from the Lithaani Sentinel?" 
 
    "Yes," Smirnov replied. "Apply it to your chest and ribs. Although I haven't fully tested it on major wounds. I believe it should provide some pain relief and possibly expedite the healing process since you are a NaNe user." 
 
    Cade grit his teeth and groaned at the amount of pain he was feeling. He fell down to his knees and lowered his head. He reached down and grabbed the vial of sap from the Lithaani Sentinel and popped it open. 
 
    "What do I do with it?" He asked, "Do I eat it?" 
 
    "That is fine," Smirnov replied, "Though I did send you with those painkillers." 
 
    "I do not have time for drowsiness," Cade said as he scooped some of the sap out with two fingers. He popped them in his mouth and groaned at the flavor.  
 
    "How much?" He asked. 
 
    "It will not take too much, maybe a teaspoon." Smirnov replied, "You will need to wait for ten minutes or so for it to work." 
 
    "Fine," Cade spat, not out of anger but out of pure discomfort, "But I need to flood my brother before…" he immediately realized his mistake and went silent. 
 
    "Your brother?" Ebren's voice boomed over the communicator, "The Demon is your brother?!" 
 
    Cade muted his communicator and cursed, "Fucking idiot," he scolded himself, "How could you be so fucking stupid…" He took a breath and unmuted his communicator. 
 
    "…yes," Cade said to Ebren, "And remember your place Ebren. I do not answer to you." 
 
    "You have us venturing into one of the most dangerous places on the planet for personal reasons?!" Ebren shouted, "This will be included in my report! You are assisting a fugitive of the Govian Empire. You should be tried and…" 
 
    "Nida," Cade spoke into the communicator, "Do you hear me?" 
 
    "Yeah, I do," Nida replied. Cade could still hear Ebren shouting in the background. 
 
    "I need him silenced," Cade ordered, "I guess everything is on the table now so fuck it. I love you, and I am sorry for my behavior earlier. I need you to forgive me… and take Ebren and put him outside." 
 
    "You would not dare!" Ebren declared. "Get your slimy hands off of me, peasant! The other two presidents will hear of this treachery!" Cade heard the sound of the door to his ship open. Ebren roared with anger, and then he heard the door close. 
 
    "We will bring him back aboard once I return," Cade ordered, "Until then…" he heard something abruptly rustle in the foliage around him. "…standby." He flipped his communicator shut and placed his hand on his sword. 
 
    "Who's there?" he called into the darkness. He was far enough away from the village at that point that the torchlight gave him no visibility. He tried to squint and adjust his eyes to his surroundings, but was only able to make out the form of the figure in front of him. 
 
    "Who are you?" Cade demanded as he tried to figure out what he was looking at, "What do you want?" 
 
    The figure before him stood taller than he, with broad shoulders and long arms that came to a point at the bottom. In the darkness, it looked like it had swords where its arms should have been. 
 
    "Get out of here…" Cade felt a wave of terror spread over him, "Whoever you are, I am on important business and do not need…" The figure hissed at Cade, and he readied his weapon. 
 
    "I don't have time for this shit!" Cade barked, "I'll cut your hissing ass to pieces if I have to." 
 
    He felt his adrenaline return, and his pain began to subside. He looked toward his hissing foe and waited. 
 
    "What are you?" Cade asked as the sword-armed beast panted heavily in front of him, "What do you want with me?" 
 
    Without a word, the monster suddenly lurched forward. Cade quickly sidestepped the attack, and the beast planted his two sword arms into the trunk of the tree Cade had previously rested on. Bark and splinters flew in all directions. The monster struggled ferociously to pull its blades away from the wood, hissing wildly as it did so but ultimately found itself unable to remove itself from the tree. 
 
    "What kind of stupid fucking thing are you?" Cade found himself asking. He was intrigued by the beast and wanted to get a closer look, but he knew he didn't have enough fight in him to protect himself if it were to break free. He watched silently in the darkness as the monster violently fought to free its arms. Fortunately for Cade, its efforts were in vain. 
 
    "You were not born like this…" Cade observed as he examined the monster with a penlight he had pulled from a pouch on his belt, "You are no Toraan, no Ancient… you were created?" The beast ripped one of its blades from the tree and Cade quickly swung his own, cutting through the monster's neck and relieving it of its head. 
 
    "And now you are dead," Cade sighed as he examined the bleeding corpse. He looked at the scars on the beast's arm. They were surgical. The hands had been professionally removed, and the healing around the blades made it look almost natural. Cade opened his communicator. 
 
    "Brake, I am sending you a picture. Run it through our bestiary. This is something I have never seen before." Cade turned his communicator around and snapped a photo of the headless monster, "You should be receiving it any moment." 
 
    "Dura'Ana's grace…" Brake whispered in a surprised tone, "What is that thing?" 
 
    "I was hoping you could tell me," Cade answered, "It was alive… weaponized. Looks like it was made by someone, like it was once a person." 
 
    "Scanning now... Sir, if I may?" 
 
    "Go ahead," Cade said in response. 
 
    "That is some weird shit." 
 
    Cade nodded and knelt down. The pain in his chest was immense, but he knew it was not life-threatening. He rested up against the tree that the beast was hanging from and took a few deep breaths. 
 
    "I did not get an opportunity to flood the Demon," Cade informed Brake. 
 
    "But you did purge him?" Brake asked. 
 
    "I did; I have his old NaNe here with me now." 
 
    "When you get to a computer we can better analyze his data," Brake said, "I can discover who he is and what he did." 
 
    Cade was silent. He already knew who the Demon was. He had kept a watchful eye over him for many years. He watched Crinnan's career, tracked his progress… of course he was interested in his brother, but his desire to know he was okay was fueled by the unshakable love he held for his family. 
 
    Crinnan had been missing for nearly ninety days. The official report was that he was dead. Cade could remember the pain it gave him to hear the news. He thought of all the things he could have done to prevent Crinnan's death. He ran through every scenario in his head. 
 
    Of course Cade could not blame himself for his brother's death; he would not allow himself to fall down that hole. He still, however, felt pain knowing he had never made himself known while Crinnan was still alive. He wished he could have at least told Crinnan that his eldest brother was still there. 
 
    When Crinnan came back… when his NaNe signature once again showed signs of life, Cade could not believe his eyes. He had been stone cold dead for ninety days. How could his NaNe possibly have so suddenly shown that he was alive? 
 
    The vision he experienced beneath the Lithaani Sentinel thrust Cade into action. He had to get to Crinnan before anyone else, before the headhunters or the Govian army. Even before either of the other divisions of his own Agra Triangle Corporation could get close, Cade had to save his little brother. 
 
    "Nothing," Brake reported over the communicator, "We have never seen anything like this before. We would benefit from a tissue sample." 
 
    "No problem," Cade pulled a knife from his belt. He knelt and filleted a small slice of flesh from the monster and stored it in a plastic bag he had on him, "I have a sample for when I return home." 
 
    "This… this is something I have never seen before Mister President," Brake continued. His voice sounded uncharacteristically concerned,  "It looks like… blood magic or necromancy; definitely something dark…" 
 
    "We have traveled all of our side of the world Brake," Cade rested his head against the tree behind him and moaned, "Unless the prisoners or natives of Westlaan have discovered some kind of dark arts, then I think we can count sorcery out." 
 
    "There is ample evidence suggesting that sorcery, including necromancy, existed in the Age of Blood…" Brake argued, "Whatever power may have fueled that may not…" 
 
    "Brake, enough," Cade grunted as he pushed himself up off the ground, the sap from the Lithaani Sentinel had begun to do its job. He was feeling less and less pain. 
 
    "Yes, sir. I will explore more… grounded possibilities until you are able to digitize the sample. Until then." 
 
    "Until then." Cade flipped his communicator shut. 
 
    He reclaimed his sword from the ground. Slowly, thoughtfully, he wiped the blood off of it and slid it into its scabbard. After that, he grabbed his Ancient rifle and slung it over his shoulder. 
 
    He pulled his tablet computer from the satchel at his side, and as he balanced it on his knee, he plugged the vial containing Crinnan's NaNe into a port on the side, "Just needs to decrypt…" he commented, as he watched the data copy over, "Brake does not need to know quite yet…" 
 
    His thoughts raced as the data transferred, his mind wandered to Nida, "She was right," he cringed at a sudden sting in his side, "To be worried about me I should never have yelled at her…" He pulled out his communicator and held it to his ear. 
 
    "Cade," he heard Nida say, "Is everything okay?" 
 
    "Everything is fine," he assured her, "I am sending you the Demon's data. I need you to find something for me." 
 
    "What about Brake?" She asked, "Wouldn't he be…" 
 
    "I trust you more Nida," Cade interjected, "Can you do this?" 
 
    "No problem," she sounded happier, less at odds with him at least. He liked that. He waited a moment for the decryption process to finish and then he sent the data to her. 
 
    "You should be getting it any minute now. Let me know when you have received it." There was a brief moment of silence. But then she spoke again. 
 
    "I have it," she announced, "Okay… what did you need me to find?" 
 
    "Scan his contacts, find the most recent communicator number for Century Squad," he pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, "How long do you think that will take?" 
 
    "Hopefully not very," Nida replied, "Sit tight." 
 
    Cade heard bushes rustling somewhere ahead of him. He cursed and laid down, stuffing his computer back into his satchel. The last thing he wanted was to have to deal with another one of those monster things. 
 
    "I have it; are you ready?" 
 
    "Hang on," Cade whispered and shouldered his rifle. The ground was cold on his exposed skin, but fortunately for him, the major pain had mostly left him. He activated the night vision on his scope and looked through. 
 
    "Shit…" he murmured under his breath, "We are too late." Cade saw a large squad of Govian soldiers making their way through the woods toward the village he had just come from. 
 
    "Okay hurry, give me the number." 
 
    "H436-60098" she relayed. 
 
    "I will contact you soon," he closed both his communicator and his eyes. With a deep breath, he stood himself up. He opened the device again and punched in the number for Century Squad. 
 
    The internal speaker indicated that it was connecting. He hoped that somebody would answer. 
 
    "Dauid's decadent desserts. How can I help you?" a pleasant sounding female voice announced. 
 
    "Shut up for a minute," Cade commanded, "Crinnan Jamiso is alive. I need to talk with Captain Bran now."  
 
    "Sir we sell pastries and cakes," The female voice explained, "Would you like to set up an order for…" There was a pause, and then he heard someone else's voice over the speaker — a much louder, deeper and more direct voice. 
 
    "Who is this?" the person demanded, almost yelling. 
 
    "This is President Cade Larnyks. I know exactly where Crinnan Jamiso is. And you, Captain Bran, need to listen to me." 
 
    "President Cade?" Bran repeated. There was a pause, and then he spoke again, "Pretty bold move of you, how did you get this number?" 
 
    "I scanned Crinnan's NaNe, searched his contacts for it," Cade replied impatiently, "Nothing you would understand." 
 
    "Well whatever then," Bran relented, "I really hate you Agra boys and your damn complicated bullshit. What do you want Cade?" 
 
    "Crinnan is in a place called Pado Village," Cade quickly informed him, "It is about twenty miles directly east of the Izla'Axi Caverns." 
 
    "Everyone seems to be talking about that damned ghost," Bran spat, "The Demon, they are calling him… I spoke at his fucking funeral just yesterday, and now everyone's talking about him like he's alive or some shit. What has he gotten himself into?" 
 
    "He is alive," Cade repeated, "That is all I know. I just spoke to him. He is heading back to the caverns as we speak. But the Govians and apparently something else are trailing him. Oh, and his NaNe has been purged." 
 
    "The caverns?" Bran repeated with a confused tone, "I don't know shit about NaNe. How do I know you're not setting us up?" 
 
    "You don't… But you are one of few who know who I am Bran," Cade reminded him. "I would not betray that. You are my father's friend, and your interests are mine. All you can do is trust me on this." 
 
    "Your people have made that pretty damn difficult, boy." Bran replied, "Your corporation's reputation ain't exactly sterling. If you're double-crossing me…" 
 
    "I understand," Cade replied, "I need to discuss something with Emerald." 
 
    "Emerald?" Bran repeated. 
 
    "Yes, my Aunt Emerald. Put her on. It is very important." There was a brief pause, but then a female spoke. 
 
    "Cade," Emerald's sweet voice spoke over the line, "My child, how are you?" 
 
    "No time for that," Cade snapped, "Crinnan's been purged." 
 
    "Purged?" Emerald repeated, "Wait, you found him? How did he end up purged?" 
 
    "I did it, to keep his enemies from tracking him. The Govian army is after him. I thought it was the best decision…" 
 
    "You were right," Emerald reassured, "But you did not flood him?" 
 
    "No, I could not. I did not have enough time. I was blown out a window by an Elf… I believe it was Sajinious Lynx..." Emerald fell silent for a moment. 
 
    "Child, you need to make certain that no harm comes to Crinnan, do you understand?" Emerald said with urgency. "He is very important. If he dies, then it will be his blood on your hands. You do not want that do you?" 
 
    "No, I will protect him until he is delivered to you. He is my brother after all." 
 
    "Good boy. And do your best to keep away from Sajinious. If you can, keep Crinnan from him as well." Emerald ordered with a grim-sounding voice, "Will I see you soon?" 
 
    "I doubt it," Cade replied. "I hope to be gone before any of Century finds me." 
 
    "Then know nephew that I love you and I am very proud of you… your mother would be too if you would reveal yourself to her." 
 
    "I love you too," Cade replied, "Explain the situation to Bran for me… Goodbye." He closed the communicator and slid it in his pocket. He felt his eyes well up. He had not talked to his aunt for years, and the talk left him feeling a bit nostalgic. He cleared his throat and shook his head hard. 
 
    "No time for that," he said to himself, "I need to get moving!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Crinnan IX 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    21:00 – Pado Village – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    Crinnan stepped out of the shower and grabbed one of the towels that hung above the toilet. The towel itself was coarse and thin, it felt like drying off with a shirt, but he did not complain. The shower had been invigorating. It gave him time to think. It helped with his sore body a little bit, but not too much. Mostly, he just thought. 
 
    Being alone with your thoughts with nothing else to disturb you can be a scary thing sometimes. Sometimes you realize things, like how very alone and scared you are. You learn that nothing seems to be working, and it can be hard to imagine any kind of future. You wonder where you will be the next day, whether you will be alive, dead or whether you will have done something to find your own gun in your mouth. One never knows where their thoughts will lead them in the silence of their own company. 
 
    The towels could dry the water off of him, but not the sticky residue of fear. He was lost, and he knew it. He knew he was not only physically lost, but psychologically as well. Even when he found home, when he got back to his squad, he knew he would still feel lost and vulnerable. 
 
    Crinnan felt like he was missing something like he was incomplete. It was not anything so easily identifiable or typical as love or companionship. It was more like he did not fully know himself. It was like he was living in his body with his mind and memories, but he saw himself as a stranger. He did not know who he was looking at when he looked in the mirror. When he found himself in times of deep thought, he did not know who was talking to him in his head. He had never felt that way before that day. 
 
    Everyone thinks like that sometimes, or at least that's what Crinnan told himself. We all have the capacity to get lost in our own minds to the point that everything normal seems foreign. It is funny when you finally snap back into reality, how it is all pushed aside so quickly, how everything that was dominating the moment can so simply be thrown in the back seat and left for another time. 
 
    As quickly as Crinnan threw his shirt over his head, he found that he was back in reality and that all the thoughts had left him. He pulled back the curtain that led into the main room and stepped forward. 
 
    Sage looked up and a warm smile formed on his face. He had a mouth full of rice and hurried to swallow it before speaking. 
 
    "Feel better?" he dabbed the corner of his lips with a napkin and folded his hands on his lap. 
 
    "I guess,"  Crinnan rubbed some more of the moisture out of his hair with the towel, "My neck is still sore. Did you find Cade?" 
 
    "You will get over it I am sure," Sage's grin did not fade, "I did not find him. Unfortunately, it appears that he disappeared into the woods." He shifted gears and squinted his eyes at the boy, "So, you have been having quite a day have you not?" 
 
    Crinnan nodded and threw the towel on a bed in front of him, "It has been a long day." Sage handed a bowl of rice to him, and Crinnan took a seat and eagerly began to eat. 
 
    "I should say it is a bit funny," Sage leaned back on his arms and turned his head back toward Crinnan, "How quickly and absurdly a person's variables can change." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Crinnan mumbled with a mouth full of food.  
 
    "Why, this time yesterday you were with your friends, your squad mates," he explained, gesturing with his hands as he did so, "You were probably smiling and enjoying yourself because you were comfortable. You were with people you were familiar with and who you probably care for deeply. Now here, a mere day and some later, you are with a half-crazed forest dweller, a 1000-year-old disfigured mutant Elf, and a parade of mentally broken children. Not to mention you were almost sodomized by one of the three Presidents of the Agra Triangle Corporation…" 
 
    "I… don’t think he had any intention of…" 
 
    "I am merely and simply commenting on how one can never know how quickly their conditions can change," Sage cut him off, "I find it fascinating." 
 
    Crinnan shoveled more rice into his mouth and nodded his head in agreement, "Well, you got some of that right at least," Crinnan quipped, cracking a half smile. 
 
    "Oh yeah?" Sage curiously asked, "And that was?" 
 
    "You are half-crazed… at least."  
 
    Sage chuckled at Crinnan's uncharacteristic jab and stretched his arms out, "Do my ears deceive me?" Sage grinned widely and raised his eyebrows, "Is the hardened soldier, in fact, capable of humor? But yes, you are right. All this time alone takes a toll on a person." He maintained his little laugh and looked away, "Do you plan on getting any sleep?" 
 
    "I want to get going," Crinnan replied, "We have stayed here way too long already." 
 
    "Resilient boy," Sage stood and dusted the extra rice off his lap, "Stubborn even. Our guides should be here soon. We will leave when they arrive… The children are downstairs being entertained by Garb." 
 
    "The children…" Crinnan groaned, "How many will be going with us? 
 
    "Just one," Sage replied, "That Lycaani boy, Freyja." 
 
    "Splendid," Crinnan rolled his eyes and sighed, "What are you going to do with him when I'm gone?" 
 
    "We will just have to see how our variables unfold. I should say that at this moment I do not have any idea what will become of him." 
 
    Crinnan stood up to join Sage. As he walked back into the bathroom to put on his armor, Sage trailed behind and watched him closely. 
 
    "Are you feeling alright?" he asked with a different tone, "Do you feel any changes? Anything different at all?" 
 
    "I feel fine," Crinnan assured him as he tied the string on his bracers, "Why do you ask?" 
 
    "You just underwent a NaNe purge…" he pointed to the bruise that Cade left on Crinnan's neck, "This means you are now vulnerable to sickness, and your wounds will not heal with NaNe support. I have no idea what sort of toxic air you could be breathing around here." 
 
    "Everything feels normal," Crinnan observed as he dismissed Sage's concern. 
 
    "Either way, do show a bit more care in the next half of our journey," Sage advised, "I do not want you getting an injury that could become infected. That would slow us down more than Freyja." 
 
    "I'm not slow," Freyja argued from his bed. He sat and chewed on his rice and the others briefly turned to look at him. 
 
    "I’ll be fine," Crinnan dismissed the boy as he secured his rig, "I’ve not been killed yet."  
 
    Sage grumbled and turned away, "I do not suppose we will be warmly welcomed back to this place. The innkeeper gave us a free room, and we blew out the window and broke his furniture. I hope we are out of here before he finds out." 
 
    The thought of that left Crinnan feeling uneasy. He thought back to the conversation he had with Jethro and the free Dravink he had been given. He felt bad but knew that Sage was right. They could not afford any more setbacks. 
 
    "Either way," Sage continued, "I am going down to the village minister's lodge. I want to check and see whether our guides have arrived yet." 
 
    "I’ll join you." Crinnan slid his father's Govian saber into its scabbard, "I’m ready to leave." Sage nodded and cracked a smile. 
 
    "‘Tis probably best that you not be left alone anymore I should say. We do not want any more incidents." Crinnan shrugged, and the three of them walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The village was illuminated only by the soft flickering of torches. The Brothers had set, and their cousins the stars had come out for the night. Crinnan and Sage walked down the dirt street in the torchlight, heading toward the tent with the tree and stream of smoke coming out the top. 
 
    Under the blanket of night, the Belhaasi Weald felt even more eerie than before. You could hear the howls of unknown beasts coming from the woods, and from time to time you would notice a rustling nearby. 
 
    "Not scared of the dark are you?" Sage asked as he looked over at Crinnan, "I should say you seem a bit skittish." 
 
    "I’m fine," Crinnan's words felt only half true. 
 
    "Well, you had best be on your guard," Sage advised, "These woods are very dangerous at night. I would not want you haphazardly stumbling down a sewer entrance, or to be plucked up by some ravenous Toraan or ambushed by the undead, or even molested by an Agra President…" 
 
    "I get it. I will stay vigilant. " Crinnan reassured him. 
 
    "You will stay vigilant?" Sage repeated with a laugh. "My dear boy, we do not live in the Age of Blood… You are no knight in shining armor, quite the opposite in fact… anyway, here we are." 
 
    The trio walked up to the building, and Sage pulled the door flap back, "You first," he smiled, "The minister awaits."  Crinnan shrugged and ducked inside. 
 
    The lodge was dimly lit by a small fire pit that sat in the middle of the main room. The smoke floated out a hole in the top of the roof. Crinnan looked around briefly but stopped when he saw the hooded being seated on what looked like a pile of animal furs. A person sat on either side of him smoking something from a pipe. One was a muscular male Elf, shirtless and hairless, the other a rainbow haired female Faire. The hooded person, with his head lowered, raised his hand and motioned for Crinnan to come to him. 
 
    "You are the Black Knight," he said in a voice so soft it was almost a whisper, "the one from the vision… Demon…" 
 
    Crinnan nodded his head and tried to get a look at the face behind the hood. He could see his pale skin and dark red lips, but the rest was covered in shadow. The smoothness of the skin that was visible surprised him, as he expected to see a wrinkled elder Elf. 
 
    Crinnan looked at the people sitting next to the hooded one. The Elf was rough-skinned and heavily built with a squared jaw and no shirt. He looked as if he were a statue of an ancient warrior, as there was a sword on each of his hips and an axe on the floor next to him. 
 
    The other person was a Faire with a petite build. The Faire were a type of Elf known for their bright hair and long ears. They were generally petite in build and were usually healers when it came to NaNe abilities. 
 
    The Elf had his eyes closed, and the Faire stared at Crinnan with an intoxicated looking grin. 
 
    "I do hope we are not late," Sage closed the tent flap behind him, "We were hoping to find that our guides had arrived." 
 
    The hooded village Minister lifted what looked like a cigarette to his lips and took a deep drag. After holding it in for a few moments, he exhaled a plume of purple smoke and handed it to the statuesque Elf to his left. 
 
    "They are here," he replied softly, "Guntz and Nora they are called, and they will guide you along the quickest path to the caverns." 
 
    "Very good," Sage cracked his knuckles, "Then I should say we are prepared to leave."  
 
    The minister nodded at Sage and then looked over at Crinnan. "What ails you, Demon?" he abruptly asked.  
 
    Crinnan could not see them, but he knew the Minister's eyes were locked onto him. "What?" he asked, a bit blindsided by the sudden inquiry. "There is nothing wrong with me." 
 
    "You are not normal," the minister stood and walked toward him, "Where is your NaNe? I sense you are... empty…" 
 
    Sage sighed. "The boy has been purged. It happened less than an hour ago." 
 
    "Quite unfortunate and very curious," the minister replied, "But rectifiable." He stood up, and slowly walked over to a cabinet that stood against one of the log walls. He promptly opened it and reached inside. He closed the cabinet and returned to the others. 
 
    "We can remedy your situation," The minister presented a shining cylinder similar to the one that Cade had. Crinnan looked at it and took a deep, anxious breath. 
 
    "Will it take long?" he asked. 
 
    "Time should be the least of your worries, child," The minister replied, "For you are young and have yet to experience the true effects of life. Without your NaNe... your time in this world will be very short and most likely insignificant." 
 
    "Everybody's time is short here." Crinnan rebutted. 
 
    "Are you declining my offer?" the minister asked. Crinnan did not know what to say. He stood silently for a moment. But soon enough their silence was interrupted. 
 
    A villager suddenly burst through the flap of the lodge panting heavily. A look of fear was smeared across his face, and he took no time to try and catch his breath. Crinnan smirked at his splinted finger. 
 
    "Govians are here!" the villager shouted with a panicked tone, "They say they are after the Demon." 
 
    "Indeed?" the minister softly acknowledged. He looked to Crinnan and Sage and his shoulders raised and lowered from a sigh, "We will have to postpone your flood until you solve this problem you have created." He walked over to the mess of furs and sat down again, looking to the Elf at his left. "Go and help them Guntz." 
 
    The Elf silently stood and retrieved the heavy looking axe from the ground next to him. He did not say a word as he walked over and stood by Sage. He instead closed his eyes and waited for further instruction. 
 
    "Do not let any harm befall you Crinnan," the minister said as he took a thoughtful drag of his cigarette, "Go now."  
 
    Crinnan looked over at Sage, and the Elf nodded. He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair, then turned and walked out of the lodge. 
 
    They stepped outside into the torch lit village to find a group of about thirteen Govian soldiers staring directly at them. As Crinnan neared them, he began to hear a bit of their mumbling and whispering. Sage and Guntz walked next to Crinnan and silently observed their upcoming opponents. Crinnan was also working on a strategy, trying to figure out how to make it out of there alive.  
 
    "Here is the Demon!" one of the soldiers shouted with a thick Govian accent. "Here he is to save the day!" The Govian bowed before him, and the others laughed. Crinnan continued to walk in silence.  
 
    As he got closer to the squad, Crinnan was able to survey their armaments a bit better. He was relieved to find that they were a lightly armored team of mostly scouts and swordsmen. He also noticed they had rifles and had no idea how he was going to get around that. 
 
    The tallest of the Govians stood as Crinnan approached. 
 
    "Ah!" he hissed as he looked the Demon up and down, "Hail Crinnan Jamiso, son of the mighty warlord!" His accent was strong, and Crinnan despised it.  
 
    "We have been looking for you; my most elusive lovely," the Govian continued with a thin-lipped smile, "It would be my pleasure to introduce myself to you. I am Captain Revaan Lyander Daarluck. You stand before my most handsome and quite capable squad." He bowed slightly, locking his darkly lined eyes onto Crinnan's. 
 
    "What do you want?" Crinnan asked, reserving any sign of interest or emotion but exerting confidence. 
 
    Revaan stroked his curved, thin beard with two long-nailed fingers and raised an elegantly jeweled hand. "You see, my most lovely, my squad and I have traveled quite a long way to find you today. We are under direct order of Bishop General Klaus, who was commanded by His Grace the Grand Emperor Cidro himself, to find and present you to the Almighty. I know you are both flattered and honored to be the recipient of such high attention and am confident that you will find it quite difficult to decline such an offer." 
 
    One of Revaan's soldiers spit in the dirt and grinned at Crinnan. His eyes were darkened with thick eyeliner, and his teeth glistened brown from the tobacco he chewed on. 
 
    "Impossible," Crinnan shook his head, "I have important business to be taking care of. Anything else is going to have to wait for another day." 
 
    Revaan stepped forward and laughed patronizingly, "Dear, lovely Demon, I do not believe you fully understand the magnitude of a personal summons by his benevolence," he jabbed one of his gold-dressed fingers into Crinnan's chest, "You have no choice."  
 
    Crinnan looked up towards the canopy of the forest and sighed. He hated talking; he did not know what to say anymore. His mind raced to find the right words. Finally, he shrugged his shoulders and returned his gaze to eye level. The two stared at each other, and Crinnan smiled.  
 
    "My choice is my own," he said slowly. He knew this was going to anger the Govian, for they saw their Emperor as a demigod of sorts. The Emperor's will came before all personal wishes of every citizen of the Govian empire.  
 
    "Unlike many others, I have not allowed the leash of the emperor to choke my freedom. I go where I desire. His benevolence will have to wait." 
 
    The Govian was offended. He stepped backward and stroked his beard again as he paced for a moment. "Young sinner, you forget your place," Revaan spat as he began to walk a circle around Crinnan. 
 
    Crinnan's eyes scanned the soldiers in front of him, and he could feel his trigger finger begin to itch. He wanted to raise his rifle and blow them away, to be done with it. He wished it were that easy. 
 
    "You clearly neither understand nor recognize the disgusting blasphemies you allow to proceed from your beautiful mouth," Revaan snapped as he jammed his finger into Crinnan's chest again. His eyes looked over Crinnan, and he smiled as he dragged a finger across Crinnan's mouth, "I believe somebody forgot to teach you how to correctly use these lovely lips of yours when addressing your superiors." 
 
    The jeweled hand rose up and came to a rest on Crinnan's left shoulder. Revaan walked to his side and pressed his face into the side of Crinnan's head.  
 
    For a moment Crinnan stood motionless as Revaan breathed on him, inhaling his scent. The feeling of his greasy skin and the prick of his mustache was enough to make Crinnan gag.  
 
    "If you come willing, you will live," he whispered in his most seductive and erotic tone, "The divinity will give you all you could ever desire, and perhaps more."  
 
    Crinnan's head turned, and their eyes met once again. He projected a look that suggested he was thinking. He wasn't. In truth, he had already resolved to kill Revaan. 
 
    "At what cost?"  
 
    Revaan chuckled and brought his free hand up to stroke Crinnan's cheek, "No cost my most lovely young Demon. Though I am open to any act of… charity?" Crinnan's mind vomited, and he knew it was time to carry out his plan. 
 
    "We’ll see what we can work out," Crinnan snickered, "As long as you hold your end of the bargain."  
 
    The Govian laughed and pulled away. He stood squarely in front of Crinnan and reached out his arm. As quickly as possibility would allow, Crinnan swatted the arm away with one hand and pulled his sword from its scabbard with the other. In the same movement, with his free hand, he grabbed his rifle and pressed his finger onto the trigger. As Crinnan spun to kill the Govian before him, he began firing at the soldiers that he had counted earlier. He had no idea how accurate he was. But by the time that Revaan's greasy head hit the dust the swordsmen behind him had raised their weapons. 
 
    Sage's hand shot into the air, and he blasted a stream of anti-machines toward the soldiers. They squeezed their triggers, but their weapons refused to fire. Angrily, they tossed their guns down and drew their swords.  
 
    Three sword-bearing Govians charged Crinnan. He shot one and slowed him, but the other two quickly closed the gap between them. They swung their swords, and Crinnan darted out of the way of one attack and deflected the other.  
 
    The Govian pulled his blade away, and Crinnan stepped to his left and sliced through his foe where his skull and spine met. The soldier fell to the ground, and as the other soldier turned, Crinnan fired a round into the side of his head, and he too fell. 
 
    "Surrender!" the third Govian shouted as he finally approached, "You can't possibly…" Crinnan raised his rifle and sent a burst into the soldier's chest and throat. He gargled something and found himself on the ground flailing about wildly, trying desperately to breathe. Crinnan shot him again, this time, through his facemask. 
 
    "Enough!" Sage shouted and stepped forward with a hand raised, "You fools will not win."  
 
    The Govian soldiers found themselves unable to move. Sage had used his abilities to turn their NaNe against them and had frozen their bodies in place. He looked around at each of them and shook his head with what looked like a disappointed expression. 
 
    "What is this!" One of the Govians shouted with a cracked and fearful voice, "How is this possible, why can't we move?" 
 
    "Idiots," Sage seethed, as he stepped toward them, "You fail to understand exactly why you are here. I wager you do not even see the significance of your mission. How many of you know who Crinnan even is?" The Govian soldiers stood in fearful silence, "Furthermore, would you be willing to die for this boy whom you do not even know?" 
 
    Light whispering erupted, and one of the soldiers spoke up, "He is the Demon!" He shouted, "He slaughtered the innocents! He has to pay! Our Emperor wants him; our job is to listen and obey. Our questions and personal concerns are irrelevant; the divinity knows best."  
 
    Sage raised his hand, and it began to glow a bright orange. A few of the Govians gasped and stopped talking. They trembled with fear, stuck in place by Sage's hold on them. 
 
    "I would like to tell you all a story of a time long past," Sage said, "You see before Govia the people were mightier and more intelligent than they had ever been. These ‘Ancients' as we like to call them had amazing technologies that surpassed anything your dying Empire could ever hope to create today. One of them was called the Cy." 
 
    The Govians remained silent, and Sage grinned. That was how he liked it, "You see, these ‘Cy' were machines that did precisely what you are doing right now. They were mechanical lifeforms created to serve the Ancients; they had no will, no desires. They had no individuality. They did what their programming told them to do without question or regard for cause. They knew not the difference between good and evil. They only knew the will of their master, their only priority. You grunts are so very much like these robots. Yet, you have it within yourselves to be so much different. You see, unlike the Cy, you have a will, and a drive to live." 
 
    Sage's words were making the Govian soldiers restless. They whispered to one another, and there was an uneasiness all around them. Finally, one of them spoke again.  
 
    "You waste your breath," He shouted and grit his teeth, "I will repeat myself. You cannot win. You must surrender the demon, or we will be forced to…" 
 
    "Your blindness is your own doing!" Sage shouted as he took a step forward, "You have the ability to see if only you wanted to! Look, your mission has failed. Your leader is dead, and you will not take Crinnan. I hold much more power than the lot of you combined, as you can very well see. I should say that you need to understand that you have no chance. You fools must realize that you are beaten!"  
 
    Guntz and Crinnan walked up and stood on each side of Sage. Guntz growled, and Crinnan stood silently with his sword in one hand and a pistol in the other, his rifle was slung around his back. 
 
    "An example has already been made of your greasy sergeant and three of your friends," Sage reminded them after a brief silence, "You do not have to share their fates. Just turn around and leave us." 
 
    None of the Govians spoke. Sage's words had clearly reached them. Their new spokesperson stared at the Elf silently for a moment and then shook his head, returning his gaze to Sage's eyes. He had made up his mind. 
 
    "Failure is not acceptable to his Majesty," the nameless soldier declared, "I will not be responsible for such a sin. The glory and beauty of our beloved Emperor cannot be tainted by our shortcomings. For this reason, we will fight each of you until victory is accomplished. If we die, more will come. Our mission will one day be completed. I assure you Elf; we will never die!" 
 
    Crinnan rolled his eyes. The devotion that the Govian army had to their Emperor made him sick to his stomach. Watching a person not live their life freely made no sense to him. Seeing them place their faith in such an evil and tyrannical person whom they did not even know seemed absurd. Crinnan could have never imagined living in such a way. 
 
    Sage let out a laugh. Not because he was entertained or happy, but because he was so unsurprised at how the Govian acted. Perhaps he gave up on trying to save the Govians. 
 
    "You are all thick headed and useless," he snarled, shaking his head while turning his nose up in their direction, "I should say, you must really want to die, is that it? Listen. It is crucial for you to understand this. Unless you surrender right now, there is no chance of you leaving this village alive… Are your lives truly that worthless to you? Do none of you have children? Do you all really wish to die today? I am running out of energy holding you here. Once I release you, you will either die or be free. You must choose now!" 
 
    The soldiers were restless. The loud one snapped at all of them, ordering them to be quiet, "We will not be intimidated by your sinful ways!" he growled at Sage, "We are the mightiest army in the entire world. You are subject to us by law! Why you probably have outlived the century allowed to you by the gracious and all-powerful Emperor! Your time is up, Ancient! Your life ends now!" 
 
    Sage casually swiped at the air with his hand. A thin beam of orange light emerged from each of his fingers in a moment's time, fast enough to nearly not notice. The beams swirled into one, ripping through the center of the loose-tongued Govian and into the soldier behind him. Sage released his hold on him, and the soldier staggered backward, gazing at his chest in disbelief. 
 
    "We are…" he choked as blood began to stream from his lips, "we are… invincible…" He blinked twice and fell to his knees. Before he could blink a third time, his face hit the dirt. He was dead.  
 
    All of the remaining Govians stared at Sage, amazed. None of them could say anything. Sage turned to Crinnan and made an awkward face, "I did not mean to kill two of them," he admitted with a smirk, "I was only aiming for the leader."  
 
    Crinnan noticed that the soldier who had been inadvertently hit by Sage's blast was lying flat on his back with his hand reaching into the air. Sage clearly no longer had a hold on him. He cried and gargled as blood pooled beneath him. Sage shook his head at the sight. 
 
    A white light began to envelop Sage's hand. The Govians breathed heavily out of fear of another blast and after a moment of charging, Sage held out his hand and flicked the light at the struggling Govian. Two moments later, the soldier pushed himself up off the ground and stared in wonder at his healed body. 
 
    The village was silent. The tensions were high; everyone was on edge. The healer looked at the healed, and the healed stood in silent awe. He touched his ripped and broken armor and looked at Sage who wore a stern face. Sage spoke, "Will you please surrender now? Will you take your life and run?" 
 
    As he felt the new skin covering the wound that Sage had accidentally inflicted on him, the soldier inhaled deeply and looked down at his hands. He began to cry and bit his lip, "I cannot…" Sage closed his eyes disappointedly and flicked his hand once again at the Govian he had just healed. The soldier fell onto the ground in a burning, screaming heap and Sage sighed heavily. 
 
    "Must it truly be today?" Sage called out to the remaining Govians with his eyes still sealed, "Can none of you take your life in your hands?" The soldiers stood silently, neither moving nor saying a word. Sage's eyes opened fiercely, and he looked at them all.  
 
    "Answer me!" he shouted as he angrily threw his fists downward. The Govians gasped out of fear of more NaNe power. Guntz chuckled. 
 
    Crinnan watched Sage talk to their enemies and wondered what was going through his mind. He could not believe that Sage was giving them a chance to leave and survive. That was beyond him. All his experience told him that letting the enemy survive today was letting one of your own comrades, or even yourself die tomorrow.  
 
    Among people, Sage was something of a phenomenon. The strange value he put on all life, not just his own, was higher than most. His charisma and excitement were rare traits as well. Perhaps the years of solitude had done that to him. Perhaps he had been born that way. His intelligence and wisdom seemed to be constantly trying to outdo each other. It was hard to find a rift in either… He was indeed a prodigy. 
 
    "This is my final offer!" Sage called out, extending his hand to the assemblage of soldiers, "I have only moments left before I release you. When I do, please go home. You will not die if you do so. If you stay here… we will be forced to kill you."  
 
    The Govians stood like statues. Crinnan looked at them, seeing fear in some of their eyes. Fear of Sage, fear of death… perhaps even something more. In the rest of their eyes, however, Crinnan saw nothing, no emotion at all. 
 
    "We decline your offer!" one of the Govians shouted, "You do not understand that you cannot stand against the might of the Empire and have any hope of winning! We will fight you until every last one of your barbarian corpses lay at our feet. Prepare yourselves to pay for your sins against his benevolence!" 
 
    Crinnan watched as Sage silently looked down and kicked a stone away from himself. He sighed with frustration and disappointment and looked up at Crinnan. 
 
    "I tried," Sage whispered, as his hands began to glow with the power of the NaNe. The Govians started to move again, and Sage looked to Crinnan, "Know that I am not a senseless, mindless killer Crinnan. Know that I understand the value of life… and that I tried." Sage stared at the Govians and with neither a word nor sound he started to run toward them. Crinnan was quick to follow. 
 
    For a moment, the sound of the bottoms of his boots slapping against the ground was all Crinnan could hear. His footsteps were light and intentional; his resolve was great. The breeze blew through his hair as he charged toward his foes and he began to hear himself breathing. He could feel the steady thumping of his pulse in his temples, and his hand was sweating as he raised his sword to strike the soldier that dared lock gazes with him.  
 
    His first kill tried to stop him, but Crinnan batted his weapon away and thrust his blade into the Govian's chest. He roared as he pulled his weapon from his enemy, and another one charged. Crinnan raised his pistol and shot him. The soldier's body went limp and crashed to the ground.  
 
    Crinnan raised his blade to strike another, but something caught his eye. He saw about twenty more soldiers charge from the forest, all equipped with rifles. Crinnan swore and ran to find cover, just as the spray of bullets began to pepper the area around him. 
 
    He was hiding behind a pile of rubble and rusty metal. He could hear bullets hitting all around him. Soon enough, Guntz dove over him and scrambled up beside him. Guntz looked at Crinnan and glared. 
 
    "Here," Crinnan said as he handed over his rifle, "Can you shoot?" Guntz nodded and shouldered the weapon. Crinnan sheathed his sword and drew his second pistol. 
 
    Guntz leaned out and opened fire. Crinnan did the same. He got off a few shots, but as soon as the two peaked their heads out, the Govians began firing on their position. The two ducked back behind the pile and waited for the firing to stop. 
 
    "Dammit!" Crinnan whispered, "What the Hells…" He considered his situation for a moment and then amid the gunfire he heard something. It was the sound of a higher caliber semi-automatic weapon being discharged. He peeked out from behind his cover and watched as Govian bodies began falling one by one. Somebody was picking them off from a distance. 
 
    "Cover me," Crinnan shouted at Guntz. Guntz nodded, stood up and began firing.  
 
    The Govians were confused. The unknown sniper was picking them off faster than they could recoil. Some were scrambling for cover while others were trying to return fire to either Crinnan, Sage, Guntz or the sniper. One dropped his rifle and fell to his knees.  
 
    Sage ran up alongside Crinnan and began blasting away with his NaNe. Between the four fighters, they made quick work of the Govian reinforcements. It was a massacre and a victory. As Crinnan watched the last soldier fall, he slid his pistols into their holsters. Sage looked at him and shook his head. 
 
    "We need to get moving," he wore a serious expression, "Now." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Eon III 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    19:00 – Village of Lithaan 
 
      
 
    "Make it stop!" Ema'as screamed as she hugged her head between her forearms. Her cries were louder than the cracked exhaust of the truck they were riding in. Tears of blood streamed from her eyes and down the dark skin of her face. 
 
    "It doesn't stop!" Yarik, the other Thirst stricken Vampre angrily shouted back. He was hungry, irritated and annoyed, "Not until you do!" 
 
    "Fuck you!" Ema'as wailed, spitting in Yarik's direction, "You did this to me!" Yarik growled and put his palms over his ears. He wanted nothing more than to rip her throat out so that he would never have to listen to her ear piercing screams again. And then, he wanted to get out of his cage and rip the throats out of everyone in Eon's army. 
 
    "By Igo," he cursed, licking his lips at such a delicious idea. He thought of sinking his fangs into the necks of everyone who dared look at him. His body trembled at the thought of the hot blood running down his own throat. He yearned to feel it on his hands, on his skin… it was enough to make him hard. 
 
    Yarik felt the truck he and Ema'as were being transported in come to a stop. He heard the driver kill the engine and wondered where they were. All he knew was that the entire camp had been packed up to move out. He had heard his guards whispering something about a Demon in Izla'Axi and assumed he had something to do with their current journey… but he was not sure. 
 
    "We've stopped," He was feeling the itch of the Thirst begin to spread over his skin. He scratched at his already scraped up arms. For a moment, he thought about his growing appetite. Groaning, he slumped down into his shit covered cage and waited for whatever was about to happen. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Lithaan…" Eon declared as he stepped out of the truck he was riding in. "A town older than anyone here," He looked up at the crown of the Lithaani Sentinel which towered over the village and smiled, "Oh how I remember this place." 
 
    Eon stepped toward the stone walls his convoy was parked before and ran his hand along them, "Oh what protection these walls once provided," he mused. He looked up at the top, then back to his army. "No longer I fear." 
 
    "Acolytes!" Eon shouted, turning back to his convoy, "Come, join your king! Let us survey that which we will soon conquer!" At that, every vehicle door opened and Eon's army began to assemble behind him. He clapped his gloved hands together and delighted as his hundreds of crudely armored followers approached him. 
 
    "Today, my children, we shall test your mettle!" he announced to the army that had assembled before him, "We have pillaged! We have plundered! We have laid waste to the already wasted, and found no glory! Today we claim our first true victory! We will grow our force, replenish our resources and kill all who stand in our way. And tonight while you rest, I, your Savior and King, along with the rest of our force, will bring back the Demon!" Eon's army cheered. Those who had guns fired them into the air. 
 
    "You there!" Eon heard somebody suddenly shout from above him. He turned around and scanned the walls, looking for the owner of the voice. Finally, he saw a troop of rifle-equipped AGRA soldiers looking down at him. 
 
    "Ah!" Eon replied, "What fine additions you will make! Have you come to open the gates for your new king?" 
 
    "Lithaan is under the protection of President Cade of the AGRA Triangle Corporation," One of the soldiers shouted, "Depart at once!" 
 
    "Your President's protection will not be of any help to you," Eon held his arms out, "And I, Eon, have little time to persuade you… join me willingly or painfully die, and then join me. Remember, only the willing can find glory." 
 
    "You will never make it through the walls!" the AGRA soldier declared, "They have stood for…" Eon clapped his hands together, and the wooden gates blasted apart, sending splinters in all directions. The AGRA soldiers went silent. 
 
    "Well fuck the Hells out of that!" one of them shouted, dropping his rifle and raising his hands, "I'm not about to die for this shitty town." The other AGRA soldiers quickly followed suit. 
 
    Eon chuckled and turned to his army. "Take Lithaan!" he commanded, "Kill the weak, so I may make them strong. Enslave the strong so that I may make them mine. Go, now!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Who's hungry?" Yarik heard a voice call out. His stomach felt like a mess of knots, and he was quickly growing more and more fatigued. To say he was hungry would most certainly have been accurate. 
 
    "You're feeding us?" Ema'as asked frantically, "Are we going to eat!" 
 
    "You will eat, or you will die," a guard said as he climbed into the truck, "We are taking the village of Lithaan. You two will join the Lycaani and Maas'Eon. Our ground forces have already marched into town… you are to kill the weak." 
 
    "The weak?" Yarik repeated, "Why the weak?" 
 
    "So that our king may make them strong," the soldier replied. "Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes!" Ema'as replied, "Yes, yes. Let's go. I can't stand this fucking hunger any longer!" 
 
    "Very well," the soldier unlocked Ema'as' cage, and she, to his surprise, immediately pounced out on top of him. 
 
    "Get off!" he screamed, but it was too late. Ema'as quickly sank her fangs into the throat of the soldier, and ripped it out, creating a gushing well of hot blood. 
 
    "Hey!" Yarik shouted. He rattled his cage and grunted loudly from hunger, "Save some for me! Let me out! Don't fucking drink it all!" 
 
    "You ate already!" Ema'as scowled, holding out her arm for him to see his bite marks, "You can fucking wait!" 
 
    "You bitch!" Yarik howled, "You greedy fucking slut!" He pounded on the bars and hissed, baring his pointed teeth. 
 
    Ema'as continued to eat. As she consumed the blood of the guard, she could feel her strength returning. She was surprised at how delicious it tasted. She had never once been as satisfied with a meal as she was at that moment. After a few minutes of ravenous eating, she leaned back and caught her breath, turning her head to look at Yarik. 
 
    "Why shouldn't I kill you right here for what you did to me?" she snarled as she approached Yarik's cage, "I could… I could rip your head off your shoulders right now!" 
 
    "Because now you understand…" Yarik replied, "You understand the Thirst, the pain… you lost control and slaughtered that soldier… why you never had control to begin with." 
 
    "But you did this to me," Ema'as growled, "You made me this way." 
 
    "What else would you have been?" Yarik asked, standing up. He wrapped his fingers around the bars that confined him and stared at Ema'as with his black eyes, "A Marauder? A savage cannibal? Now at least you have the chance to join the bloodline that has outlasted the very empire that oppresses it. You could become one of the mightiest people on this planet if you wanted." 
 
    Ema'as went silent and looked down at her bare feet. She noticed that her dark skin had paled and that her feet were covered in excrement. Sighing, she shook her head and unlocked Yarik's cage. 
 
    "We need to work together," Yarik pushed the door open, "We are all that each of us has right now." Their gazes met, and Yarik stepped down from his cage. He rubbed his hand across Ema'as bare shoulder and knelt next to the body of the dead soldier. 
 
    Yarik bit a hole into the soldier's stomach with his fangs and then shoved his fingers inside and ripped the skin apart. The soldier's bowels shifted upward, and Yarik grabbed hold of them and shoved them into his mouth. 
 
    The ravenous Vampre ate loudly, slurping and sucking at the soldier's organs. He savored every drop of blood or blood-soaked flesh he could get into his mouth and began to lightly chuckle as he ate. Soon, Yarik had the soldier's torso completely ripped apart, and his own stomach was filled with the belly of the soldier. 
 
    Panting, Yarik leaned forward and rested his head on the bare ribs of the soldier. A rejuvenated Ema'as stood silently behind him and watched. She watched both in horror and fascination, in awe of the kind of creature she knew she had become. Finally, she began to feel dizzy and squatted down to gather herself. 
 
    "You poor thing," Yarik purred between short breaths, "You poor, pitiful thing." He turned his head in Ema'as direction but did not look at her. "Condemned to eternal hunger simply for being a nasty little slut. I pity you. You did not deserve this kind of hell." 
 
    "Then you should not have bitten me," She scowled with her head between her legs, "You should have let them kill me." 
 
    "…save it," Yarik replied, "We don't have much time." He stood up and looked down at her. "Your leg has healed well. The Thirst has its... benefits…" 
 
    Ema'as looked up at him and realized how much her body was yearning the touch of another. She had never felt such a carnal need before. It was as if the blood she had drunk had fueled her lust. She examined Yarik. Though he was a bald, skinny, ugly sight, she wanted nothing more than to feel him inside her. 
 
    "I see you," he placed his hand under her chin, "We don't have much time…" He placed his hands on her shoulders and quickly pushed her down on the ground, "Hurry, before we lose this buzz." Ema'as started breathing heavily and opened her legs before him. She grabbed the fledgling High Vampre and pulled him down on top of her. 
 
    "Yes." She whispered, "Yes…" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "You kill the weak…" Rubaan said to Eon, as he stood atop the stone walls, "You kill the weak and enslave the strong…" 
 
    "We do," Eon replied with a smile. He stared down into the town of Lithaan and watched as the fires burned. As his forces fought the town's populace, subjugating as many as they could and killing the rest, Rubaan felt an unwanted smile spread across his face. It was countered by a wave of repulsion. 
 
    "Even the children?" Rubaan asked, "The babies?" 
 
    "‘Tis a messy business, war…" Eon declared, "We haven't the means to feed the babes. Someday perhaps we can avoid the bloodshed of children… But for now, I must strengthen them with life anew. Our army must grow. We need every last body." 
 
    "Apparently not Heklaar's," Rubaan snarkily spat, "He was a mighty warrior, and you allowed him to be chopped to bits by your abominations. Don't force feed me bullshit." 
 
    "Alas I do regret the fate of poor Heklaar," Eon said, shaking his head, "But the Maas'Eon needed to be tested, and Heklaar's prowess was unmatched… save by me." 
 
    "Heklaar could have slaughtered you," Rubaan spat, "If it were down to you and him… No magic, just weapons." 
 
    "Magic…" Eon sneered as he watched his Marauders sack the town, "It took me years to convince the world, especially the elders, that my work came from me, not the gods. Do not diminish my scientific accomplishments by labeling them as magic. They are no such thing; I made this power that I wield. I programmed it, fueled it, brought it to life… and it, in turn, brought me to life." 
 
    "Whatever," Rubaan groaned, "Without it though, you are nothing." 
 
    "Is that so?" Eon asked. He stood and pondered for a moment, and then held his arm out for Rubaan to see, "Interesting.." 
 
    Quickly, without warning, a shiny metal blade shot out of a small box that was strapped to Eon's wrist. The box looked ceramic and by no means could have stored a two-foot-long sword. Rubaan watched in silence and waited. 
 
    "I created this when I was still with Life Links," Eon explained, holding the blade for Rubaan to see, "Or rather I created the science… the box is filled with metal powder. Enough that the NaNe have plentiful material to molecularly reorganize into this blade. No magic here, only science. Watch, dear Rubaan, see how dependant on my creations I truly am." 
 
    At that, Eon leaped off the wall and into the town below. He hit the ground, stirring up a small cloud of dust and searched for a target. 
 
    "You will find, dear host of mine," Eon declared as he took off in a sprint toward a female Elf holding a rifle that was too big for her, "That your dear and benevolent King will provide you with every form of protection you need!" 
 
    The Elf fired a shot at Eon, and Eon phased out of the way, dodging the bullet and splitting her skull with his sword. He pushed her to the ground and darted forward as another citizen came into view. 
 
    "Spare the strong…" he shouted, crashing a fist into the jaw of the male Elf in front of him, "For the strong do not need to be reborn." The Elf fell to the ground in a daze. Eon kicked him in the side of the head, rendering him unconscious. 
 
    "Kill the weak," Eon continued, as he neared another armed female. She had three trembling children screaming behind her, "That I may make them strong, that I may create them in my own image!" Rubaan watched in terror as Eon charged toward them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "It won’t be like this forever," Yarik assured Ema'as as their two filth stained sweating bodies panted on the wooden floor inside the trailer transporting them, "One day you and I will be elevated to godhood… This transformation will be complete. We can restore the great Vampre dynasty." 
 
    "I don't care about any of that," Ema'as sighed, not moving her head from Yarik's chest, "Power, dynasties… the powerful Vampre died out when the Age of Blood ended when the Humaan aliens got here. All I care about is staying alive." 
 
    "What better way to stay alive than finding immortality?" Yarik asked, "If we survive the Thirst we will become High Vampre, we will have power like we have never imagined. Eon can't control us anymore like he can everyone else. We don't have those NaNe things in us." 
 
    "I guess that's true," Ema'as agreed, "So what should we do?" Yarik was silent for a moment and then looked down at the top of Ema'as' head. 
 
    "We should run," he whispered, "We should go now while we have our strength and sobriety." The two sat up and looked at each other. 
 
    "Where will we go?" Ema'as asked, "We're so far from anywhere. I don't know if…" 
 
    "We will find a city," Yarik grinned and spoke with an excited tone, "Lay low, feed when we need to. Maybe capture a few bodies and live off their blood. I don't know. But we can't live in this shit-filled trailer anymore." 
 
    "How will we get there?" Ema'as asked. 
 
    "They're fighting outside," Yarik declared, "We just get in one of their vehicles and hightail it out of here… it's that or be a slave." Ema'as lowered her head and thought. 
 
    "They might catch us," she worried, "They might kill us." Yarik placed his hand on Ema'as' chin and lifted it so he could see her black eyes. 
 
    "So be it then," his voice was eager, angry, "I'd rather die than suffer this hunger forever… I'm going with or without you. You need to choose what you want." 
 
    Ema'as nodded her head and took a deep breath. "I don't have any other option I guess. I will go with you." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Pile the bodies!" Eon commanded, "Bring them forth, that they may be strengthened through rebirth!" 
 
    Before him was a pile of corpses, the former mothers, sick, elderly, and children of the town of Lithaan. The strong, whom Eon had spared, had been fitted with shackles and were doing as their new king commanded. 
 
    "Your loved ones will return," Eon assured his new slaves, "You will be reunited with them when you bring them forth. For I am Eon, I am your King and savior!" 
 
    The slaves tossed the bodies of their neighbors, family, and friends into the pile. One of Eon's soldiers brought forward a wooden crate and laid it at his feet. 
 
    "As you requested, my King," the soldier bowed at Eon's feet. Eon nodded, and the soldier lifted the lid from the crate. 
 
    "Bring me four more soldiers," Eon ordered, "We will administer the rebirth once you return." Eon knelt and looked into the crate. 
 
    The crate was filled with hundreds of glass syringes, all filled with a clear liquid. He ran a finger over them and grinned wildly. 
 
    "You will see real power now, dear host," Eon told Rubaan, "The power of complete control. The power of rebirth." 
 
    "I am sure it will be wonderful," Rubaan replied sarcastically, unable to get the visions of the ghastly crimes Eon had just committed out of his head. 
 
    "It most certainly will, my friend," Eon gushed, "A feat of this magnitude has never been accomplished!" He grabbed a syringe from the crate and stepped forward. 
 
    "Behold!" He announced, projecting his voice for all to hear, "The beginning of the Maas'Eon army!" At that, he pulled the cap off the syringe and knelt before the closest body he could find. He stuck the needle into the chest of the body and injected all of the fluid into it. He then stood, and stepped back. 
 
    Everyone was silent as they watched and waited for what was to come. The corpse of a teenage boy lay still for a moment. It then began twitching. It started with a simple tremor in its leg. But soon the entire corpse began to seize. 
 
    The body convulsed for a few moments, and then suddenly stopped. Eon's army held their breath as they watched the body silently stand. 
 
    "Rebirth!" Eon roared with glee. His army erupted in cheering and whooping, and the Lithaani slaves Eon had spared wailed and cried. 
 
    "Bring them all back!" Eon commanded, "Take them below the sentinel and outfit them with their weapons. Everyone else feast and rest for victory is ours!" 
 
    The army cheered, and Eon turned and walked toward the main gate. He pointed at one of his judges, and he quickly ran up to accompany him. 
 
    "Ready the cavalry," He ordered, pointing to the motorcycles that had been dismounted, "Bring the Vampre, Lycaani, and Maas'Eon. We will depart immediately so that I may reunite with the Demon." 
 
    "My lord, some of the Vampre have escaped," the Judge replied, "They killed two and captured another… apparently, while we were…" 
 
    "Silence yourself," Eon waved his hand through the air in dismissal, "Forget them for now. I am in too much of a hurry to kill you Drek. You had better do your best to impress me tonight when we capture the Demon." 
 
    "Yes my lord, I will not let you down." 
 
    "You will kill him anyway won't you?" Rubaan asked. 
 
    "Silence!" Eon looked away from Drek for a moment as he reprimanded Rubaan. He looked back at his judge and nodded, "Begone!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hurry!" Yarik shouted as he jumped out of the back of the trailer. His bare feet landed on the crumbled dry orange ground, "We don't have much time. We are not High Vampre yet. We still thirst; the Brothers light will burn us alive if we linger!" 
 
    Ema'as followed Yarik and hopped out behind him. "By Igo!" she gasped, as she felt the Brother's light on her skin for the first time, "It burns." 
 
    "And it will kill you if you wait!" he warned. He grabbed her hand and pulled her along. 
 
    Silently they crept, seeking shade from the Brother's light just as one would search for stepping stones across a river. They crept from vehicle to vehicle, looking in each one for keys, but were not having much luck. 
 
    "Find one that has a fully enclosed cabin," Yarik said, "And storage enough for a body or two." The two rounded a truck and stopped. Before them stood two soldiers, each with their backs to them. Yarik looked at Ema'as, and Ema'as nodded, and the two slowly started sneaking forward. 
 
    The thrill of the kill was unlike anything Ema'as had ever felt before. Sure she had slaughtered slaves before, but that was livestock. It was simply her job. The stalking, pouncing, and throat-ripping… that felt real, natural, sensual even. 
 
    Ema'as looked over at Yarik who had his soldier in a choke hold. The soldier struggled for a moment, but it was not long before he was unconscious. Quickly, Yarik laid him on the ground and removed the strings from his boots. With the string, he bound the soldier's hands and feet and then stepped over to join Ema'as. 
 
    "We must feed quickly," he said, baring his fangs. "Mine has the keys to a truck on him. We can feed and then depart… But first, take his clothes and take their weapons. We will need the added protection, and you can't be naked forever." 
 
    The two hurriedly undressed the dead soldier. Ema'as quickly put the clothes on herself. They were of course too big, but for the time being, they at least shielded Ema'as skin from the Brothers light. After dressing, Ema'as knelt and sunk her teeth into the dead soldier's neck, drawing more blood for her to feast on. 
 
    After the two had eaten their fill, they leaned back and took a moment to catch their breath. The Brothers light was beginning to blister their skin, and with air in their lungs and lust in their eyes, they were somehow able to shake off their urges and get to their feet. They knew they needed to find cover. 
 
    "The truck…" Yarik panted, feeling a wave of post-meal euphoria. "I have the keys…" Ema'as nodded and hoisted the unconscious soldier from the ground and over her shoulder. She was shocked at how little effort she had to put into it. It seemed that her transformation had not only given her an insatiable thirst, but also a significant strength boost. 
 
    Yarik and Ema'as quickly searched for the truck to which the keys belonged. Yarik kept trying the door locks. After checking two armored flatbed trucks, and one covered truck, they finally found the one they were looking for. 
 
    "Praise Igo," Yarik muttered, as he pulled the door open and hopped into the driver seat. The truck was a two and a half ton Govian army convoy truck with a canvas cover, almost exactly like the one the two Vampre had been transported in. Yarik shoved the key into the ignition and brought the truck to life. 
 
    "Put him in the back!" Yarik shouted to Ema'as. "We will save him for later…" Ema'as hurried to the back of the vehicle and tossed the incapacitated guard inside. She watched to make sure he wasn't moving. After a couple of moments, she returned to the front of the vehicle. 
 
    "Are we good?" Yarik asked, looking over at Ema'as. Ema'as took a breath and looked around. 
 
    "Yeah," she said, feeling free for the first time since well before Eon entered into her life. "I think we finally are." 
 
    "Well, where to then?" Yarik asked. "We can go anywhere in the world." 
 
    "Let's just get the Hells out of here," Ema'as replied. "Let's find our way as we go." 
 
    "I like your style," Yarik said. "Buckle up then, Ema'as. We have the rest of our lives ahead of us." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "How many slaves?" Eon asked Dalan, a short Lycaani judge of his. 
 
    "325 my liege," Dalan replied. 
 
    "How many reborn Maas'Eon?" Eon asked. 
 
    "Approximately six hundred sir," Dalan said. "Sir, our numbers have grown well beyond what we could have anticipated." 
 
    "Indeed," Eon said, crossing his arms. "Judge Dalan, how many bodies could not be reborn?" 
 
    "Sire?" Dalan answered, "We do not have that number for you." 
 
    "Understandable," Eon replied. "I did not ask that you provide that number. One cannot be expected to so arbitrarily go above and beyond their duties. Please, Judge Dalan, take me to the dead." 
 
    "As you command my king," Dalan motioned for Eon to follow, and the two walked north toward an old bell tower that stood at Lithaan's center. 
 
    "Judge Dalan," Eon spoke as they walked. "Have my new Maas'Eon been taken below as I commanded?" 
 
    "Indeed they have sir," Dalan replied. "All are beneath the sentinel at present time. We have begun arming them and fitting them for armor.." 
 
    "It will be a sight to behold, good Dalan," Eon said. "Six hundred Maas'Eon… The thought of it fills me with joy. Our numbers will grow even larger once we plunder our next village…" 
 
    "That they will sir," Dalan agreed. 
 
    They walked through the smoking town, passing by many burning structures and fixtures. Eon noted the multiple puddles of blood he walked past, grunting at each of them, knowing most of them added one more body to his legion. He thought of how easy taking the village had been, how he had lost only a handful of soldiers and gained nearly a thousand. The thought of it all made him realize that all his work, all his creating had finally paid off. He was going to take on the world, and he was going to win. 
 
    "Here we are my king," Dalan said, as the two approached a pile of bodies. "It is not much. We were able to save nearly everyone." 
 
    "This will do well enough for me," Eon said. "Please, stay Dalan. See if I am more than I promised you all." Dalan nodded and stood silently next to Eon. 
 
    "Watch, host of mine," Eon ordered Rubaan. "You spoke of blood magic, of necromancy. While my mind is a scientific one, there are things that I have learned; secrets shared with me in the Hells by the long dead that even I do not understand. Watch Rubaan." 
 
    "I can't do anything but watch," Rubaan replied. 
 
    Eon stepped forward, gazing at the pile of corpses before him. A cocktail of blood, excrement and other bodily fluids pooled beneath them, while carrion birds circled overhead. Eon stood silently, observing the dead for a moment, and then took a breath. 
 
    "Aal syruum…" he spoke, clenching his fists. "Aal syruum it deraanio." He watched in silence, and then repeated his words. 
 
    "Aal syruum!" he shouted, "Aal syruum it deraanio! Aal syruum it deraanio! Deraanio nit iskalii!" 
 
    Eon and Dalan both felt a sudden gust of ice-cold wind and heard something that sounded like rock cracking. Dalan looked around nervously. But Eon kept his gaze on the pile of bodies. Something was happening, and Eon was feeling a strange feeling of surprise and excitement. 
 
    The pile of bodies began to quiver, and the gust of wind grew stronger. Dalan clutched his cloak, holding it in place. He dug his feet into the ground as the wind blew around them. But Eon stood with his arms outstretched. 
 
    "Aal syruum!" he shouted again, as the pile of bodies tumbled over. Each individual body began to seize, and Eon watched as one of the arms raised. 
 
    "Yes!" he shouted, "become alive!" The skin split from the arm and the bone emerged from the flesh, moving on its own accord. Eon focused on the one body and watched as all the flesh ripped away while the bloody skeleton within stood. 
 
    The skeleton took a step, and others followed behind it. Nearly two dozen bloody skeletons stood or dragged themselves toward Eon. Dalan gasped and took a fearful step back. 
 
    "Hold your ground, good judge!" Eon commanded as the wind died down. "You have nothing to fear as long as you follow me." 
 
    "By the Brothers light and all that is holy," Rubaan declared from within Eon. "This cannot be!" 
 
    "It is so, dear Rubaan!" Eon shouted with glee, "My power is limitless. Our power is limitless. We now command not only the living and created, but now the dead! Do you understand what this means!" 
 
    "I…" Rubaan replied. "I cannot fathom any of this…" 
 
    "Rubaan!" Eon declared. "We are gods in the flesh! We can make this world right. We can make it our own in the image we wish it to be in… no… we will! This world will be ours!" 
 
    Rubaan was silent as Eon stepped up to one of the skeletons. 
 
    "They are… they are beautiful Rubaan," Eon said. "They are ours to command, and they are beautiful. Fight me no longer dear host, for now; you must see that it is in vain. Put your trust, your faith in me and you will never want again… your family will never fear again." 
 
    "I… I cannot…" Rubaan replied. "I… I have to. I have to trust you… for my family." 
 
    "Then you are my brother," Eon bellowed. He paused as he reached out and caressed one of the bloody bones that stood before him. 
 
    "And speaking of brothers… We have waited long enough. I think it is time we paid yours a visit. Come. Let us depart for the Belhaasi Weald. Let us together find the Demon and bring him to his army. He is to be one of us… Come Rubaan. Let us find Crinnan, that he may become brother to us both!" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Crinnan X 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    23:00 – Pado Village – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    After the gunfire stopped, the people of Pado started to come out of their homes to inspect the damage that had been done. Sage, Guntz, and Crinnan stood at the center of all the dead bodies, so the villagers ran to them for answers. Crinnan saw Freyja, Garb, and Nora the Faire among them. 
 
    "Wow." Freyja exclaimed dully as he approached Crinnan, "There's like… so many bodies out here…" 
 
    "Right," Crinnan rolled his eyes as he too surveyed the area. "Where have you been?" 
 
    "We had food at a dinner place," Freyja replied, "Mister Sage gave us some money…" 
 
    "They take money here?" Crinnan asked, looking over at Sage. "Nevermind, how soon will we be ready?" 
 
    "Very. We need to talk to the minister; first, we need him to flood you." Crinnan pointed behind him. Sage turned around to face the minister. 
 
    "Ah very good!" he declared. "Can we get Crinnan flooded now?" 
 
    "I fear not," the minister pointed at something behind him. Sage turned around again to find that the minister's tent and the buildings surrounding it had caught fire in all the chaos. 
 
    "That is a bit problematic," Sage noted with a hum. "What do you propose we do?" 
 
    "I propose that you take great care." The minister replied. "Crinnan has only one thread, and if it is cut, that will be his end." 
 
    "Indeed," Sage wiped a bit of blood off of his bare chest. "Are our guides ready to leave?" 
 
    "Yes," the minister replied. Sage nodded and walked toward Nora, the Faire from before. 
 
    "We need to be as quick as possible," he said to her. "Your bald friend does not seem to enjoy expressing himself through words. So I need you to tell me exactly how long you anticipate this taking." 
 
    Nora nodded a bobble-headed nod and smiled. "Twenty kilometers would take Guntz and me about an hour and a half," she said, in a high pitched nasally voice. "For a normal person, it would take about five hours. With that kid and freak, I would expect about five or six hours." Crinnan groaned and ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    "Can we not just leave them?" he snapped. "They are just slowing us down. I do not want to deal with them. It is not like the people here are going to feed them to Toraans or anything."  
 
    Sage began to speak, but Garb lurched forward angrily. 
 
    "You say you fight to rid the world of the oppression of the Empire? You say that your army fights for freedom?" The Toraan asked with an upset tone, "I ask you why do you fight if not to save the children. Is their tomorrow not as valuable as yours? Should they not have an opportunity to grow up and become people like you and me?" 
 
    He crossed his long arms and started to breathe heavily. "If you do not fight for the children's freedom, then I ask are you any better than the Govians? Can you so easily shrug off the lives of the children?" He looked behind him at Freyja and sighed, "Who do you fight for, Crinnan? Are you so selfish to fight only for yourself, for your army? There is a world of hurting people out here, and you are worried about how you feel. You are worried about getting to your friends so that you can be happy again. Grow up and take some responsibility. Who do you really fight for Crinnan?" 
 
    Sage's eyes grew wide at the Toraan's sudden outburst. He whistled and turned around, pretending he did not notice anything that was just said. 
 
    Crinnan was left to fend for himself. All he could do was blink. Garb's words cut him like a knife. All of a sudden he felt like a terrible person. He looked away out of shame and lowered his head. 
 
    "You’re right," he clenched his fists. "I’m sorry…" 
 
    Crinnan's words were cut off by a villager's scream. He looked up quick enough to lock eyes with a Govian soldier who was lying on the ground and aiming a rifle directly at him. Crinnan reached for his pistol, but not before the Govian could get a few shots off. 
 
    Crinnan felt the hot bullets tear through both his chest and his stomach. Everything slowed down as they embedded themselves within Crinnan's body. He looked around, dazed and lost balance. 
 
    Sage threw his arm out at the soldier, and his head quickly snapped backward, engulfed in flame. He ran over to Crinnan and fell to the ground beside him. As he surveyed Crinnan's wounds, his expression became grim. 
 
    "I cannot do anything," he grunted frantically, cradling Crinnan's head in his arms. "Without your NaNe, I should say that my healing abilities will not work on you." 
 
    It was becoming hard for him to breathe. Crinnan reached up to feel his wounds and streams of blood trickled down his hands. He looked up at Sage and tried to talk, but only more blood came out. 
 
    Tears welled up Crinnan's eyes. He thought about what Garb had said and realized that he was soon going to die in the arms of a stranger. He realized that he would never see his squad or his family again, and he felt that his life had been completely and utterly worthless. 
 
    Crinnan closed his eyes in grief, not wishing his last thoughts to be those of everything he had lost or failed at. In the darkness of his mind, in the last resting place of Eshan the Govian, Crinnan once again saw the flames that he had dreamt of. He saw the swirling blue vortex above him and the face of the unknown but beautiful woman whom he had embraced. Crinnan focused on that face, and as he felt his life leaving him, he found himself speaking. 
 
    "Milinka…" He said weakly, "I… I will find you." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Cade IV 
 
    23rd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    0:00 – Outside Pado Village – Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    Cade sat perched on a limb outside the village of Pado and peered through the scope of his rifle. The skin beneath his leather half-mask itched, but he did not have the time to scratch it; he was too focused on the task at hand. 
 
    "Where did they all come from?" He asked himself as he fired a bullet into one of the Govian soldier's skulls. "There are so many." He took a deep breath, and as he exhaled, he fired another shot. 
 
    As they realized they were under fire, the Govian soldiers scrambled for cover. Cade did his best to dispatch as many as he could before they were all out of view; he was at least able to keep Crinnan covered. 
 
    A bullet whizzed past causing him to flinch slightly. He was fortunate that it was dark and that he had enough cover to remain hidden so that his enemies did not have a real target. Quickly, he scanned the area and located his attacker. "Would work much better if you aimed…" he mumbled as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    He continued to stare through his scope and hoped the others would make their move. He watched as a soldier that was facing his direction take about five bullets from behind. He smiled as Crinnan, and the bald Elf leaped out from cover and began to clean up the battlefield. After he took a few more shots, he slung his rifle around his back and jumped down to the ground. 
 
    The wounds that he had incurred after having been blasted out the window by Sage had closed up by then thanks to the efforts of his NaNe and the sap from the Lithanni Sentinel that he had used. Only a slight bit of discomfort came over him as he landed on the foliage. He rifled through his pack for a painkiller but instead found a pack of cigarettes. 
 
    "Hello ladies." he said as he set his bag aside, "I think one of you should do just fine." He flipped the box open and pulled one out. After he had placed it between his lips, he lightly tapped the end of the cigarette, and it started to smoke. He took a drag and smiled. 
 
    As he took a moment to enjoy his cigarette, he noticed his communicator was vibrating against his hip. Curiously, he pulled it out of its pouch and flipped it open. Nida was calling. 
 
    "Nida." Cade quietly said into the device, taking another drag of his cigarette. "What is the problem?" 
 
    "Are you okay?" She replied, "I have been trying to get ahold of you for forty-five minutes, but service has been unreliable due to the coming storm. I saw your NaNe activity spike and then level out again. Were you hurt?" 
 
    "I am fine now," Cade replied. "Tell Smirnov not to worry." 
 
    "You need to be careful." Nida replied, "I… We cannot afford to lose you over something so small." 
 
    "Nobody is going to lose anything," Cade said. "So do not worry… and this is important Nida. I can feel it." Nida was silent for a moment but eventually spoke again. 
 
    "Okay, Mister President," she said. "I am sorry for having bothered you." 
 
    "Do not be like that Nida." Cade replied, "It is all going to be okay… listen, I love you…" The line went dead, and he groaned and flipped his communicator shut and put it back in its place. 
 
    "Nida…" He muttered, silently thinking about his relationship with her. He wished his position in the corporation did not have to get in the way of his feelings. He wanted so badly to be able to take hold of her and to run away–to start their family and to be able to bring her to meet his family. He wondered if she felt the same way. He hoped so. 
 
    The sound of gunfire threw him out of his fantasies and back into the Belhaasi Weald. He raised his rifle to see what was going on and through his scope, he saw a Govian soldier being pelted with the same NaNe abilities that had been used against himself earlier that night. 
 
    "Sajinious… " He mumbled, the cigarette hanging from his mouth. 
 
    He moved his rifle to the left a little and saw somebody lying on the ground. He saw that Sage was kneeling next to him. Cade could not find Crinnan anywhere until he realized exactly what he was looking at. 
 
    It was Crinnan lying on the ground; he had been shot. Cade quickly slung his rifle over his shoulder and picked up his pack. "Do not die on me kid." He whispered as he grabbed the flood syringe from his satchel. "I'm fucking coming you stupid little son of a bitch." 
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    Prologue 
 
    21st of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    09:00 – Black Knight Base 21 
 
      
 
    The sky was gray and overcast over the Calduur Mountains of northern Canrom. The wind blew lightly over the land and rustled the lush trees and vegetation that filled the area. Small flowers had bloomed in the grass and trees for the month of Ramlia, the summer month, had come and was already three weeks in. While the world was bustling with life around them, the inhabitants of Black Knight Base 21 had taken the day to mourn the loss of two of their own. Jeph Scaven and Crinnan Jamiso. 
 
    “He was a good soldier," captain Bran, the hulking white-haired and single-eyed Gaian announced to the crowd of mourners that stood before him. His voice rang out over the silence like thunder over the sea. “Crinnan was young… quiet… he was strong. The boy had his life ahead of him. It is truly a shame that we lost him the way we did," 
 
    Behind Bran was a stone altar with a flame burning on top of it. Crinnan’s sword and chest piece rested at the foot of the altar; his sword had been found in the Weald, his armor had been left behind in the Izla'Axi caverns. The mourners looked on with faces that were mostly devoid of emotion. They had all grown accustomed to death, numb to it… only those that were close to Crinnan showed visible signs of pain. 
 
    “I wish there was more we could have done," Bran reflected as he lowered his head. “I wish he could’ve continued the fight with us… I suppose the reality now is that he has given us another reason to fight… the reason being that his fight was never in vain. That his memory will live on," 
 
    A middle-aged male Humaan and dark-haired she-Elf stood behind the towering Gaian Captain. The man, Commander Crinnan Jamiso Sr., had his arm wrapped around his wife’s shoulders. She stood silently with her arms crossed and head lowered; a furious look was painted onto her face. 
 
    “Lord Crinnan, would you like to say a few words?" Bran asked, turning to the two. Commander Crinnan looked at his wife and squeezed her shoulder. He let go and stepped forward. 
 
    Bran looked at Commander Crinnan who stood a foot and a half below his eye level and placed his massive hand on Crinnan’s back. “I’m sorry old friend," Crinnan nodded at him, and Bran stepped back and stood next to Crinnan’s wife. 
 
    Commander Crinnan stood for a moment and stared at the ground before him in silent deliberation. He looked at the mourners before him, and they waited patiently as he gathered his thoughts. Finally, he sighed and spoke. 
 
    “What does a man say…" commander Crinnan asked, his voice aged but smooth. “What does a man say at his son’s funeral?" he bit his lip and nodded his head again. 
 
    “As many of you know, Crinnan is not the first child I have lost. My first daughter and eldest son both went missing long ago. Ladia and I pray that they still breathe. While we may hold on to even the slightest shred of hope for them, I fear that my son Crinnan’s fate is decided," he wiped a tear away from his eye and cleared his throat. “Crinnan is… was… very much like his mother," he said with a chuckle. “Kind of an asshole." 
 
    The mourners laughed, for many of them knew of the younger Crinnan’s reputation. He did not like to be looked at, touched, or spoken to, and he always had a sharp word or balled fist for most who tried. He always preferred to be left alone. 
 
    Commander Crinnan looked back at his wife and saw that however faint, a half smile had momentarily formed on her face. He knew she would probably rip his ear off later for his comment, but making her smile was worth the lashing he would undoubtedly receive... 
 
    “I remember when he was young," commander Crinnan continued, “He was a little fireball. He would always get into fights with his elder siblings. Nobody was too big for him…" Crinnan laughed as a memory popped in his mind. “Why, I remember one time I took his toy sword away. He punched me square in the dick," the mourners laughed again and so did Crinnan. 
 
    “God, I loved that kid," Crinnan's face briefly wrinkled up with sadness. “I will always love that kid… you see, behind that hard exterior, behind those walls that he built for himself was the most beautiful heart. He felt so much harder and deeper than any of my other children… he experienced the world differently than the rest of us. He protected animals from his brother Kiersen, protected his twin brother from… his brother Kiersen… He would always snuggle up in my or Ladia’s arms at the end of the day. When we would kiss the top of that thick-haired head, he would try to burrow deeper. My son loved being loved. He hated showing love though… but that is something I can forgive," Crinnan sighed deeply, and looked out at everyone. 
 
    "While I have done my best, I have not always been there for my children," the commander admitted with sorrow in his voice. "I wish... things could have been different. Had I been able to be there to protect them, Sayraa, Kiersen... Had I been there with Crinnan I would have given every breath I had to protect him," he sighed, and tears fell down his face.  
 
    "It is why I fight this damned war. To make a better world for my children. It is why I cannot stop!" anger spread across his face for a moment, and he paused to compose himself. 
 
    “Another day, another death, right?” he seethed, digging deep within himself to find the kind of words a leader needed to say. “This time it was my son… so what must a man do? Do I lay down? Submit? Do I give up?" commander Crinnan trembled with fury and passion. His eyes were ablaze with fervor, and he swept his gaze over the assembled soldiers in front of him. As his lip curled into a snarl, he took a mighty step forward and pounded his fist against his chest. 
 
    “Fuck no!" he began to speak faster and more furiously, “The battle isn’t any less won or any more lost with the death of my son or Jeph Scaven… we now have an even deeper responsibility to keep fighting, to win! We fight for true freedom. For those that hate us we fight. For those who think they are already free, we fight… We fight for our sons, for our daughters and grandchildren, our husbands and wives… We fight for those fighting next to us. We must never stop, even when not if, we lose something or someone we love. My son died, yes, and I will never forget that boy... and I will make damn sure that my sword cuts down a hundred other father’s sons if that’s what it takes to free this world from Govia’s grasp!” 
 
    The mourners nodded, and some clapped or cheered. Commander Crinnan turned to his wife and looked at her for a moment and then back to the crowd. 
 
    "Today, we remember Jeph and my son and all the others who have fallen to protect our way of life! Today we mourn. Tomorrow, we pick up our swords and we shove them through the hearts of all who will stand in our way. We will cut down every Govian who would ever dare think of getting in our way!" 
 
    Captain Bran stepped forward and pumped his massive fist into the air. “For Crinnan!" he bellowed, returning his thunderclap of a voice for all to hear. The mourners returned his shout with their own. 
 
    “For Crinnan!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Crinnan XI 
 
    21st of Cidraa – 346 AG 
 
    90 Days Prior to Awakening 
 
      
 
    He felt as if he were falling a great distance as the wind passed through his hair and over his body. His gaze was cast downward, and he curiously watched as the world grew smaller and further away instead of closer as he would have expected it to if he were truly falling. That was when it hit him, he realized he was in fact not plummeting toward the ground, but instead rapidly ascending into the sky. 
 
    The darkness of night had gone. The growling of his attackers and the pain that they had induced was nothing more than a memory. Crinnan’s arms flailed as he floated upward, or at least he thought they did. When he looked for his body, he saw nothing. That of all things made him panic. 
 
    He passed through the clouds or what he perceived were the clouds and was engulfed in the brilliant light of the Brothers. The brightness blinded him, and he saw only the radiant exuberance that one would when facing only toward the suns. A comforting feeling of heat spread over the skin that he did not have. He thought he felt warmth and solace in the light, but Crinnan discovered that he was no longer a physical being. He was nothing more than his thoughts. 
 
    Crinnan tried to think, to figure out what was going on. The last thing he remembered was being dispatched by his sergeant Kavin, to scout the area. His squad was camped in the Izla’Axi caverns West of the Belhaasi Weald. Their mission had been to gather intel on a radio tower that had recently been constructed south of the Canruusi Canyon. It was supposedly powerful enough to give the Govian Empire communications abilities throughout the entire country of Izla’Axi; they were to observe it and determine whether they were going to be able to destroy it. 
 
    Crinnan had been sent with his squad mates Jeph and Pancho to make sure the area was secure. He remembered walking through the darkness of the Belhaasi Weald, flashlight in hand and a cigarette hanging from his mouth. He saw it all clearly; his memory was as vivid as if he were watching himself. He saw the ambush, the Toraan monsters jumping from the trees, eviscerating him and taking his body to consume. He watched his guts fall from his stomach, saw his eyes close and witnessed the life fade from him. Crinnan saw himself die. 
 
    “No," he cried as his “body” stopped ascending. A wave of sudden terror overcame him. Having realized he was dead, he knew what was coming; the Hells awaited him. He was afraid, no he was mortified.  
 
    “Fuck!" he angrily shouted as he stared into the light of the brothers, “Not this. Not now!” 
 
    Twenty-three years was all he had. Twenty-three years of living, breathing, eating, drinking, fucking, fighting, and shitting it all back out. As he floated above the clouds and stared into the brother’s light, he realized that it all was in vain. He realized that his life had been worthless, that he had been a failure, a damned tool in a war that had only brought him to his death. Had he still had his eyes, he felt like tears of disappointment would have begun to fall. 
 
    “Where are you?" he called out as he looked around, “I knew this day would come! Let’s get this over with," at that, a brilliant, blinding white light even brighter than the Brothers exploded from what would have been the center of his body and for the briefest of moments he saw nothing. 
 
    Everything went silent. He heard nothing, neither the wind nor the steady beating of his heart. When he finally came to, he found that his body had been returned to him. He looked down at his hands, the same hands he had looked at his entire life and he bit his lip. As he shook his head, he realized he was completely naked and that he stood on a crystal clear glass floor surrounded by radiant white light. He knew that he was no longer alone. 
 
    “I guess I am here," he choked. He was fearful of looking up for he knew exactly what was before him, “And I suppose you must be…” 
 
    “Dura’Ana," a voice more beautiful than he could ever imagine said, “I am," 
 
    Crinnan looked up and saw before him the form of a female adorned in a flowing white dress. Her silky black hair and the fabric of her clothes seemed to float all around her; her face was hidden behind the same white light that previously enveloped him. In her right hand, she held a sword, in her left, a golden book… the Book of Mercy as it was called by her followers. 
 
    “Crinnan Jamiso," she sang, her voice sounded like a chorus of angels. He only allowed himself a moment to marvel though, for she was not his goddess, “Why did you deny me in life?” 
 
    “Fuck yourself," Crinnan growled as he clenched his fist, “You and your son thrive off of the pain of others. You made my life hell. Do what you must goddess, I am not afraid," 
 
    “You are, afraid child," Dura’Ana corrected him., “You opposed me in life, you curse me in death. What must your judgment be?” 
 
    “Send me to the Hells bitch!" Crinnan shouted, “It does not matter what I say, I am Hells bound no matter what. I cannot stand to look at you another minute; get it over with!" 
 
    At that, the book of mercy in Dura’Ana’s left hand crumbled. The goddess swung the sword in her right hand and vines of darkness began creeping toward Crinnan from all directions. He watched and his heart pounded yet he did not move. He was consoled only by knowing that he would meet the same fate that every Black Knight before him had, that he had earned his place in the Hells. 
 
    The vines quickly took hold of Crinnan and wrapped themselves around his wrists and ankles. Dura’Ana reduced in size so that the two of them stood eye to eye and she stepped up to him. Without another word on her part, she planted the sword into Crinnan’s chest and the black tendrils seized him and suddenly became everything he saw. 
 
    Heaven vanished and Crinnan once again saw the planet far beneath him. He fell from a height he did not know existed and watched as the world grew bigger and bigger. He grit his teeth and his lips trembled as the ground drew nearer. 
 
    When Crinnan’s body finally struck the solid ground, the world seemed to shatter like glass. It tore through his skin and left jagged splinters all through his body. What wasn’t shredded by the glass was ripped apart as he passed through the rocky layers of Duraan, the glassy planet taking every bit of flesh it could. Eventually, he found the bottom of the world and it opened up and allowed Crinnan to pass through. Crinnan, who was naught more than bone and blood at that point, burst into an entirely new world. 
 
    Had the ground not been engulfed in flame the world would have been naught but blackness. Crinnan’s bones passed through wave after wave of smoke and he began to hear the roaring and crackling of the fire beneath him. He heard the screaming, the shouting and the laughter of the demons within. He had entered the Hells. 
 
    The sound of solemn organ music began playing, softly at first, accompanied by the voices of a chorus. They sang in an ancient language, one he did not understand, but the as he drew nearer and nearer to the burning ground the tempo and volume increased, to a point where it sounded like the chorus was screaming. 
 
    Fear enveloped him. He did not know what was going on but when he was nearly one hundred feet from the ground somehow something flashed before him. It was a sentence spelled out into red glowing words and it seemed to float in the air above him no matter where he looked. 
 
      
 
    You have died. 
 
      
 
    “No shit!” Crinnan shouted. However the strange words had appeared, he couldn’t help but notice that they weren’t very helpful. 
 
    The burning ground was approaching quickly. Crinnan knew he had no more flesh to lose, but he braced his bones for impact. He closed his eyes tight just as his skeleton slammed into the ground, shattering into more pieces than he had bones. Everything went silent. 
 
    “Wow, so this is forever?" he found himself asking as he laid sprawled out through the fire of the Hells. He listened to the pleading and screaming around him, watched as laughing armored demons stomped through the flame in pursuit of fleeing prisoners. He tried to close his eyes but realized there were no eyelids. For all he knew, there weren’t even any eyes… 
 
    It was a strange sight to behold, the daily activities of those who accompanied him in the Hells. He watched as the strong hunted the weak. Some of them planted daggers into their target’s backs, some just chopped them in half with giant glowing swords. Everyone screamed, some with delight some with terror. Crinnan couldn’t make any sense of it, was it a war? Was the place being plundered?   
 
    For what seemed like days, Crinnan lay on the ground in pieces and watched as more bodies fell from the sky and shattered just as he had. As he laid there, he thought most of his mother. In life he had not spoken to her much for the two had grown very distant. He knew she loved him and he, of course, loved her, but it was not something they spoke of. Yet, it was the most comforting thought he could find, the idea of being a child once again locked in her embrace. 
 
    “No!" he suddenly heard someone shout. A smooth, wet and pale skinned corpulent demon with a hook the size of Crinnan in his hand was hot in pursuit of someone. The demon laughed and whooped as he chased his prisoner. Crinnan watched as the monstrous looking creature caught up with its target and quickly swung his hook. The point of the massive weapon impaled the terrified being and the monster lifted him up off the ground. 
 
    “No use running little worm!" the demon bellowed as the prisoner squirmed on the hook. “I’ll always catch you, always!” 
 
    Crinnan watched as the demon ripped the prisoner’s body from his hook, splitting him in half and spilling his guts onto the ground as he did so. He hurled the prisoner’s top half in one direction and his bottom half in another, laughing heartily as he did so. 
 
    “Good luck putting your little body back together!" he shouted at the screaming prisoner. 
 
    Crinnan lay motionless and silent as to not alert the demon to his presence. He was only a stone’s throw away and did not want to be its next victim. Unfortunately, as he had not learned yet, that was not how the Hells worked. 
 
    “Who do we have here?” the fat demon bellowed as he stomped over. The rolls in his flesh jiggled as he waddled and his abnormally wide mouth formed into a grin, “A newcomer by the looks of it! A Black Knight?” he laughed a disturbingly gleeful laugh and licked his lips, “Well, let me be the first to welcome you to the Hells!” 
 
    Crinnan groaned fearfully as he felt his body reassemble. His bones quickly flew in from all directions and snapped together and he felt his muscles and tissue begin to grow back. For the first time in what seemed like days, he felt his heart begin to beat again. Unfortunately for him, it was pounding. 
 
    The demon approached the newly formed Crinnan and grabbed him by the throat with his massive, fat fingers, “A warrior in life?" he shook Crinnan’s body like a doll, making an amused and horrifying expression as he did so. 
 
    Crinnan growled and swung his fist, watching in dismay as it bounced off the demon as if he were made of stone. The demon laughed again and squeezed harder. 
 
    “Down here,” he snarled, “We do the fighting!" he slammed Crinnan into the flames beneath him, pressing his face against the hot ground, “Do you feel that, warrior? Stick your tongue out and taste it. That’s all you’ll be eating for the rest of time!”  
 
    Crinnan whined and tried to scream as the ground burned his flesh but the demon’s grip was too tight. He could neither make a sound nor wiggle free; he was at the monster’s mercy. The demon continued laughing and pulled Crinnan’s melted face out from the fire. Pieces of his melted skin stuck to the rocky ground and they stretched as he was lifted. The demon laughed at the sight. 
 
    “You will learn soon enough," he lifted Crinnan to eye level. At that, the corpulent demon’s jaw unhinged and his mouth opened revealing two rows of razor-sharp teeth. Crinnan whimpered out of fear, a noise he never imagined himself making, and tried to shake himself free but there was no escape to be made.  
 
    The demon placed Crinnan’s head in his mouth and slammed his jaw shut, piercing his neck but not removing his head. Crinnan could feel his blood gushing out onto the demon’s tongue and then cringed as the monster grabbed his body and twisted it like one would a piece of meat. Crinnan’s head ripped free and as he felt the teeth begin to grind his skull, he heard something. 
 
    “I do not know if he can hear me,” an unfamiliar and slightly modulated voice said as if through a shoddy radio connection, “I have tried over and over again but have not been able to reach Crinnan," 
 
    As Crinnan’s temples caved in he suddenly felt everything stop, red numbers were flying in all directions and suddenly the world around him went silent. 
 
      
 
    You have died 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well thank the fucking Brothers for that,” Crinnan sighed, but how could that have been? He was already dead; how could he die again? Nothing in the Hells was what he expected, though he supposed that was the idea. But what were the floating numbers, the strange text? Where were the weird voices coming from? 
 
      
 
    Connection Established, user: Vajinious, user:44232001423932 
 
    >Messages: Disable 
 
    >Overlay: Disable 
 
    >BetaMode: Enable 
 
    >Superuser: Enable 
 
      
 
    And what was that? What did any of that mean? Crinnan sighed as he stood, laid, sat… whatever he was doing in the darkness. He sure as fuck didn’t know. 
 
    “It says we are connected, Crinnan can you hear me?” the strange voice from before suddenly called out. It did not sound like a demon or Dura’Ana or any of the others he had heard since his death. The voice sounded… strangely and indescribably real, it sounded like someone who was alive. Crinnan opened his mouth and spoke. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked, wondering if the voice could even hear him. Crinnan waited in the silent darkness and felt his heart begin to beat a little softer, “Hello, can you hear me?” 
 
    “He hears me!" the voice cheered, “I did it!” 
 
    “Yes…" Crinnan replied, “I can hear you. Who are you?” 
 
    “Hi!” the voice shouted, “Hey, how is it going?” 
 
    “It's... pretty bad?" Crinnan had no idea how to properly respond to the sudden voice. He did not know who or what was talking or where they were. He did notice, however, that every time they spoke a word appeared in the bottom right corner of his vision. That word was “Vajinious” What the fuck did that mean? “I mean, how do you expect it’s going. I am dead and in the Hells... What is going on, who are you?” 
 
    “Yeah, that sucks,” the voice said empathetically, “So Sage isn’t here right now, he had to poop, but he told me to watch his station and wait to see if you responded, and you did."  
 
    Crinnan did not know what to say. He did not know who Sage was, or the person talking to him or what Vajinious meant. He felt a bit like he was communicating with an idiot, "What…" Crinnan struggled to speak, “What is all this?” 
 
    “Like you already said,” the voice replied, “It’s the Hells," 
 
    “No shit!" Crinnan returned, “I mean who are you, how are you talking to me?” 
 
    “Oh!” the voice exclaimed. “Well, I mean, my name is Lucaas but you really won’t be talking to me very much… maybe not at all? I don't really know," 
 
    “What does Vajinious mean? Why does it appear every time you talk?” Lucaas chuckled for a moment and Crinnan impatiently waited for an answer. 
 
    “Yeah, so that’s a funny story. You see Dad… or rather, Sage’s real name is Sajinious and he told me to update his username from his NPin allocation. I thought it would be funny to call him Vajinious… you know. Like vagina?” 
 
    “Sound like something you probably don’t know much about." Crinnan quipped, “Though, I mean other than vagina, I have no idea what anything you just said means.” 
 
    “Well, I mean. That’s not very cool of you but I get it. You’re upset," Lucaas replied, his tone was mildly perturbed but it evened back out, “Sorry, I forgot to mention that to you. We are communicating with you through the NaNe; we are in the physical world you are in the digital." 
 
    “Again, I seriously don’t understand what you are talking about. What is... NaNe?" Crinnan asked, perplexed by all the foreign terms, “What is NPin allocation? What do you mean digital? What the fuck are you talking about?" 
 
    “Digital? You know," Lucaas said, “As in computer-based?" 
 
    “I still do not understand," Crinnan sighed, “I thought I was in the Hells…" Lucaas went silent for a moment and Crinnan heard nothing. He listened and waited in the darkness; he figured he had the time so he might as well not get impatient. 
 
    “I should say I am terribly sorry for Lucaas,” a much different voice suddenly declared. He had a rather posh sounding accent and perhaps sounded a bit of a dandy, “My name is Sajinious Lynx, though my friends call me Sage. You are welcome to call me Sage, but do not call me Vajinious. I should say that if we are not friends by the end of all this, then I will have done a rather unsatisfactory job," 
 
    “By the end of what?" Crinnan asked, “What is going on?” 
 
    “I have taken an interest in breaking you out of the Hells, dear boy." Sage explained, “It has not been done for, ironically enough, nearly a century. Eon the Calamity was the last to do it so long ago but your Black Knight boys knocked him back down there as they say." 
 
    “Why?" Crinnan asked.    
 
    “Why what?" Sage replied with a mild hint of confusion in his tone, “I should say they in all probability sent him back to the Hells because he was quite an unsavory fellow." 
 
    “No," Crinnan sighed, “Fuck that. Why are you breaking me out?” 
 
    “Does it matter?" Sage asked, “We are on a bit of a tight schedule here, it is quite difficult keeping the Empire from tracking down our operation so I must be brief. Listen close, this is not a riddle. When the darkness fades you will find a sword. I have gained super administrative rights and encrypted your particular entity with a lock that only I have access to. Crinnan, you are no longer a non-player character, you are now a player. Standby for further clarification." 
 
    “What the fuck does any of that shit mean?" Crinnan growled. He was frustrated that he had no idea what is going on. 
 
    “It means that you are turning the game upside down," Lucaas chimed in. 
 
    “That does not bring any clarity…" Crinnan replied. 
 
    “I said, stand by for clarity! Crinnan, take the sword and kill the succubus," Sage replied, “We have to leave now, we have to set up a new proxy before Govia finds us. We will return though…" at that Sage and Lucaas went silent 
 
    For a moment the silent darkness persisted. He tried to replay the conversation he had with Sage and Lucaas in his mind but it all sounded like gibberish to him. The only words Sage had said that Crinnan understood were sword and kill. He took a breath and suddenly became disoriented. The glowing orange light of the flames slowly returned to view and for a moment, Crinnan became disoriented 
 
    When Crinnan came to, he found himself naked once again and laying on what looked to him like a stone altar. He immediately sat up and saw that he sat atop a large hill composed of the same red ground that he had laid on earlier. Above him was only blackness and the fires raged as far as he could see. Crinnan swung his legs over the side of the altar and heard someone speak. 
 
    “The warrior awakens…” a seductive voice hissed from somewhere close by. Crinnan hurried to his feet and looked around frantically as he searched for whoever owned the voice. He could vaguely make out a female form in the shadows in front of him and took a step back away from her. 
 
    She giggled and her glowing blue eyes shot open, piercing the darkness she hid behind. Crinnan’s breath turned heavy and his eyes scanned the area for the sword Sage had spoken of. After a moment, he found it. It was rested against a stone between the altar and the shadows that the female demon hid within. Crinnan looked up at the demon again and then quickly vaulted over the altar just in time for her to lurch forward and grab his arm with a dark purple and jagged black-clawed hand.  
 
    “Let go!" Crinnan shouted as he ripped his hand away, leaving deep gashes from the claws behind. A read “12” floated up from his arm and growled at the numbers that he hated so much. The demoness, a tall, long-legged, purple-skinned and black-haired succubus smiled and shrugged her shoulders. Her large naked breasts bounced as she stepped away from him and she bit her lower lip as she began to circle him. 
 
     "You want it?” she asked, glancing down at the sword, “You think you can… finish me?” 
 
    “Stop it," Crinnan growled, rolling his eyes, “I know I can."  
 
    The demoness snickered, licked her lips with a forked tongue and pointed at the sword, “Make it happen, baby. Thrust it inside me. Make me scream… Let me show you how sensual your nightmares can be." 
 
    At that, Crinnan darted forward and scooped up the sword from the ground. He gripped it tightly in his hand and the demoness cackled with her claws outstretched. 
 
    “You have no idea, do you?” she asked as she licked Crinnan’s blood from her claws, “That you are just fodder. A useless remnant of what you once were. You cannot fight me; you can only die. That is how this game works!” 
 
    Crinnan gripped the sword tight in his hand, his blood dripped down on the handle, “I will decide that." 
 
    The demoness laughed again and opened her arms, “I will give you one try. One strike, and then it will be my turn to have my fun," 
 
    Crinnan snarled and charged forward, thrusting his sword between the succubus’ breasts. He heard her sternum pop and watched her ribs snap apart as if they were spring loaded. The number “576” appeared and faded over her chest and she stood stunned. Crinnan looked her in the eyes and ripped his sword up and out the side of her neck. Another number, “412”. Her eyes blinked in surprise and disbelief as blood spewed from her wound as she collapsed dead onto the ground. 
 
    “Your turn bitch,” he spat. Crinnan took a deep breath and turned around. He looked as far as he could and examined the terrain before him. He saw the flaming ground, the unending darkness, and he feared for what was to come. 
 
    He wondered who Sage and Lucaas were and wanted to know more. As he gripped the sword tight, he took one last look at the corpse of the succubus and spun the weapon in his hand. With a sigh, he took a step into the depths of the Hells and vowed to find answers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Sarasin IV 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346 AG 
 
    20:00 – Canrom  
 
      
 
    Sarasin opened her eyes… 
 
    The Brothers had set and the world around her had turned dark. The streetlights illuminated the sidewalks and the facades of the shops and structures of Canrom City; cars drove through the roads and Inquisitors flew overhead among the tops of the buildings. Lights still shone in some of the windows of the skyscrapers as some people remained at their jobs and burned the midnight oil. Curfew was not for another four hours. Sarasin felt that she had plenty of time left to drink away her sorrows. 
 
    The alley she had chosen to hide in was just like any other. It was dark and dank, puddles of water peppered the ground and the smell of piss stung her nostrils. Cats wandered around and moaned in heat and the sounds of rats scurrying could be heard. It was perfect. 
 
    “He fucking made it,” she slurred in a drunken tone as she sulked and lowered her head. She sat with her back pressed against the exterior brick wall of some building she had never seen the inside of. The molded structure felt cold and moist against her body but she was beyond the point of care, “And now he's public enemy number one. That’s what I get for helping." 
 
    She laughed at herself and took a drink from the bottle that she loosely held in her hand. At first, her laugh was fake, perhaps even forced. As she continued, however, it became hysterical and almost crazed. She wiped the excess dravink from the corners of her lips, smudging her lipstick in the process.  
 
    “One fucking brother is the damned Demon,” she sloppily laughed, “The other is the President of the weakest point of the Agra Triangle Corporation… the third? Oh, thank the fucking goddess that he’s normal; otherwise I would go insane from all their drama!" Sarasin looked over at the orange cat that she was talking to and snorted. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah... I have another brother too,” she hiccupped and raised her bottle again, “I come from a big family, you know. Mom and Daddy got-it-on!" She chuckled and closed her dizzy eyes, "His name is Cris… he is training to become a Centurion like good ol’ Crinnan the Demon,” the orange cat licked its paw as it seemingly ignored the ramblings of the Bishop General. Sarasin wasn’t about to have any of that though. 
 
    “Me? How do I know all this?” she asked the cat with an elevated tone. She moved her head down so that her nose was only a foot or so away from the cat's. The feline stopped licking it's paw as it cautiously looked at her and released a small disapproving meow, “Why I am a Bishop General of the mighty Govian Empire!” she pounded her chest proudly with her free hand, “I represent one of the five stars on the Govian banner, I wear those same stars right here on my wrist!" she pulled back her sleeve to show the cat her five-star tattoo… and of course the scars on her arms too were hauntingly revealed, the very ones that she herself had inflicted. 
 
    “Do not judge me cat!” she snapped as she downed yet another drink from the bottle, “Do not presume that you could even begin to know…" 
 
    Sarasin lowered her hooded head and released a burdened sigh, “I fucked up cat,” she shook her head and her eyes welled up with tears, “I killed a monster and now I am the one suffering for it. Isn't that just so fucked up? I mean, I was not wrong for slaughtering the pig, he deserved to die. He deserved every moment of his suffering and I wish I could make him suffer every day. I do not feel a bit of remorse for killing him. None!” the orange cat looked at her and then looked away. It licked its paw again and curled up next to her. 
 
    “It was not supposed to be like this," she took another drink, “I am not supposed to be here now… sitting in a piss-soaked alley regretting the one thing I was never meant to regret. I have been waiting my whole damned life for this you know!" she sighed again and as a fit of anger came over her, she threw the bottle across the alley. It smashed against the brick wall across from her and rained down glass and alcohol on the concrete. 
 
    “I was born to the same parents as Crinnan the Demon," Sarasin looked down at her hands, and smiled briefly at her bomb-ass nail job, “I look like my mother, my older brother Kiersen used to look like a big version of father. The twins, of course, look exactly like mother. Cris? I do not know who he grew up to look like. I only really know his name to be honest. But yeah, me. I was the apple of my father’s eye. I only remember him looking down at me, smiling," Sarasin sighed and dug her expensively manicured nails into the palms of her hands. 
 
    “Daddy… father loved me. He was good to me, taught me how to build, how to fight, how to use my imagination. I was his only daughter and he wanted the world for me. He would always tell me that I was beautiful, that I was a princess… Father was a general. He was a Black Knight, served under Commander Emilio during the Exgrane Liberation war. You could not tell by looking at him but with a blade and pistol, he was unmatched as far as skill was concerned.” 
 
    “Mother… mother was so serious. She was disciplined, very much, unlike my reckless dad. I guess you could say she was his other half. I mean, they're cute together. While daddy was a leader and warrior, mother was a strategist and had a brilliant logistical mind. She kept him in check, kept him alive. Good with a rifle too… or so she said.” 
 
    “Of course, though, mother was loving in her own way," Sarasin continued her reflection, “I cannot say my problems are rooted in any wrongdoing from my parents. They were always busy but I have so many happy memories dear cat. Many happy memories… before I met Korros." 
 
    Sarasin sighed and wiped a bit of snot from her nose. She looked down at the cat and stroked its head, “I met Korros when I was just a girl. He was handsome, wise, charismatic. Not that I realized any of that at the time, I was too young and stupid… but he saw something in me. I can still hear his silky smooth voice telling me I was beautiful… that he wanted me. That the Goddess wanted him to have me," her stomach churned and she closed her eyes. The memories were eating away at her. 
 
    “Well he fucking got me,” she bellowed, “I would not be here if he hadn’t! That nasty old shit got me whenever he wanted and however, he pleased for as long as he desired. Secretly, quietly. You see, he found out who my parents were… he told me that he would have to turn them in to the Govian Empire unless I became his relief vessel! I had no idea what that even was; I had no idea what I had to do… but even if I had known, I still would have. To protect my family." 
 
    “He…” she sobbed as blood dripped from her nail-punctured hands, “He stole what joy I fucking had and I didn't even see it. He threatened my family, my life… He killed whatever person I was supposed to become, and what about me you ask? Well, I was made to feel like I was the one in the wrong. He told me I was lucky to be alive; he molded me to feel grateful, to adore him… and I did! I loved him, cat! Whatever that may have meant... but then came Eliss…” 
 
    Sarasin paused and took a moment to breathe. Her history was always on her mind; it affected all her decisions. It helped her at times but usually, when it crept up on her, it ended with a blade being dragged across her arm. 
 
    “Eliss…” she murmured, letting the sound of his name spread over her like a blanket, “He is the purest and most blameless thing in my life, even after all these years," Sarasin sobbed and shook her head. She wished that she could just have been rid of it all, that all the emotion could be just flushed away.  
 
    “After Korros killed my son he sent me away," Sarasin continued as her eyes stared off into nothingness, “I didn't even have time to heal or say goodbye. The asshole whisked me away from my family with threats against their lives knowing I couldn't resist… All this," Sarasin raised her scarred arms and looked at the cat, “Is because of him!" 
 
    The pressure inside her skull had become immense. The fury that boiled in her mind was enough to keep her awake, even with the debilitating amount of alcohol she had in her body. The recounting of her memories drove her fingernails deeper and deeper into her palms. The fear of everything that had happened to her made her feel like she was on the brink of insanity. 
 
    “Mommy?” she suddenly heard a small voice call out from beside her. She turned her head so quickly that her drunk self had trouble catching up and she had to brace herself on the wall to stop from falling. The young boy form of Eliss sat beside her, the very one that had visited her only hours before. 
 
    “Mommy, why are you sad?" Eliss asked with a tone of pure innocence. His hair was blood red just like hers and he wore a look of concern, “Why are you crying, mommy?” 
 
    “Do not do this…" Sarasin groaned as she sealed her eyes shut. She wanted to block him out, to pretend like she was going insane and that none of it was real. It was so much easier than facing him, “Do not torment me like this,” she reached her bloody hands up and clamped them over her ears, “Just stay dead Eliss!” 
 
    “I…" Eliss’ voice cracked. He sounded hurt and confused, as if he couldn’t understand why his mother was angry with him, “I don’t want to stay dead mommy.” His lips trembled and he sniffled as tears welled up in his eyes.  
 
    Sarasin heard him. She opened up her eyes and looked at the boy with pain in her heart. He had Korros’ smile but the rest of him was her. She shook her head and softly wept at the thought of harming him. 
 
    “How could I let him take you from me?” she whispered as she yearningly reached for the child, “I could have fought, I could have saved you but I let them kill you! I am sorry Eliss… I am so sorry my beautiful son!" 
 
    “Mommy…" Eliss looked up at Sarasin with his deep green eyes. He sounded like he so terribly wanted to be heard by her, “I’m still here." 
 
    “You cannot be though!" Sarasin lowered her head and pouted, “You are just a vision, a voice. You are in my head! I made you up; you cannot be real!" 
 
    Eliss reached across Sarasin’s lap and scratched the orange cat behind the ears. The cat in return purred and leaned into Eliss’ hand. Sarasin watched, looking back and forth from her son to the cat and once again closed her eyes. She told herself that she had made up the cat as well.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked angrily. A different side of her did not want to listen to the inclinations that she was going insane; she wanted to believe that Eliss really was there with her, that she was of right mind and something miraculous was happening, “I do not know how to mother you…” 
 
    “I have watched you, mommy," Eliss explained, “You have taught me, I have learned and grown because of you. I have seen your pain, I have been there with you through your moments of weakness and through your victories…" 
 
    “You have watched me kill," Sarasin gasped and sobbed with shame. There was so much in her life that she would never have wanted her son to see, she had done so many terrible things, “You have watched me…” 
 
    “I have seen only good in you mommy," Eliss interjected confidently, “I see your strength because you are strong. It makes me strong too. Mommy, you are not alone, you never have been," 
 
    Sarasin’s chest felt heavy. Against her better judgment, she cautiously reached out and grabbed her son’s hand and choked on her emotion. The little hand was warm as it should have been, it felt real… too real for her to have made it all up in her head. 
 
    “I have always been alone Eliss…” she admitted, “I have always been afraid," 
 
    “It is time for your fear to die, Sarasin,” a small and sensible-sounding female voice suddenly declared. Sarasin turned her head to where the cat had been sitting and saw the red-haired girl from the temple. She gasped and clenched Eliss’ hand. 
 
    “Do you remember me?” the girl asked as their eyes locked. 
 
    “You…" Sarasin shook her head and fought back the tears. She knew exactly who the girl was; she had always known, “You are... me." 
 
    “I am you,” the girl smiled and gently nodded her head, “But you are not me. I am your youth, your innocence. I am everything that was killed so long ago; I am who you are supposed to be." 
 
    “And I am who I have become," Sarasin growled. She felt a fire of rage growing inside of her, “How are you even… I mean, are you real?” 
 
    “Of course,” the girl replied, “Just like our son." 
 
    Sarasin looked down at the ghost of her baby boy who had cuddled up against her and closed his eyes. He was so beautiful to her and felt so real, she wished that she could just run away with him. She reached her hand out to touch him but stopped and pulled it back as she turned to her own ghost. 
 
    “What are you?" She demanded, “Why do you exist?” 
 
    “I am the soul you relinquished so long ago,” the girl explained, “And I exist to take care of our son and to one day restore you." 
 
    “Our son," Sarasin thought over the words carefully, “Eliss is alive…” 
 
    “Yes,” the girl whispered, “And it is time for you to join us. God is asking for you. You must come with us!" 
 
    “There is no God," Sarasin spat as she shook her head, “Only Dura’Ana, mother of all. Anything else is heresy!" Little Sarasin sneered and shook her head. 
 
    “If you cannot trust the word of your own soul, Sarasin, then whose can you trust? The Emperor's? You think he has your best interests in mind?” 
 
    “I do not trust myself…" Sarasin rebutted, “Every time I let my mind work on its own, I end up bleeding." 
 
    “That is because you lost yourself! You were not strong enough to even protect your own spirit. Every ounce of power you think you have is a facade to mask the emptiness within you. Try to at least pretend that I am someone you do trust because I want to restore you! God keeps asking for you; he needs you!" 
 
    “What would a god need with me?" Sarasin asked. 
 
    “The same thing you think your Dura’Ana needs," Little Sarasin replied, “Just you," 
 
    “I cannot," Sarasin squeaked as she shook her head. She pushed herself up off the ground and found her feet, “I am a Bishop General of the Mighty Govian Empire, herald of the true faith… and I am drunk as shit… and neither you nor your false god is real!” 
 
    Eliss and Little Sarasin looked up at her and then back at each other. They shrugged their shoulders and shook their heads, “She’s a little dramatic," Little Sarasin said in a comforting tone to Eliss, “Pay her no mind," 
 
    “Listen here you little shit!" Sarasin snapped her hand out and pointed at Little Sarasin, “Vanish, disappear, do whatever ghosts do. But, leave. Me. Alone!" 
 
    “Let’s let her sober up… let her think about it. Do not fret, my love for she loves you more than she could ever know," Little Sarasin reassured Eliss. She looked up at her physical self with a chiding glare and sighed, “She knows what is true." 
 
    “Go!" Sarasin screamed as she waved her hands at the children, “Begone!” She howled angrily and turned away as she began to sob. The sight of Eliss was enough to tear her apart, the fact that he and Little Sarasin seemed to be working against her though was enough to push her to the edge.  
 
    At that, the children were gone and Sarasin was left alone with the alley cat. Her thoughts were becoming clearer and clearer as her NaNe worked to clear the drunkenness from her mind. Eventually, she stopped throwing her fit and pulled out her communicator. It was time for her to return to her life. She flipped open the device and held it to her ear. 
 
    “Eryc,” she said into the receiver, “Meet me at Impulse in one hour. We must prepare for tomorrow," she sighed once again and flipped the communicator shut. She took a moment to compose herself and as she allowed the thoughts of the "ghosts" or whatever they had been to bleed out, she suddenly found herself with company. 
 
    "Stop it, please!" She heard the cracked and sobbing voice of a female pleading with somebody. It was nearby, perhaps only around the corner. As the sound got closer, Sarasin backed up and pressed herself as flat as she could against the brick wall. 
 
    "Quiet, bitch!" A muffled voice ferociously responded. It sounded like its owner was wearing a helmet of some sort. Sarasin watched as four people quickly rounded the corner into her alley. She stood silent and hidden by the darkness and observed. 
 
    She saw the form of a female. The girl wore a black dress and heels and had her hands restrained. Behind her were three Govian Inquisitors. There was one holding each of the girl's thin arms and one who kept watch. They pushed her forward and she tumbled into a puddle. 
 
    "This'll teach her to fuckin' jaywalk!" One of the Inquisitors laughed as he bent down and grabbed the girl’s long hair. He forced her back up and the others quickly ran and joined his side. 
 
    "She's a pretty one," another exclaimed as he drew a pistol from his hip. He pressed the barrel against her head and she whined with terror, "And she's going to keep her hot little mouth shut, isn't she?" 
 
    The girl nodded violently and desperately. The third inquisitors walked up in front of her and loosened his belt, "Gonna be hard for to say much of anything," he exclaimed, "not with a full mouth, right bitch?" 
 
    As the Inquisitors laughed, Sarasin stepped away from the wall. She walked up behind the undressing Inquisitor and grabbed him by the back of the neck. 
 
    "What is going in here?" She hissed as she removed her hood with her free hand, "What the fuck do you think you are doing?" 
 
    The other Inquisitors gasped at the sight of Bishop General Sarasin. One reached for his pistol, but Sarasin was quick to act. She threw her hand to the side and with a sudden burst of NaNe energy, he was slammed into the brick wall and tumbled to the ground.  
 
    "Tell me!" Sarasin demanded, "What were you planning to do with this girl?" 
 
    "We were placing her under arrest!" The last Govian shouted. His voice was high and trembling, "She... jaywalked and we were restraining her!" 
 
    "Lies!" Sarasin retorted. She lifted the Inquisitor that was in her hand and slammed him to the ground. He groaned as the air was forced out of his lungs and as she released him, she stepped up to the only Inquisitor who still stood. 
 
    "Tell me the truth!" She demanded as she held her palm out to him. He threw his hands up and fell to his knees. Sarasin could hear him hyperventilating behind his helmet. 
 
    "Honest!" He desperately declared, "She was resisting, we had to find a secure location and wait for..." 
 
    Sarasin reached out and slammed her palm into the side of the Inquisitor's head. His helmet flew off and she could see the fearful tears on his face glistening in the moonlight. She snatched her hand out and grabbed him by the throat, digging her dagger-like nails into his skin as she did. 
 
    "Last chance," Sarasin warned, "Confess your sin, you piece of shit!" 
 
    The Inquisitors howled with pain and fear and Sarasin could hear the other standing. She turned her head just on time to watch the Inquisitor who had removed his belt snatch up the girl and press his pistol against her temple. 
 
    "That's enough now, Bishop General!" he shouted, "One more move and she loses her head." 
 
    "And then what?" Sarasin snapped, "You think you will go free, that you will just walk out of here? I will crucify your worthless raping ass. I will do it right here, right now. Let the girl go. Be a big boy and face me all by yourself." 
 
    "Let me pass!" he shouted as he walked closer, "If you do, she doesn't die." 
 
    Sarasin was not about to have any of it. She grit her teeth and tossed the Inquisitor whose neck she had in her hand to the side. With a sudden burden burst of NaNe speed. She shot forward and thrust her hand between the pistol and the girl's head. As the Inquisitor pulled the trigger, she released a powerful blast of NaNe energy from her palm that slowed the bullet and threw the gun from his hand. She pinched the bullet between her fingers and tossed it aside.  
 
    The Inquisitor was stunned and the girl broke free and scampered away. Sarasin reached out and grabbed the Govian's throat and as NaNe surrounded her hand, she clamped down and felt his trachea collapse. 
 
    "You are everything wrong with this world," she hissed. The Inquisitor wheezed and choked as he tried to pry her fingers free. She snarled at the pitiful being and sent out another blast that vaporized his neck. His head fell backward and rolled away just as the rest of his body fell to the ground. Furiously, Sarasin turned toward the others.  
 
    The one whom she had slammed against the wall charged and swung his blade at her. She jumped back, nearly tripping over the headless body behind her and reached out, blasting his sword from his hand. In one quick motion, she pulled her rapier free of its scabbard and thrust it through the Inquisitor's facemask. As he fell, the last Inquisitor, the one without the helmet turned to run.  
 
    Sarasin reached her hand out and lifted the fleeing would-be-rapist from the ground. He flailed wildly in the air, screaming for mercy and she quickly brought her hand down and slammed his body into the ground. As he arched his back and tried to crawl, Sarasin hurried over and quickly placed her hand on the back of his head and grabbed his hair. 
 
    "I hate you," she snarled furiously, "All of you." A NaNe charged punch caved in the side of his face and she heard his neck snap. Sarasin growled, stood, and turned toward the girl who was cowering in the shadows next to the brick wall. 
 
    "Stand up straight," Sarasin hissed as she approached, "Let go of your fear, do not let them have that power over you!" The girl tried to obey, she tried to stand and raise her head but her body was too busy trembling from everything that had just happened. She wept bitterly and Sarasin hurried to her and wrapped her arms around her. 
 
    "It is okay, sweet girl," she whispered as she tried to soothe her, "You are safe now." Sarasin stepped back and placed her palms on the sides of the girl's head. 
 
    “What is your name sweetie?" 
 
    "C...Calraasa," the girl stammered, "Who are you?" 
 
    “I am a girl like you, Calraasa," Sarasin choked, "And I promise you, everything will be okay. You go straight home, you hear me? Do not stop. Never stop, do you understand?" 
 
    "Y...yes," Calraasa sobbed, "Thank you..." 
 
    “Be strong, Calraasa," Sarasin encouraged, "Hold onto your life. Never let anyone else hold power over you. Do you hear me?” Sarasin's own lip quivered and Calraasa nodded. 
 
    “Good," Sarasin whispered, "Now go."  
 
    At that, Calraasa ran. When she was gone, Sarasin leaned against the brick wall and cried. The situation had been too real for her; it felt like a knife had been planted deep into her heart. She had to go though; she couldn't stay there. As she sniffled and gathered herself, she too started to run. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Rubaan I 
 
    12th of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    18:00 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    The apartment was small and bland, but they did their best to make it home. The walls were aged cracked plaster and the floors were concrete and cold on their feet. They had thrown down some gray rugs to remedy the cold and hung a few pieces of art on the walls to try and make it seem more comfortable. 
 
    The main living area was nothing but a small room that extended to a walk-in kitchen. Behind the living room was a small hallway with three doors, two led to the bedrooms and one to the bathroom.  
 
    An old but clean red sofa sat in the middle of the living room and a big box of a television rested on a small wooden table across from the couch. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling in each the kitchen and the living room, and a part of dusty boots rested by the front door.  
 
    The husband and father had just returned home from a long day in the mines. He had stripped off his work clothes and changed into shorts and a t-shirt and rested his sore body on the couch. With his head against the armrest and his socked feet crossed on the cushions he looked up at his wife, smiled and farted. 
 
    "Did you wash the dishes?" the short brown-haired half-blood asked his wife. He hadn't bothered to look at the sink, but he did know that the dirty dishes had been sitting for too long and he was tired of looking at them. He knew it was his job, they had both agreed on it. To his wife's dismay, however, he rarely did his job.  
 
    “Yes, dear," his platinum-haired Vampre wife replied. “They are clean and put away just as you commanded my lord Rubaan."    
 
    “Oh, come on," Rubaan groaned as he rolled his eyes at her sarcasm, “There’s no need for that," 
 
    “Oh but my grace," his wife half-whispered with a mischievous grin plastered to her face, “‘Tis my lot in life to serve only you is it not?" She curtsied in her sweatpants and oversized shirt and lowered her head. Rubaan chuckled and threw his legs up onto the couch. As he stood and walked over to her, he too joined in on the sarcastic banter.  
 
    “Your lot in life is nowhere near that arduous my lady," he said as he snaked his hand around to the back of her head. He pulled her close so that her face was only inches away from his and smiled. “Your lot in life is to love me my beautiful Amaria." 
 
    “I suppose that’s not quite so dreary," Amaria admitted, as she pulled her head away from him. “I would love to love you." the couple giggled for a moment and he gently leaned in and planted his lips on hers. 
 
    The two loved each other in spite of their living conditions. They had agreed to be only each others for as long as they lived. They did their best to please each other, to stay happy and live a simple life. They didn't want the turmoil of Rubaan's family business or Amaria's horrifying past to get in their way of raising their son. 
 
    “How was Roc today?" Rubaan asked as he let her go and scratched the back of his head, “Good I hope?” 
 
    “He is definitely his father’s son," Amaria replied with a toothy grin, “Very gassy." 
 
    “Funny!" Rubaan pointed at her and gave her a tender and playful shove, Funny girl!" 
 
    Amaria curtsied at her husband again and released a laugh, “He smiled today," she told him as she formed her dark red lips into a proud grin, “It was so beautiful. His first real smile, I almost cried." 
 
    “Did he smile big?" Rubaan asked, “What did you do to make him smile?” 
 
    “I told him I loved him." Amaria replied, “In baby talk of course," 
 
    “Oh, baby talk," Rubaan could hear the chiding words of his mother in his head, “I hear that will make him dumb." 
 
    “Oh, that’s just what people say," Amaria replied as she dismissively waved her hand at him. “Our boy will never be stupid," 
 
    “My mother would have a different opinion," Rubaan shrugged, “Why, I am surprised she hasn't insisted we speak only in proper Humaan to him. With correct and stern pronunciation so that he learns it right the first time." 
 
    “Your mother is not that bad." Amaria laughed as she shook her head, "A little rough around the edges maybe but, she's fine." 
 
    “You did not grow up with her," Rubaan rebutted in a low voice, “She beat my ass for simpler things than using contractions. I don't think I ever saw her around Crinnan without a belt in her hand. She's a damn demon." Amaria shook her head and sat down on their red sofa. Rubaan sat next to her and wrapped his arm around her. 
 
    He thought of his twin brother as he mentioned his name. Crinnan had been missing for 81 days; he had not returned home from one of his missions with Century Squad. The thought made Rubaan momentarily silent, and Amaria saw it.  
 
    “Speaking of your mother!" Amaria happily chirped to try and draw his attention away, “Your parents did swing by today," 
 
    “In the daylight?" Rubaan asked with a concerned tone, “What did they want? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything is fine. They were disguised and of course wanted to see their grandson," Amaria replied, “Your father was thrilled as always… so was your mom, though she shows it in a funny way." 
 
    “It is hard to appear thrilled when you never smile," Rubaan murmured, "Did they bring Alma?” 
 
    “No," Amaria shook her head and then rested it on Rubaan's chest, “They left her back at their headquarters with the nanny."  
 
    Rubaan shook his head and sighed. He did not like the idea of his parents so carelessly wandering around in the daylight. They were at the top of the Govian Empire's most wanted list in Canrom City and the thought of them just parading into his home unannounced concerned him greatly. 
 
    “Where is my boy anyway?" Rubaan asked as he looked around the living room, “I want to hold my son."     
 
    “Your son is asleep," Amaria replied sternly, “And I worked very hard to get him to sleep. If you wake him up..." 
 
    “Relax, I will be quiet," Rubaan rolled his eyes, “I promise." He planted a kiss on his wife’s forehead and stood up from the couch. 
 
    As he walked to his bedroom, he could not help but think how pleased he was with his family. His wife was like a dream; beautiful, funny and intelligent. He had resigned from his position in the army to be with her as she proved to be the one real thing in the world that he found was worth protecting. 
 
    Only a few months prior his wife had delivered their child. They named the boy Roc and from the day he was born he was the center of Rubaan’s attention. Amaria loved the fact that Rubaan was such a good husband and father and wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of her days nestled safely in his arms. The three of them were truly a happy family. 
 
    As Rubaan entered his bedroom and neared his son he could not help but smile. The boy was beautiful, perfect in every way. He knelt down next to the bed that the boy slept on gently touched the hair on top of his head, careful not to disturb him. Roc stirred a bit and Rubaan pulled his hand back. 
 
    Rubaan beamed at the sight of his son. As his head hovered over the baby, he could not help but think about exactly what kind of person he would one day become. He wondered whether he would grow into a warrior like his uncles, a powerful leader like his aunt or grandparents or if he would favor a simple life and decide to labor in the mines and provide for his family like his father. His life was before him and Rubaan wanted to give him everything. 
 
    “What kind of world have I made for you?" Rubaan thoughtfully whispered as he took a seat at the foot of his bed. His eyes never left the baby, “Did I make the right choice? Can I protect you if I need to?" Rubaan shook his head and gently laid on his side and propped his head up with his arm. His thoughts wandered to the time he spent secretly fighting the Govian Empire, a time before he had his own little family to worry about. 
 
    He had been a Black Knight before he had met Amaria. Only two years prior he was fighting in the trenches of North Barus, trying to assist the Barusian rebels with their opposition against the country's great houses and the tax levies they imposed in addition to those of the Empire.  
 
    The war was brutal and left an impression on him. He saw his friends killed, shot his own share of Govian and Barusian soldiers, and nearly died himself when a canister of "Grim" a weaponized chemical gas, burst in front of him. He escaped that war, that way of life with Amaria and with the terrible and intense opposition of his parents, he left the Army and became a citizen of the Govian Empire. 
 
    He looked down at his son and shook his head. He knew he had made the right decision, that if he hadn't betrayed his family and abandoned his duties, then Roc never would have been born. He was happy with his sleeping son; he never could have asked for more of a blessing than Roc, "You are such a…” 
 
    “Beautiful boy..." A deep and unknown voice suddenly, though gently, filled Rubaan's ears and finished his sentence. Rubaan felt a strange sort of breeze against his skin and a chill ran down his spine. As the hairs on his arm rose, he quickly hopped from the bed and spun around in place to find that there was nobody else there. 
 
    “Who is there?" Rubaan croaked as he scanned the small room with wide, fearful eyes. He was confused; the room was small, barely big enough for his bed and dresser. There was no closet and no curtains… nowhere to hide. 
 
    Rubaan's first impulse was to doubt himself. Perhaps it had just been the pipes; perhaps he was vividly hearing a memory. He shook his head and panted for he was certain that he had heard somebody speak. He dropped to the floor and looked under the bed. Nobody was there... 
 
    “Well, what the Hells..." Rubaan finally whispered. He rubbed his forehead with his fingers and felt nervous as he looked around the room once more. He resolved that he was perhaps spending too much time in the mines with his coworkers and was beginning to hear one of their voices reverberating in his head. He sighed at the thought; he needed to keep himself together. He needed to request more time off before he went mad. 
 
    “I love you Roc," Rubaan whispered as he turned toward his son once more. He reached out and touched Roc's tiny head, “Daddy will always love you." 
 
    Rubaan turned to walk out of the room and felt the light, barely present breeze blow past him and oddly enough he thought he heard the sound of laughter come from it. It was not joyous like a child’s laughter, nor was it pleasant. Something about the sound left him uncomfortable and made the hair on the back of his neck stand straight up.  
 
    Rubaan paused with the doorknob in his hand. He looked at his son once more and he hesitantly closed the bedroom door. 
 
    “Open up!” a male voice suddenly shouted from behind the front door. A fist pounded against the wood and made Rubaan jump, “This is the Inquisition. We command you to open the door!” 
 
    Rubaan hurried to the living room and saw that Amaria was already standing in front of the white door that led to the apartment hallway. She turned to look at him and shook her head as she begrudgingly, yet obediently pulled the door open. 
 
    “Take a seat," the black and blue uniformed Inquisitor commanded as he stepped into the apartment. He wore light black armor over his clothing and had a visored helmet over his head. A pistol was at his hip and a baton was in his hand, “This is a fidelity check, your cooperation is required." 
 
    Amaria lowered her head and cautiously spoke, “May I get my baby?” she asked softly, “He is asleep in my room." 
 
    “You can sit, citizen," the Inquisitor sternly commanded as he reached his gloved hand out and pointed to the red sofa, “Sit and wait. No harm will come to you or your child." 
 
    Amaria nodded submissively and walked over to the sofa with a lowered head. Rubaan, with a pounding heart and boiling blood, quickly raised his hands and joined his wife. 
 
    “It is okay," Rubaan whispered as he tried to reassure his wife, “They will be gone soon." Amaria scoffed and glared at Rubaan with a spiteful shake of her head. Fidelity checks always triggered her anger, and unfortunately for her husband, she always took it out on him. 
 
    “Just be quiet,” she spat, “I am sick of this." 
 
    Rubaan pursed his lips together and lowered his head. He watched as the black and blue uniformed inquisitors searched through the house, scanning things with small devices and recording their findings in small books. 
 
    “Stand, citizens," one of the Inquisitors said as he approached Amaria and Rubaan. The two of them obediently stood and held their arms straight out as was protocol. 
 
    “Hold still," the Inquisitor ordered as he patted each of them down. Rubaan’s pat-down came and went quickly but Amaria’s lasted longer than either of them were comfortable with. 
 
    Rubaan watched the Inquisitor out of the corner of his eye. He grit his teeth with anger as he watched the Inquisitor cup his wife’s breasts with his hands. The Inquisitor, whose face was hidden behind the shield of his helmet, caressed Amaria’s body and reached behind her, sliding the tips of his fingers into the back of her pants. 
 
    “That will do," the fondling Inquisitor’s superior calmly declared as he stepped up. He had clearly noticed what was going on but saw no need to chide his subordinate, “You go wait in the hall, record your findings."  
 
    The Inquisitor nodded to his superior and turned toward the door. The ranking officer watched and then turned toward the citizens, as they were called. 
 
    “You two may sit," the superior said to Rubaan and Amaria, "Please, get comfortable. Do you need me to fetch you something to drink?" 
 
    The husband and wife took a seat on the couch behind them and lowered their heads, "No sir," Rubaan whispered as the darkly clad Inquisitor walked in front of them and took a knee, "We are fine Sir." 
 
    "Very well," the Inquisitor hummed as he rifled through the pages of a small notebook he carried with him, "It has been what? Two weeks since our last fidelity check?” 
 
    “Correct," Amaria whispered. She searched her mouth with her tongue, looking for the fangs she once had and snarled when she found none. She wanted to leap out and tear the Inquisitor's throat out, to bathe in his blood as he writhed in pain and begged for mercy.  
 
    “So to recap," the Inquisitor said, his voice muffled by the shield over his face, “This is the Jamiso household… a name that the Empire is not fond of. Your father and living brothers are as we have spoken about in the past… rather elusive trouble." 
 
    “Yes," Rubaan replied, “But I devoted my family to the Empire. I saw the light and was baptized into the bosom of Dura’Ana. I accepted her grace and was shown forgiveness through our savior Emperor Cidro. Amen." 
 
    “You have attended services on time I see," the Inquisitor noted as he looked down at his notebook, “You have paid your tithes and your taxes, how is the child?” 
 
    “Healthy," Rubaan nodded and gave the Govia a fake smile, “Happy… he just started smiling, he…” 
 
    “I do not care," the inquisitor waved his hand dismissively. He scribbled something else down with his pen and sighed. 
 
    “You are on the path to righteousness Rubaan Jamiso," he hummed emotionlessly, “Do not let your devotion falter. We are just." 
 
    “We are true," Rubaan replied and nodded his head. 
 
    “Wonderful," the Inquisitor declared as he stood, “Then I will collect our fee and be on our way…" Amaria looked over at Rubaan and Rubaan sighed. 
 
    “I... do not have the full balance today Sir…" Rubaan said as a wave of dread came over him, “I can only partially pay," 
 
    “How unfortunate," the Inquisitor replied with a disappointed tone, “Mister Jamiso, you do understand we were lenient with you last time, correct? You are aware that if the fees are not collected, then I am not compensated for my time? I too have children, Mister Jamiso. If I am not paid, my children do not eat. Do you understand this?" 
 
    “I do," Rubaan replied with his head lowered, “And I am beyond grateful for your grace. I just don’t make…” 
 
    “Do not," the Inquisitor hissed, correcting Rubaan’s grammar, "You are a citizen of the Govian Empire now. Though you may live in and provide your family with these abhorrent accommodations, you must show some element of pride. There is no need to speak like gutter trash." 
 
    “My apologies Sir," Rubaan quickly whispered with a grimace, “I do not make very much money. What I do not spend on rent and bills goes to food…” 
 
    “Mister Jamiso there are Imperial need-based services in place to assist you," the Inquisitor snapped, “The Empire does not thrive nor is order maintained through leniency of our laws. We are just, Mister Jamiso, but we require your cooperation… I like you. I want you to flourish amongst the citizens of the Empire but I will not stand for any more shortcomings. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir," Rubaan nodded rapidly, “Of course sir." 
 
    "Very good," the Inquisitor's tone stabilized and he nodded gently. He suddenly slammed his stun baton into the side of Rubaan's head. Rubaan screamed with surprise and pain and his body stiffened at the sudden jolt. As he writhed in agony, the Inquisitor hit him a second time and he slumped to the floor. 
 
    "It pains me to do this to a working-class citizen!" The Inquisitor hit him again, "But you must learn, Mister Jamiso." He swiftly hit his baton against Rubaan's neck three more times and turned to Amaria. 
 
    "Please," she begged with watering eyes. The Inquisitor ignored her and jabbed her in the chest with the baton. She cried out and her body lurched in pain as he struck her a second time and then he collapsed his baton. 
 
    “Consider this your final warning," the Inquisitor said calmly, "I will return again, have one and one-half times your balance or face jail time." 
 
    “Y… yes sir," Rubaan rasped. He coughed and pushed himself up of the floor. As he found himself on his knees, he raised his hands and gasped for he still felt the effects of the jolt, “I will, Sir." 
 
    “Very good," the Inquisitor nodded as he looked down at Rubaan, “I thank you for your continued devotion to the Empire. We are just." 
 
    “We are true…" Rubaan panted. The Inquisitor nodded and walked out the door leaving Rubaan and his wife behind. 
 
    Rubaan caught his breath and looked over at Amaria. She sat silently panting with her dark red lips pursed and a stone cold expression glued to her face. 
 
    “It will be okay," Rubaan assured his wife. He reached his hand out and grabbed hers. She quickly snatched hers back and scowled at him. 
 
    “Do not fucking touch me," she hissed as she stood from the ground. Her anger had flared, just as it always did after the Inquisitors visited, "I am beyond tired of this shit!" She stormed away from her husband toward their bedroom. Without another word, she disappeared inside and slammed the door behind her. 
 
    Rubaan remained alone and he plopped himself down on the couch. He sat and silently shook his head as he looked down at his hands. He felt inadequate, emasculated… he sighed and laid down, staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Find me," a whisper of a voice suddenly said. It was the same voice he had heard in his room earlier. Rubaan sat up and looked around but there was nobody else in the room. There couldn’t have been. There was simply no way into his concrete cubicle of an apartment apart from the front door. He shook it off a second time and laid back down. Just as he closed his eyes, he heard the voice call out once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Alec I 
 
    21st of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    10:00 – Black Knight Base 21 
 
      
 
    The memorial flame was slowly shrinking, leaving behind only the glowing coals that sat beneath it. A single hand reached out, eager to feel what warmth he could. He hoped to somehow feel closer to the friend he had lost, to the one who the flame was burning for. Unfortunately, he felt nothing but heat. He knew the truth, that he would never again enjoy the company of his battle brother and that left his sightless eyes moist with sadness. 
 
    Alec Flinn was neither stranger to death nor loss. He had slain his fair share of enemies and lost more than enough friends in his lifetime. He knew the world he lived in was a dangerous and unkind home. He knew the emotional risk behind getting close to somebody but unlike the one whom he considered his best friend, he found no trouble taking that risk. 
 
    Crinnan Jamiso had been like a brother to Alec. They had both spilled enough blood on each other to call themselves kin. Alec had spent nearly his entire life with Crinnan and now that he had gone, now that Alec was alone, he felt somehow like he had lost a part of himself.  
 
    For as long as he could remember, he and Crinnan had been the best of friends. They were for the most part inseparable as they had both enrolled in the Academy as children at the behest of their lord fathers. They grew up together learning the ways of combat in the “Future Centurions” program designed by the leaders of the famous Century Squad. They were among the first of the graduates of the program and quickly found a place as squires in the elite squad. In 342AG they, along with their good friend Elia, advanced from squires and into the position of Knights of Century Squad. 
 
    He stood with a slouch next to the burning pedestal and frowned. It was a different look for him as anyone who knew him would say he usually stood tall and never lacked warmth in his expressions. Alec, in general, was motivated and optimistic. The death of Crinnan, however, left him a shell of what he usually was. 
 
    Alec was an imposing man, standing just under six and a half feet. You would not have to look hard to see the definition of his muscles and broad shoulders even through his shirt; it was a quality that he had earned from fighting and training with a heavy battle axe for so many years. An art he had become a master at. 
 
    The side swept hair on his head and his short beard were both dark blonde and his eyes were shielded behind a visor that plugged directly into his brain via a cybernetic port on each of his temples. The visor was built from an ancient technology provided by the Humaan aliens when they had first arrived. Without it, he was completely blind. 
 
    Despite his brutish appearance, Alec was a kind and gentle man who cared deeply for those he loved. He frequently went out of his way to help his friends, always had an uplifting word for them. There were many times Alec could recall that his words alone lifted Crinnan out of the dark places his mind always took him to. As he looked at the flame, he sighed mournfully. 
 
     As Alec stared into the dying flame, he felt an arm wrap around his side. He looked to his left to find his and Crinnan's dear friend Elia nestled into him battling emotions of her own. Alec lifted his own muscular arm and hugged her closer to him. The third part of their trio had gone and had left Alec and Elia to continue living without him. 
 
    “I cannot believe he is gone," the slender-bodied, long brown-haired Faire said in her sweet voice. “Of everyone we have lost…” 
 
    “I know," Alec mumbled, unmoving. He felt his shoulder moisten with her tears and he squeezed her a little tighter. “We must never forget him," 
 
    “I do not know how we ever could," Elia sobbed, “We have all been together since we were children…” 
 
    “We will get our revenge," Alec promised in an angry tone. “Whoever did this will pay," 
 
    “I hope so," Elia sighed. “Crinnan’s death was so… unnecessary," she lifted her head to wipe away her tears and Alec looked down at her. 
 
    Elia was a beautiful Faire around the same age as Alec and Crinnan. Her dark brown hair was thick and wavy and hung down to her chest. She was thin but muscular and the top of her head landed at the base of Alec's neck. Alec had always harbored a secret love for her that he never spoke of to anybody. 
 
    “Do you think we will ever reclaim the body?" Elia asked, “Do you think whoever took him will give it up?” 
 
    “I do not know," Alec replied. In truth, he sincerely doubted that they would ever see Crinnan's corpse. Not that he wanted to anyway... 
 
    “They should know who his father is," Elia growled with clenched fists. “If they knew he was of the Jamiso family then perhaps they did not kill him," 
 
    “He did not survive," Alec insisted, shaking his head. “It has been too long. Nobody survives this long out there," 
 
    “We know Crinnan though," Elia argued, “He is not like everybody else. Why do you keep avoiding...?" 
 
    “Elia," Alec snapped, looking at her sternly, “Please. Do not give me false hope. I have finally accepted his death," 
 
    “Do not give up on him," Elia returned angrily, removing her arm from Alec’s side. “He would never give up on you," she crossed her arms and looked away from him, her tears falling gratuitously. 
 
    “It has been three weeks Elia," Alec sighed. “What am I supposed to believe? Do you forget the state of the world we live in?” 
 
    “I just cannot give up on him," the tears fell from her eyes again and she turned her face back toward him. “Not until I have proof," 
 
    “Elia…" Alec decided that they had bickered enough. “Come here," he pulled her into him and wrapped his arms around her. Her body felt so small; he felt as if one miscalculation could break her. He knew he was wrong though, he had watched her dispatch just as many enemies as he had, for she was a Centurion like he and Crinnan... 
 
    “I am sorry…” a deep, clear voice said from behind the two of them. They knew the voice for it was as much a part of Base 21 as the ground it stood on. “For your losses," 
 
    Alec let go of Elia and turned around to find Vice Commander Card Gamiz standing before them. Lord Card was a slender black-haired Elf with very fair skin and his family’s six-headed hydra sigil tattooed around his left eye. He wore a ceremonial set of light platinum colored plate armor over a black sleeveless tunic that was unlaced at the top. A short sword hung from each of his hips. 
 
    “Lord Card," Alec saluted as he and Elia both lowered their heads. Lord Card raised a single hand. 
 
    “Be as you were," he said in a comforting tone, “I have come to mourn just as you have," the Vice Commander stepped beside Alec and lowered his head to look at the flames. Alec looked over at his face. 
 
    “Did you know Crinnan my lord?” he asked. 
 
    “I knew him as well as I know you," Card replied frankly. “We have spoken in passing and our squads have fought alongside one another from time to time. I never had the honor of getting to know the boy on a personal level and that I deeply regret… I do know his father well," 
 
    “He was a great swordsman," Alec noted, pointing at Crinnan’s sword. It laid at the foot of the altar with the handle pointing up toward the sky. 
 
    “That I was well aware of," Card nodded slightly. “The sword, it was at one point his father’s, correct?” 
 
    “And his grandfather’s before him," Alec informed him, “The blade was his favorite possession, he spent more time with it than he did anything else.” 
 
    Lord Card stepped forward and took a closer look at the weapon, "General Jamiso..." he reflected as he touched the blade with a pale finger, “He is a great leader. His blood is rich with honor. Back in Exgrane, he fought like no other Humaan I have encountered. His speech this morning was riveting, do you agree?” 
 
    “Yes," Alec nodded his head. “A good memorial. I imagine you would know the details better than I but from what I hear, Commander Jamiso is doing very well with the underground army in Canrom City," 
 
    “Canrom City will be the next Exgrane," Lord Card smiled, turning to look at Alec. “Govia is weakening, we have held Exgrane for over twenty years now. Your Century and my Millennium will spearhead the assault. We will take the city and the glory will be ours...” 
 
    “I have heard," Alec said, “Lady Milinka Emmal of Kamlot has overcome her sickness I hear?” 
 
    “Correct," lord Card affirmed, “My betrothed. She has... overcome her ailment and is stronger than ever," 
 
    “Congratulations," Elia chirped, smiling at Lord Card. “It is good to hear some people are still making the best of things in this bloody world," 
 
    “Thank you," Card returned her nod. “She will be my fifth, my how the years have flown by," 
 
    The three stood silently for a moment as they stared into the weak flame. Elia could not help but wonder how Card had gone through four wives already, she had heard he was many hundreds of years old but she did not know the exact number. 
 
    “While we are here," lord Card finally broke the silence, “I may as well give you the heads up," Alec looked curiously over at Card. Card did not meet his gaze and stood instead calmly staring forward into the flame. 
 
    “While we are on the topic of my betrothed and of her squad I may as well tell you of an upcoming mission that Supreme Commander Xian will be assigning you. I have spoken to Captain Bran regarding the matter and he informed me that you, Alec, will be leading a small team to Base 11 in Eastern Kamlot to retrieve the new members of Century Squad," 
 
    “New members?" Alec repeated, looking back over at Card. He did not know how he felt about that; he did not like the idea of the others being replaced so soon. “Are they someone I have heard of?” 
 
    "One undoubtedly is. He completed the Future Centurions program in Base 11’s Academy," Card said, “You most likely have heard the name, Cris Jamiso," 
 
    Lord Card was right; Alec had heard the name before. Cris was Crinnan’s nineteen-year-old brother. 
 
    “Cris…" Alec pondered over it in his head. “Well, I think he would be an appropriate replacement then. Who will be replacing Jeph Scaven?” 
 
    “Another graduate. A Vampre by the name of Jymantius Thyms," 
 
    “Jymantius," Alec repeated. “I have not heard of him. When are we leaving?” 
 
    “As soon as you have finished here Captain Bran will give you the details," Card replied. “You will leave this afternoon." 
 
    “Very well," Alec returned his gaze to the flame. He ran the thought through his mind again and sighed. Card nodded his head at them and turned to walk away. 
 
    “Again, I am sorry for your loss," he repeated as he left, giving Alec's shoulder a light squeeze. Alec and Elia lowered their heads and Card was gone. 
 
    “Cris Jamiso," Elia said when Card had finally gone, “I did not know he was enrolled in the program," 
 
    “Their father’s doing no doubt," Alec replied. “He definitely had a hand in Crinnan getting enrolled in the Future Centurions program just as our fathers did," Alec looked down at Crinnan’s sword. “Do you think he would want Cris to have it?” 
 
    “He would probably want it melted down," Elia replied with a smile as she knelt down and touched the weapon. 
 
    Alec lowered himself to her level and grabbed the sword. 
 
    “I will see," he lifted the weapon. “Crinnan would want it to be used; he would hate the idea of it gathering rust on the ground," 
 
    The broadsword was light in his hands. It was made of Humaan Steel, an alloy that was very light but was known for its durability. Both Black Knight and the Agra Triangle Corporation had tried to imitate the alloy in the past and failed. The only sure way of creating a Humaan Steel weapon was by melting down ancient relics and forging a new weapon. 
 
    “Kamlot," Alec rested the flat of the blade on his shoulder. He thought for a moment about the journey to the western country and hummed. “Well, no sense in delaying any more. We should go and get ready," Elia nodded. The two of them took one last look at the burning coals and walked away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Crinnan XII 
 
    The First Hell 
 
      
 
    Crinnan had not seen a demon or another prisoner for what could have been hours or days… he knew not. All he had done since he killed the succubus was walk through the burning ground by himself. He had not heard the mysterious yet helpful voices of Sage or Lucaas. He had begun to feel like his own personal hell was giving him exactly what he desired when he had been alive, to be completely alone. 
 
    In the days that Crinnan walked he had thought of many things. He, of course, thought of his mother, a surprising and perhaps instinctive source of unexpected comfort. He thought of his friends, Alec and Elia and of how terribly he missed them. He wondered if he would ever see them again. On and off he thought of his father, he thought of how he never treated Crinnan wrong but at the same time how he had never had time for him… and finally, Crinnan thought of his brothers and his sister. He wondered if he would find his sister Sayraa and Kiersen down there, the ones who had gone missing so long ago. 
 
    Crinnan’s twin brother Rubaan and he rarely talked due to the security risk involved but they, of course, loved each other. Crinnan wondered how he was doing with his wife and new son Roc. He had not yet seen his nephew and the more days he walked, the less he felt like he was ever going to see him.  
 
    The Empire considered Crinnan a terrorist. Crinnan had only seen Rubaan once since he left the army and became a Govian citizen, but he did not look down on his brother for it. He was doing what he felt he had to do to be happy. Crinnan was glad that Rubaan was at least able to try.  
 
    “Crinnan!" Sage suddenly called out, “Crinnan can you hear me?” 
 
    Crinnan’s trek came to a halt and he looked to the darkness above, “I hear you!" he shouted, “Hello, Sage? Are you there?” 
 
    “Yes," Sage replied with an audible sigh, “I should say that I am quite sorry it took so long. Shaking the Empire is a risky business, though I finally feel comfortable transmitting again." 
 
    “Well I am glad you feel comfortable," Crinnan sarcastically snapped, “The last thing I would want is to inconvenience you." 
 
    “I should say there is no need for hostility my boy," Sage commented, “Though your frustration is understandable." 
 
    “My frustration is understandable?" Crinnan snorted and jammed the point of his sword in the ground. How could Sage possibly understand his frustration? He was there, probably in a nice cool house with something to drink and people to talk to. What about it all was understandable? 
 
    “How could you ever understand any of this?” Crinnan shouted as he searched the sky for any possible source of Sage’s voice, “Tell me when was the last time you were in the Hells?” 
 
    “The last time I escaped was nearly one hundred years ago…" Sage casually answered, “For the first time in our lives, the one known as Eon and I worked together." 
 
    Crinnan sighed and shook his head. That was not what he had expected, “Fine. I guess you must understand then." He sulked and plopped down on the flaming ground. 
 
    “I do," Sage said reassuringly, “And I am sorry for the silence, I know the Hells can be a lonely place." 
 
    “It is fine," Crinnan grumbled.  
 
    “Dear Crinnan it will be a bit of work and time before we can get you out of there," Sage regretfully informed him, “We are going to have to rip that dark sky completely open and pluck your data out. The weakest point is going to be the oldest zone… the seventh level of the Hells. Today I hope to get you to the second level." 
 
    “The second level," Crinnan repeated, “How do I get there?” 
 
    “You have to kill more demons and level up," Lucaas piped in, “Killing the succubus helped you, but she didn’t give enough experience for a level. She was a low level, a newer player. The higher level player you kill, the more experience you will receive. As you gain experience, you will level up. You need to be level five to access the second level." 
 
    “If you say level one more fucking time, I am going to find you and strangle you," Crinnan growled as he swiped away another message, “Why are there all these rules, isn’t there something you can do to just get me there?” 
 
    “Crinnan…" Sage sighed. He knew the boy had no idea what was going on or how to explain any of it in a way that he would understand, “There is just so much you do not know." 
 
    “So tell me," Crinnan insisted, “And make it simple." 
 
    “The Hells…" Sage tried to explain, “They are not a real thing I should say. It is... How should I put this…” 
 
    “They are a sick videogame!" Lucaas chirped and interrupted Sage, “A twisted version of the utopia we created so long ago." 
 
    “What is a video...game?" Crinnan asked. He had seen videos before on televisions; he knew what games were but did not spend any time playing them, drinking or training was more productive in his opinion. The word videogame, however, was foreign to him. 
 
    “In Govia, it is something that young people do to pass the time," Sage replied, “You see a video game is a game that the Govians play on their computers." 
 
    “A game for a computer?" Crinnan repeated, a bit dumbfounded by the concept, “Young people have computers in Govia?” 
 
    “Young people have everything in Govia," Sage chuckled, “Cars, computers, communicators… you name it Govians have access to it." 
 
    “So the Hells is something people... play?" Crinnan was having trouble wrapping his mind around it. How did anyone play any of what he was experiencing? His idea of a game involved cards, dice, paper…sometimes a knife and a rabbit. What was going around him seemed real. 
 
    “I will try to explain,” Lucaas chimed in, “People step into a big silver egg thing that’s called a Hellpod. It’s completely dark inside and they essentially go to sleep. When they wake up, they are here, in the Hells. The see it exactly the same way you do, except they can just click a button, wake up and go back to their lives. It is not real to them… well, not until now.” 
 
    “Yes…" Sage agreed, “You see, long ago in the Ancient times people lived and died just like they do today. However, in those times there was something called the Afterscape. Basically, after the Humaan aliens arrived, they revealed to the Ancient people that beyond the clouds there was no god, no goddess only dark. This rocked them to the core as they were a heavily religious society whose entire infrastructure was built upon the idea of being rewarded or punished after death. As the Ancients learned the ways and technology of the Humaan people, they decided to create a virtual afterlife… one that could be guaranteed to people upon death. " 
 
    “So people died… and went to a computer?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    “Exactly," Sage replied, “You see, all over Duraan there exists small machines called the NaNe. You may know it better as magic or sorcery but I will tell you that it very much was the greatest technology that the Humaan people gave to us. Rather, it could have been… anyway, one thing that these NaNe do is they record everything about us. They record our memories, our physical features, our way of reasoning and communicating and everything that makes us a person and stores it in an ever-updating file called a blueprint. Back in Ancient times when a person died their blueprint would be uploaded to the Afterscape server and they could live forever digitally with their loved ones doing the things they enjoyed. This, of course, was all before the Church won the war and started the Empire. Once the Church took hold of the world, they redesigned technology and changed the Afterscape to Heaven and the Hells." 
 
    “So you are saying, that not only is there no Goddess but also right now I am walking around in a computer?" Crinnan could not believe the words that were coming out of his mouth. It sounded like absolute nonsense. 
 
    “Yes, a bastardized version of what it once was," Sage’s tone had a hint of resentment in it. 
 
    “What about… my soul?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    “I do not know anything about any of that," Sage replied with a dismissive chuckle, “I should say if such a thing exists it is long gone by now." 
 
    “So how will you get me out of here?" Crinnan asked, “I mean, what will happen to me once I get out if all I am is… computer stuff?” 
 
    “Data," Sage laughed at the poor ignorant boy, “Computer stuff is called data… anyway, we will take your NaNe and put it back in your body and then you will regenerate." 
 
    “Bullshit," Crinnan spat, “That’s just so… unrealistic sounding." 
 
    “Yet here we are," Sage hummed, “I am talking to you, in the Hells, through a computer and you are somehow hearing me. I should say Crinnan, what is it you believe you have to lose by trusting me?” 
 
    “Fair enough," Crinnan replied. “So… how do I do this “level up” thing?” 
 
    “Well, you kill people and monsters… and that's the thing about your situation,” Lucaas sighed as he spoke, "The demons you fight are real people. They upload their NaNe into these avatars and fulfill their sick fantasies. It was never intended for demons to be killed in this game you see. Sage and I, we wrote this script, completely modded the game. We gave you an ability we created called Demon Slayer; basically what it does is once you reduce a demon’s health to zero, their in-game status changes from “demon” to “prisoner”. Nobody by default has the ability to change what is coded in people’s NaNe. Well, nobody but us. What I am trying to say is, if you kill a demon here, they stay here.” 
 
    “So if they die in the game they die in real life?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    “In a sense," Sage replied, “If you kill them in the Hells, their NaNe will respawn as a prisoner in the Hells and will not return to their physical bodies. Their real bodies will stay alive; they will just be devoid of consciousness.” 
 
    “What a stupid game," Crinnan said, “Why would anybody play a game like this when they could die?” 
 
    “As we have explained… There has been no risk until now," Sage sighed, “The player versus player feature ensures that hit points never go below one and renders the losing player unconscious instead of dead. You are the first to have the ability to actually kill a demon." 
 
    “Do the other demons know what they are doing?" Crinnan asked, “I mean, do they realize they are torturing people?” 
 
    “It is well known in Govia, yes," Lucaas answered, “They feel that if a person is in the Hells, then they deserve whatever happens to them. It’s kind of part the appeal. In Govia, sin is illegal in all its forms. The Empire encourages occasional use of the Hells so that its citizens can sin here instead of causing trouble in the real world. It is pretty effective." 
 
    “Then it sounds good to me," Crinnan said. He was not too keen on Govians in the first place, the idea that even the Empire’s citizens were as twisted as its government made him hate it all even more, “It takes a sick fuck to do this to people. I’m fine with killing as many as I can find." 
 
    “Then we have to go for now," Sage informed him, “We will leave you with a quest that will help you find demons kill. Kill enough of them to transport to level two. Remember, the only thing that truly threatens you down here is yourself. The demons can knock you out and make you respawn but that is all. Do not succumb to the psychological bombardment that awaits you. If you get captured, lock your NaNe down to protect yourself, I know it sounds strange, but if it happens. You will know what to do." 
 
    “How long will you be gone?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    “Probably a similar amount of time," Sage replied. “We have to go now…. we will talk again." 
 
    “Bye man," Lucaas said. 
 
    At that, Sage and Lucaas went silent once again. Crinnan closed his eyes and sighed. He wondered how long he would have to stay in the Hells before he could get out. He wondered when he would find another demon, and how many it would take for him to level up. 
 
    An orange arrow suddenly came into view above Crinnan’s eyes. He went cross-eyed when he first saw it, but quickly adjusted. He noticed that the number 2100 was displayed below the icon and as he moved, so too did the arrow. With the arrow pointing to his left, he walked forward and the number grew larger. Curiously, he turned so that the arrow pointed in front of him and began walking. The number grew smaller. He realized that the arrow was pointing to something and the number was the distance to whatever it was. He took a step with his bare foot and followed the arrow that floated just above his vision. 
 
    The distance indicator below the arrow shrunk as he walked, it seemed that every step he took caused the number to go down by one. He remembered in one of his survival classes long ago he was taught that the average stride was about two and a half feet. He thought for a moment and realized that if the number under the arrow represented the total number of steps, then he had roughly 5250 feet to his destination; almost exactly a mile. 
 
    As Crinnan walked, he thought more of his mother to pass the time. He recalled a memory of when he was young, three or four he imagined. His eldest brother Kiersen had pushed him down a flight of stairs and as he tumbled, he knocked down his twin brother Rubaan. His mother was quick to tend to him and slapped Kiersen on the back of the head as she ran past him. 
 
    “It is okay loves," he heard her voice soothe as she held Crinnan in one arm and Rubaan in the other, “Mommy is here, you will be okay." Crinnan could feel the warmth of her embrace as he trudged through the Hells and wished she could descend the proverbial stairs and scoop him up once again. He sighed as he thought about it all and thought that if Sage and Lucaas truly could help him escape then the first thing he would do would be to call his mother. 
 
    A flashing red light suddenly surrounded Crinnan for a moment and seemed to envelop every crease and corner of his body. It faded after only a few seconds and he was left in silence. He looked around, underwhelmed by the event, but then suddenly felt a light tremor beneath his feet.  
 
    “What?” He stepped back and spun his sword in hand as he anticipated what was to come, “What’s going on!” 
 
    The ground shook more violently and he watched as small mounds of crumbling and burning dirt began to form all around him. He widened his stance and raised his left hand in defense. Whatever was coming, there seemed to be a lot of them. 
 
    A black pointed claw pierced one of the mounds and planted itself into the ground beside it. Crinnan watched as more claws emerged and realized that they were legs. The body of a small shining ebony monster that resembled a vicious looking spider pushed itself out of the hole. It had a cluster of red blinking eyes at what Crinnan perceived was the front of it and two shining white fangs that dripped with some kind of sticky fluid. 
 
    The pointed legs tore through the ground as the Hell Spider skittered Crinnan’s way. He stepped back, for the monster had a surprising amount of speed, and raised his blade in front of him. The beast leaped from the ground and released a high-pitched squeal. When it was within reach, Crinnan swung his blade and bisected the spider. It crashed to the ground and vanished in a plume of thick smoke just as nearly half a dozen other spiders poked through the dirt. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Crinnan backpedaled as his eyes bounced from spider to spider. One ran up as if it were attacking his heel and he jammed the point of his blade through it and into the ground. When he pulled his weapon up, the remainder charged him. 
 
    As the first spider leaped through the air, it found itself promptly sliced in half. The other four were too fast though and planted their pointed legs into Crinnan’s skin before he could react. He howled and staggered backward as he reached up and grabbed one before it could sink its fangs into him. He threw it to the ground and stomped on it as the others rapidly planted their teeth in and out of him. Grunting, he dropped his sword and grabbed hold of two of the three that remained. He flung them as far away as he could and snatched up the last. It flailed wildly in his hands as it tried to stab him with its appendages and he growled and smashed his palms toward each other, squishing the spider into nothing more than a black oily soup that dripped from his fingers. As it turned into smoke and faded into the air above him, the final two charged toward him. 
 
    Crinnan didn’t have time to retrieve his sword before the next spider leaped toward him. He caught it midair just as the second latched onto him. With the first spider in his right hand, he reached up with his left and ripped the second off. As they both thrashed about, he finally grit his teeth and slammed them together, smashing their bodies against each other. They popped like grapes and their greasy black blood splashed up on his face. As they turned to smoke and vanished, Crinnan lowered his head and groaned in utter disgust. 
 
    A black aura surrounded Crinnan and caused him to look around nervously. He once again heard the chorus of voices singing as he had when he first fell to the floor of the Hells. He felt some kind of strange energy pulse through him that caused his body to tremble and after a low rumble deafened the sound of the singing, it all ended. 
 
    “Was that a… level up or whatever?” Crinnan thought out loud. If that was the case, he had reached level two and had only three left to get to level find and then descend to the second level of the Hells. With that in mind, he glanced back up back at the distance countdown under the arrow above his eyes and realized he only had 1600 more steps to go. Eager to get to level five as Sage had told him, he began to run. 
 
    When he was only 900 steps away from his destination, Crinnan stopped. To his right, he saw a large black hairy beast waddling about with a club in his hand that was nearly as thick as a tree trunk. He looked down at his naked body, then over to his sword, and finally to the monster. It did not look like it would be a particularly easy fight but he felt confident. He spun his sword and began to jog toward the beast. 
 
    The monster quickly noticed Crinnan. It clenched its fist and arched its back so that its neckless head was facing the black sky and it belted out a mighty roar. The intensity of the beast's voice gave Crinnan pause and for a moment his jog halted. He watched as the hairy monster pounded its chest with its free hand and locked its glowing red eyes onto Crinnan. 
 
    “Well, here we go I guess,” Crinnan mumbled as the beast took a step toward him. Crinnan ran and so did the monster. As they neared one another, the beast lifted its club with two hands in anticipation of striking. Crinnan, in turn, readied his sword and when they were only a few more steps from each other, he prepared to avoid the monster’s strike. That did not happen. 
 
    The club slammed against Crinnan’s naked body with a speed and force that he did not anticipate. The power of the weapon lifted him off the ground and sent him flying through the air. He slammed into the ground and kicked up a trail of dust as he skidded to a stop. With a groan, Crinnan attempted to push himself up but failed as it seemed the bones in his legs had been shattered. 
 
    The beast roared and charged. As it approached, it slammed its club down onto Crinnan’s body. He felt every bit of himself collapse beneath the weight of the club and as he heard the sound of his skull popping, everything went black.      
 
    There was no longer any ground, no sky, only darkness. He heard voices all around, heard laughing and swearing and shouting coming from every direction. For a moment, it sounded like chaos, but as he focused on the single voices, he could make out conversations and orders. People were talking to each other. He found it strange but it all ended quickly with a bright blue light. 
 
    “Come on buddy!” he heard a voice call out, “Get to your feet, let us finish this devil yeti together!” Crinnan opened his eyes and saw that he was whole again. The “devil yeti” as the voice had called it had wandered a small distance away and as Crinnan stood, he found himself in the company of a demon with gray leather armor and a staff in hand. A white hood covered his eyes and as Crinnan came back to life, the demon gave him a perplexed look. 
 
    “Wait, are you a prisoner or a demon?” The person asked, “When you were dead it said you were a demon, now that you are back… it says you are a prisoner… what is going on?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Crinnan jammed the tip of his sword through the demon’s throat and he gasped. As he fell to his knees, he tried to speak but could not get any words out as his vocal cords had been severed. Crinnan pulled his sword away and the demon fell forward face down into the ground. 
 
    The black aura once again surrounded Crinnan. He heard the singing and the deep thrumming noise, the same sounds that had happened when he last leveled up. He had somehow hit level three. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Crinnan heard the voice of the demon he had just slain. The sound was coming from his dead body. His lips did not move and he did not appear alive anymore but for some reason, Crinnan could hear him speaking. 
 
    “Why did you do that?!” he angrily shouted, “I just resurrected you! We were going to go kill the devil yeti together!” He paused and Crinnan heard him suddenly gasp, “Wha… what is this? Prisoner? How did you… how am I…” 
 
    “Welcome to the Hells, bitch,” Crinnan spat as he bent over to strip the demon of his clothing, “You won’t be needing any of this anymore.” 
 
    “No…” the demon cried out in horror, “I cannot log out… my whole interface is gone… what did you do to me!” 
 
    “I gave you what you deserved, Govian,” Crinnan replied as he began to put the clothes on. The linen shirt and pants that the demon had been wearing went on with no problem but as soon as Crinnan tried to strap the armor on, it vanished into a plume of black smoke like the spiders had before. 
 
    “What?” Crinnan asked, confused, “What is going on?” He tried to pull on the boots but they too disappeared. 
 
    “Well that’s stupid,” Crinnan grumbled. He had no idea what any of the disappearing armor meant. As he looked down at the naked corpse before him, he could hear the sobbing of the demon and he rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Now you know how I felt,” He said as he began to walk away. For a moment he considered trying to fight the devil yeti again. He watched the beast walk back and forth in the distance and ultimately shook his head and turned toward the arrow just above his vision. He didn’t want to risk dying again so he decided to follow the arrow. 
 
    It felt nice finally having clothes on. For days, Crinnan had watched his dick flop all over the place as he traversed the burning landscape that was the Hells. That had gotten old in the first minute; he was glad to finally be able to cover it all up. 
 
    As the distance countdown hit 300, Crinnan found himself at the foot of a large hill. He looked up and realized that his target was on the other side. He took a breath and began to climb.  
 
    “No!" Crinnan heard a voice in the distance suddenly shout. He could not see anything and worked to climb the hill harder. 
 
    “Where are you!" Crinnan shouted as he gripped his sword. He listened again. 
 
    “Stop, fiend!" the voice shouted again, “Depart from me, thou wicked iniquity!” 
 
    “That is an odd way of speaking," Crinnan muttered as he zoned in on the voice. He began running in the direction the voice was coming from and as he ran, the yelling grew louder and closer. 
 
    “If not for these unjust limitations," Crinnan heard, “I would blast you into nothingness, which is more than you are worth!” 
 
    “Quiet bitch," another voice returned, “This is the Hells, you will take it as I give it." 
 
    Crinnan made it to the top of the hill and finally found the owners of the voices. He saw the corpulent white demon from earlier, his hook had been set aside and he pushed down on the back of a prisoner beneath him. The being’s ass was exposed and the demon licked his lips as he prepared to thrust himself inside of the prisoner. 
 
    “You again!" Crinnan shouted as he firmly held his sword in front of him, “Get off of him you sick fuck!” 
 
    “Who are you?" the surprised demon shouted back. He looked back at Crinnan and suddenly smiled. He laughed when he saw the sword in his hand and got off of the prisoner beneath him.  
 
    “So you think you’re the one who’ll be doing the sticking do ya?" he got off his knees and retrieved the hook from the ground, “I’ll make this quick then. You’ll wish you’d stayed away from me… that is unless you enjoy being fucked in which case we’ll get along just fine." 
 
    “Shut up." Crinnan hurried down the hill and approached the demon. The demon laughed at him, feeling he had no way of losing the fight and with that in mind, he immediately lunged forward swinging his hook. 
 
    Crinnan darted out of the way and the hook crashed into the ground sending little bits of charred dirt flying toward him. Crinnan lunged forward and swiped at the demon with his blade. The demon roared in pain and confusion as he leaped backward and looked at the gash on his arm. 
 
    “How the fuck!" he shouted as his face twisted into a furious expression. He growled and kept his distance from Crinnan. 
 
    “How did you do that?" the demon demanded, “How could you possibly do that? You can’t deal damage like that!” 
 
    “Welcome to the new Hells," Crinnan quipped, “I am the demon now." he lurched forward and planted his sword in the fat demon’s belly. The demon grunted and forcefully jerked away, the force of his large body threw Crinnan to the side. Crinnan lost hold of his sword and crashed into the ground next to the prisoner the demon was originally accosting. 
 
    “You must survive, noble warrior!" the prisoner quickly crawled over and cried out to Crinnan, “I can help you!” 
 
    “That is the plan," Crinnan snapped as he hurried to his feet. He ran away from the prisoner and the demon pursued. 
 
    “What are you now!" the demon grunted, “Without your little stick?" he forced a laugh and barreled forward, knocking Crinnan over with his oversized bleeding belly. 
 
    “You can’t win," the demon sang as he slammed his hook into Crinnan’s chest. Crinnan felt the point pierce through him and into the ground beneath and gasped as the wind was knocked out of him. For the first time since his first encounter with the same demon, Crinnan felt a sense of exhaustion. He felt as if his life energy was quickly fading once again, and as the demon raised Crinnan into the air, he knew he had to fight past his weariness and win. 
 
    “I can," Crinnan resolved. With what speed he could muster, he reached down and ripped the sword from the demon’s belly and swiped at the demon’s throat. The blade cut through his second chin, releasing a torrent of blood and fat. The demon rasped and dropped his hook, sending Crinnan back to the ground. 
 
    Crinnan groaned with pain as he ripped his body free from the hook, leaving a gash in its wake. Painfully, he hobbled over to the demon who was writhing on the ground holding his neck. 
 
    “How?” The demon gurgled, “How… you’re just… level 3.” 
 
    “I guess I’m just better than you," Crinnan muttered as he slammed the point of his blade through the demon’s left eye. The demon went limp and Crinnan let go of his weapon before he fell backward into the flames beneath him. He had won. 
 
    “Bravo!" the prisoner cheered loudly and clapped his hands together as he got to his feet, “Curse these abominable flames and curse the people that dwell within them! Bravo brave warrior. Your presence truly has brought a light to the darkness that is these very Hells." 
 
    “Thanks…" Crinnan replied as he stared up at the blackness above him, “But I don’t know if I will make it…” 
 
    “Oh but you must," the prisoner replied, “For the fate of your tormented compatriots depends on your survival." 
 
    “Whatever then," Crinnan replied. He glanced up at the prisoner and saw that he was a small framed being, a Vampre with short, thick brown hair and a thick mustache. He looked to have no physical strength about him and seemed a bit bookish. 
 
    Crinnan took in a deep, painful breath. The black aura and singing that had surrounded him when he last leveled up returned and he watched as the hole in his chest closed up. He felt his vigor return to him and he slowly sat up. 
 
    “I do believe you have, as they say, leveled up!" the prisoner gleefully declared, “What a fortuitous ending to such an epic display of strength!" 
 
    “Fortuitous…" Crinnan repeated sourly, “Why do you talk like that?” 
 
    “Ah, well you see dear warrior,” the prisoner responded, “I do not hail from the current era as I assume you do. I come from a time of discovery, of peace and science… a truly magnificent period that you may refer to as the Ancient times. I speak as I was taught, as was common.” 
 
    “You are an Ancient?" Crinnan clarified, “So you know of the Afterscape?” 
 
    “Why I know a great deal about the Afterscape," the Ancient replied, “For I was on its development team back when I was still employed by the Life Links corporation. After they dismissed me and I went to work for another company I took annual vacations to the Afterscape to indulge in its many pleasures." 
 
    “So you know how it is… put together?" Crinnan asked, “You know how to escape?” 
 
    “I do know how the Afterscape is programmed," the prisoner said, “However I am still here, so I do declare that I am alas, not knowledgeable on how to escape this wretched place." 
 
    “What is your name?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    “My name?" the prisoner repeated. He paused a moment and smiled, “Do forgive me for I have not spoken my name in many decades... I was called Frema’Ander din Lecaaste, though my associates and loved ones referred to me as Ander. How may I be so honored as to address you dear warrior?” 
 
    “I am Crinnan," he replied, “Centurion of Black Knight." 
 
    “Black Knight?" Ander repeated quickly. He paused and thought to himself, “Why, I have never heard of such a thing. Is that a new corporation?” 
 
    “We are a resistance force," Crinnan replied, “An army which fights the Govian Empire, the keepers of the Hells." 
 
    “You seek to free the prisoners of the Hells?" Ander asked. “Such a noble cause," 
 
    “No," Crinnan shook his head and looked away, “Our mission is to overthrow the Govian Empire. We never thought it possible to free the people of the Hells and never really thought about it as far as I know." 
 
    “Indeed," Ander nodded his head, “‘Tis understandable, why would the living concern themselves with the woes of the dead?” 
 
    “Yo, BygDyk, where you at bro?” a voice suddenly called out, “We need to get going, you done with that little mustache bitch?” 
 
    “Little mustache bitch!” Ander scoffed, “Why I never!” 
 
    “Relax,” Crinnan held his hand out to steady the Ancient and rolled his eyes, “I’ll take care of him.” 
 
     “Over here!” Crinnan heard the voice of BygDyk frantically scream, “By the Goddess, I can’t log out! I am stuck and the kids need to be picked up from school!” 
 
    “Your kids?” Crinnan looked down at BygDyk’s body and felt a wave of anxiety come over him, “You have kids?” 
 
    “Yeah, you fucking asshole!” The demon-turned-prisoner shouted, “My kids are at school… I’m a single father; I am all my kids have! I need to leave, I need to go get them. What have you done?” 
 
    “I…” Crinnan felt his heart sink as he looked around nervously. What had he done? He felt like a monster… but it wasn’t his fault. He knew that he shook his head and resolved that the demon was a Govian, an evil murderous raping Govian, “You were raping him, you torture people!” 
 
    “It is a game!” BygDyk wailed, “It’s a fucking game and I can’t log out because of you! By the Goddess…” Crinnan heard the demon begin to weep, “My kids… my kids need their dad…”  
 
    Crinnan shook his head. He could not get the idea out of his mind that he had just ruined the lives of some innocent children. He sighed and pursed his lips together as he squeezed the handle of his sword. Furiously, he started to run in the direction that the other voice had come from. He knew he had to do something. 
 
    “BygDyk… Jaaren… where are you, man!” Crinnan heard the voice call out, “We need to log out and… hey, who are you?” 
 
    Crinnan approached the demon quickly and furiously. He appeared to be the size of a normal person and had basic brown leather armor equipped. Crinnan immediately sent his fist into the demon’s jaw and knocked him backward. The demon did not fall, but as he staggered, Crinnan raised his sword so that point rested against his throat. 
 
    “You are looking for… BygDyk?” Crinnan rolled his eyes at the ridiculous name and the demon gave him a confused nod. 
 
    “You are a prisoner…” he whispered, “How did you… you can’t hurt me!” 
 
    Crinnan groaned and gently swung his sword upward, cutting into the demon’s face. Blood trickled out of the wound and the demon gasped and reached up to grab his wound. 
 
    “How is this possible?” He shouted, “What are you?” 
 
    “Do you know BygDyk!” Crinnan shouted, “Answer me!” 
 
    “Yes!” The demon furiously replied, “He’s my brother!” 
 
    Thoughts of his own brothers briefly flashed through Crinnan’s mind. He shook his head and held back his rage. The fact that these Govians were real people was infuriating to him, why couldn’t it have been simple like it was on a battlefield?  
 
    “Your brother can’t leave the Hells; he is a prisoner now,” Crinnan snapped, “You need to go get his kids. You need to take them to your house… your brother will not be coming back.” 
 
    “What do you mean!” The demon’s voice cracked, “Did you… have you kidnapped him? Where is Jaaren, what is going on!” 
 
    “Just fucking do it, dammit!” Crinnan hissed as he pushed the blade toward the demon’s throat, “And go now, before I change my mind!” The demon looked like he was contemplating it all for a moment but finally looked up with a bitter expression and nodded his head. 
 
    “You’ll pay one day,” He snapped as he reached his hand out and pointed at Crinnan, “You will fucking pay you piece of shit.” 
 
    “Good,” Crinnan spat, “Now get out of here.” At that, the demon vanished and Crinnan was left alone. He snarled and growled for he could not shake the shame he felt. He hated the moments that he thought about the people he killed and usually was able to bury those thoughts inside him. It had never been that bad though, the fact that the Govian could talk to him after death, that was what made it difficult.      
 
    Crinnan wandered back to the body of BygDyk and looked down at it. It was nothing more than a lifeless, bloody corpse and Crinnan sighed as he spoke. 
 
    “Your kids will be fine… your brother is going to get them.” 
 
    “You piece of shit!” BygDyk snarled, “You’ve taken me from them, you’ve ruined their lives! You are evil, a worthless piece of garbage!” 
 
    “And you’re a rapist-murderer,” Crinnan countered with just as much ferocity, “Just as much a piece of shit as you say I am.” 
 
    “It is a game!” The dead demon insisted, “A fucking game! It isn’t real!” 
 
    “Tell that to the prisoners you’ve tormented,” Crinnan said, “To the ones your government has imprisoned in this place. Fuck you, and fuck Govia.” At that, Crinnan turned and walked away. He was done with it all; with the demon and the talking. He had work to do, he had his own salvation to achieve and he was not going to waste any more time. 
 
    “A measure of great benevolence to be sure!” Ander called out as he ran up behind Crinnan, “Verily, you are indeed a being of great moral fortitude. Tell me, oh champion Black Knight Crinnan, where do you go from here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Crinnan answered, “I have one more level to reach before I can descend to the next level of Hells. I guess I just have to find more things to kill…” 
 
    A small piece of ground suddenly started to tremble and mound up in front of them. Crinnan watched as a shadow spider’s pointed leg pierced through the dirt and he quickly jammed the point of his sword into the mound. He heard a screech and then a black plume of smoke rose upward.  
 
    Once again, he heard the singing and the black aura surrounded him. He found it strange that all he had to do was kill one spider to level up again but shrugged it off. As soon as he turned to Ander to speak, the air around him began to spark and suddenly an oval of blue swirling light appeared in front of them.  
 
    “‘Tis the portal to the second level of the Hells,” Ander declared. 
 
    “What do I do?” Crinnan asked as he stared into the light, “Do I… just walk in?” 
 
    “Verily,” Ander nodded and extended his hand toward the portal, “Come, let us venture forth together.” At that, the two stepped forward into the light and the portal closed around them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Sarasin V 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    20:00 – Canrom City, Impulse Lounge 
 
      
 
    Sarasin stood beneath the purple neon lights of the Impulse Lounge, a bar and dinner spot that was popular amongst the wealthy and influential residents of Canrom City. The light from the sign illuminated her pale skin and provided a strange contrast to the black dress she had changed into. She had taken the time to shower, put her hair up and re-do her makeup after sobering up, though her manicure had chipped from all the fighting she had done that day. Before she stepped inside, she paused to compose herself. 
 
    “Shake it all off, Sarasin,” She whispered softly to herself, “Stay strong.” She closed her eyes as she shoved the events of the day down deep inside. Eryc was there, he was waiting for her and hopefully, he would be able to provide her with some clarity. She took a breath, and as she waved her way past the doorman, she stepped inside. 
 
    Her black heels stepped onto the soft red carpet and she saw a large room full of dozens of elegantly dressed members of the higher echelon of society. A magnificent crystal chandelier sparkled above and bathed the white room in bright light. She watched as the people wandered about the space and superficially smiled and chatted with each other. She could hear glasses clank and the sound of obnoxiously fake laughs and as she stepped up to the host, she felt her stomach churn. 
 
    “I am expecting somebody," Sarasin casually informed the host who stood at a podium at the front of the lounge. He was wearing a black tuxedo and his hair was slicked back behind his pointed Elf ears, “Captain Eryc Wilhymm, has he arrived yet?” 
 
    The host did not bother looking up from his podium. He cleared his throat at the sound of Sarasin’s voice and let out an annoyed sigh. 
 
    “Name?" he demanded in an uninterested tone. 
 
    “Bishop General Sarasin Fyr," she grumbled in an annoyed tone. 
 
    The host quickly looked up and slammed the book he was reading shut. He smiled and tried to hide his nervous expression, “Why, of course, my lady! ‘Tis a pleasure to serve you. Captain Eryc has indeed arrived, please, right this way." 
 
    He beckoned for her to follow, and walked forward with an elegant gait; she walked close behind. The patrons of the lounge all turned and watched as Sarasin walked by. Some smiled, while others nodded and lifted their glasses at her as she walked past. She heard many whispers exclaiming things such as “There's Lady Sarasin!” and “She is even more beautiful in person!" she could not say that she did not enjoy the praise and attention; sometimes it was nice to be recognized. She thought of her recent actions and hoped her life would stay that way. 
 
    If only they had seen her in the streets earlier that day. She wondered what they would have thought of her, what they would have said. She sincerely doubted that she had been recognized, she didn’t think it possible with the way she had done her makeup and kept her face hidden with the hood of her cloak. 
 
    “My lady!” a portly being approached her and smiled widely. He was an Elf who wore a violet and gold trimmed suit and walked with a red cane. He did not need the cane; he simply wanted to show off the enormous amethyst handle. 
 
    “Governor Treyodees,” Sarasin stopped and nodded at the Elf, “So wonderful to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise, my dear,” She extended her hand as was custom and he bent over and gently kissed the top of it, “It is absolutely lovely to see you out this evening. I trust you are prepared for your speech tomorrow?” 
 
    “Of course, Governor,” Sarasin nodded her head as he arose, “I look forward to it.” 
 
    “As do I,” Treyodees smile did not cease, “We all count down the moments until we get to hear the most beloved of Bishop Generals speak. The whole city is talking about your presence here, you know.” 
 
    “I am flattered, Governor,” Sarasin smiled and Treyodees gave her a wink. She watched as another person walked up behind him, a Vampre by the looks of it with blonde hair that was pulled back into a bun. He was thin and handsome and walked with an illustrious gait. He wore a baby blue fitted suit and held a scarf in his hand. 
 
    “Now who is this yummy little specimen?” The Vampre asked with an effeminate tone, “By the Goddess, you truly are adorable.” 
 
    “Senator Graham,” Treyodees looked back and extended his hand toward Sarasin, “I would like to introduce you to Bishop General Sarasin Fyr. She flew in from Cidroska and will be delivering her speech tomorrow at the festival.” 
 
    “Ah, Bishop General!” Graham sounded delighted and he flashed a sparkling smile, revealing his pointed teeth, “I have only seen you from afar, how lovely you are up close!” He bent down and kissed Sarasin’s hand and she nodded at him. 
 
    “Senator Graham, representative of the Vampre people,” Sarasin smiled and Graham stood back up, “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
    “Oh you flatter me, honey,” Graham fanned his face with his hand, “I attended a speech of yours earlier this year in Mrask. I do declare; you truly have all these tiny little people under your thumb. Maybe one day you can tell me how you do it?” 
 
    “You are too much, Senator,” Sarasin let out a delighted hum and she looked away, “I have heard of you, you do great things for the Vampre people.” 
 
    “I do what I must to make sure my people are taken care of,” Graham rolled his eyes and let out a dramatic sigh, “Oh the labors of power, am I right?” 
 
    Sarasin chuckled and nodded her head at Treyodees and Graham, “It was lovely to see you, but I must be back to my business. Enjoy your evenings.” 
 
    “You as well Bishop General,” Treyodees returned with a nod. Graham agitated his drink with a thin stirrer and nodded as Sarasin left them. 
 
    She hated the other officials. She hated the entire upper class. Nothing was real to them; everything was superficial and centered around obtaining more. As she looked around the room, she could have screamed. She saw people who had bought their own Stasis, people who despite the Empire’s lifespan law of 100 years, had lived well into their two hundreds and in some cases more. There were people she knew who were involved in the slave trade, others who supplied rebels with weapons to keep the wars going and the money flowing. If somebody had enough money, the Empire was always willing to turn a blind eye toward their crimes. 
 
    “Here we are my Lady," the nervous host announced as he extended a white-gloved hand toward a shining white table with two chairs, “Captain Eryconius is at the bar, I will notify him of your arrival. Is there anything more I can do for you?” 
 
    Sarasin took a seat and smiled at the host, “No, thank you."  
 
    “Does my Lady desire something to drink while she waits?” 
 
    “Dravink," she nearly burst, “Infused with gladeberries." 
 
    “Very good your eminence," he replied with a slight bow, “I will have it brought to you as soon as possible my Lady." She nodded and he walked off. 
 
    “What is this place?" Sarasin heard a small, familiar voice ask. She looked to her left and saw Little Sarasin standing alongside Eliss who looked to be about five years old this time. 
 
    “You two are beginning to irritate me," she groaned as she ran her fingers over her brow and looked away from them, “You are not supposed to be in a place like this. I am going to have you thrown out." 
 
    “They cannot see us," Little Sarasin informed her in a torpid tone, “Not this time at least…" The ghost children took a step closer and Sarasin sighed. 
 
    “Look. I do not understand what you are or why you insist on following me," she whispered sharply, almost angrily, “I do not understand why you will not leave me alone. I have no desire to go with you or whatever it is you want; all I need from you two is to be left alone." 
 
    “Why don’t you want us, mommy?" Eliss wrinkled his face up, “I have been waiting so long… for you." 
 
    “You... are all I want Eliss," she admitted, growling to herself out of frustration. She wished her Dravink was there, “But you are not real. You are a figment of my imagination. I can never truly be a mother to an imaginary ghost." 
 
    “I am real though," Eliss shouted, stomping his foot, “Stop telling me I’m not real!” 
 
    Sarasin looked around to make sure nobody had heard her son’s tantrum. She noticed that nobody seemed phased and turned to look at Eliss. 
 
    “Stop it," she commanded, “Do not make me upset... " She looked to Little Sarasin and grit her teeth, “Why are you here. What do you want?” 
 
    “We want you to come with us," Little Sarasin replied, “Stop living this lie, I know you hate these people. You have already told us that you do not want to come, but I do not feel as if you are completely convinced of that fact. We have answers for you, truth for you. Sarasin, only you…” 
 
    “Talking to ourselves again are we?" a voice suddenly asked from behind her. Sarasin jumped in her seat and quickly turned her head to find a gray-mustached aging Humaan in full Govian officer’s armor standing behind her. She smiled and dismissed the children as she stood to meet him. 
 
    “Eryc," she warmly announced with extended arms. She briefly glanced back to look for the ghost children, and saw that they were no longer there, “Thank you for coming." 
 
    “No need to stand my Lady," He reached out grabbed her forearms arms and she planted a kiss on his cheek, “I am but a lowly old soldier, you are a Bishop General! We both know to whom the burden of courtesy lies." 
 
    “Oh, shut up," Sarasin smiled as the both of them sat, “If I do not treat someone whom I truly respect as a person well, then what kind of being am I?” 
 
    “I would say that would make you a Govian officer!" Then both of them laughed as Eryc broke free and walked to his side of the table. He took a seat just as a waiter approached. 
 
    “Your Dravink, my lady," he placed the glass before Sarasin. She smiled and nodded at the waiter and he turned his head to Eryc. 
 
    “Something to drink sir?” 
 
    “Targaan Ale," Eryc ordered with a huff, “Neat," 
 
    “Yes sir, of course, sir…” The waiter nodded humbly. He turned to walk away but hesitated and looked back to Eryc. 
 
    “Sir," the waiter beckoned with a look of admiration in his eyes. Eryc took his eyes off of Sarasin and looked up at him. 
 
    “Yes?" Eryc asked. “Something else?” 
 
    “I… I was a soldier once too," the waiter admitted, “Before this job I mean," 
 
    “Good for you then, soldier," Eryc said with a nod, “Where were you stationed?” 
 
    “My last assignment was Exgrane." He lowered his head shamefully. 
 
    “Oh?" Eryc asked surprised, “I fought in Exgrane as well. I protected Bishop General Daviis who ultimately passed on in that bloody land... You do not meet many who made it out of Exgrane alive." 
 
    “I barely did," the waiter confessed, “A grenade went off right next to me. Took out three of my friends and took a good chunk of my thigh with it. Damn rebels," 
 
    “Yes, well, Exgrane is all they own," Eryc said, “And soon enough we will take it back Dura’Ana willing. You did your part for the Goddess and for your country and have earned your place in Heaven. You can rest well knowing that." 
 
    “Yes sir," the waiter said, smiling at the famous soldier before him. “Thank you, sir." 
 
    “Now go get my ale," Eryc commanded. The waiter nodded and hobbled away. 
 
    Eryc rolled his eyes and looked across the table at Sarasin. “Everyone thinks they have a story to tell," he grumbled. “They all think I want to hear it. I tell them all the same damn thing. None of that matters though, just the ramblings of a grumpy old man. What did you need to discuss with me, my Lady?” 
 
    Sarasin fidgeted in her seat and took a sip of her Dravink. She looked to her left and saw that the children had returned. They stood there, shoulder to shoulder and stared at her expectantly. She snarled and closed her eyes to block the little ghosts out and turned her head forward toward Eryc. 
 
    “A couple of things." She folded her hands on the table in front of her. 
 
    “You seem nervous," Eryc observed, cocking his head, “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I really do not know Eryc," she sighed. A tear formed in her eye and she became visibly distressed, “I mean, no. Everything is not okay. You are my most trusted friend and it seems that things may have gone a bit... awry for me." 
 
    “How do you mean?" Eryc inquired. 
 
    “Well for one… and I cannot believe I am about to tell this but I fear that I am beginning to doubt," she revealed with her head lowered in shame, “All of this Dura’Ana business and everything. I do not know what to think of it all anymore. None of it makes any sense to me; it is all full of holes..." Eryc looked around nervously and leaned forward. 
 
    “Is this the best place to be discussing things of this nature?" he asked cautiously, “There are people all around. You do not want a rogue set of ears hearing what you are saying and then a pair of loose lips defaming your name."  
 
    The waiter approached and delivered Eryc’s Ale. Eryc looked up at him and nodded officially. “Soldier, we need a more private place to discuss official Govian business. Do you have such a table?” 
 
    “Yes sir, the waiter affirmed, “Follow me, sir," Eryc and Sarasin stood. 
 
    “Thank you." She smiled and took hold of Eryc’s arm as the two walked. The ghost children trailed closely behind them. 
 
    “I am no simple bodyguard, my Lady," Eryc looked down at her and took a sip of his drink, “I am sworn to guarding you as a person as well as a Govian official. My oaths and my honor bind me to you through thick and thin, no matter what happens. I hope you understand." The waiter led them through a door and into a room with only a few tables in it. All were vacant. 
 
    “Here we are," he announced, “All the privacy you may require. If you need my assistance, just press the button on the side of your table." 
 
    “Thank you, soldier," Eryc reached behind himself and pulled out his wallet, “This should cover your troubles." He handed over two hundred Aurum bills and the waiter's eyes grew wide. 
 
    “Th... thank you, sir!" He saluted, “You are very generous sir." 
 
    “You are welcome. Now get out of here, the Bishop and I have much to discuss. Make certain that we are not disturbed." The waiter nodded and hurried out as fast as his gimpy leg could take him. Eryc chuckled at the sight and the two sat back down. 
 
    “Now, what kind of thoughts are you having, my lady?" Eryc asked with a tone that exuded comfort, his demeanor turning serious. 
 
    “I do not know exactly how to explain. I may be… starting to think that things may be a bit glamorized," Sarasin explained with a sullen voice, “That maybe everything we know has been extravagantly blown out of proportion somehow."  
 
    Eryc hummed and sipped his drink, “You more than anybody should know that they very well are." He set his cup down, “It is your job to make sure that nobody else knows that." 
 
    “I do not care what everybody else knows. I care what I know, and If I know something contrary to how I am living…" she paused to collect her thoughts. “It is all just making me crazy." She lowered her head into her hands and rested her elbows on the table. 
 
    “Sarasin you are under a great deal of stress,” Eryc said in a fatherly tone, “I have tried to help you with the… self-harm, but I can only do so much. Is that how you feel like now like you want to harm yourself?” 
 
    “That is how I always feel,” Sarasin mumbled as she looked down at the table.  
 
    “My child, you must be stronger than that. You have to learn other ways of dealing with your emotions. Blood is not the answer to all your problems.” 
 
    “Says the man who kills for a living,” Sarasin defensively exclaimed. Eryc pursed his lips together and Sarasin closed her eyes, “I am sorry, I did not mean…” 
 
    “It is fine,” Eryc shook his head and waved the thought away with his hand, “When was last time you hurt yourself?" 
 
    Sarasin closed her eyes and looked away out of shame. That was answer enough for Eryc. He nodded his head in understanding and leaned forward. He gently turned Sarasin's head toward him and stared at her with caring eyes. 
 
    "You have to stop," he urged her, "You have to be strong. You have an army to run, people look up to you. I know life is hard, I know... And I know I have told you all this before. But Sarasin, you have to find some joy in your existence." 
 
    Sarasin spat out a laugh and glared at the captain of her guard. She appreciated his concern, but she was not there to be lectured. As she sighed to calm her thoughts, she spoke. 
 
    "Eryc, you know the things I see. You know the things I have done," Sarasin tried to remain calm as she spoke, "I have watched as the bodies of people I know who are innocent are tortured, dismembered... I have seen dead children litter the streets of towns; I have personally ripped babies from their mother’s arms. I have killed so many, ordered the deaths of so many more... Eryc what kind of Goddess would demand this of her people? She does not speak, she does not reveal herself. She is silent, yet somehow we know so specifically who she wants dead and who she wants in power. I question whose will I am truly serving." 
 
    Eryc had a fearful look plastered to his face. He leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath as he stared up at the ceiling, "Please do not put me in this position," he whispered, "What you speak is blasphemy. You know I would never turn against you, but... Sarasin your words are the most dangerous kind." 
 
    "Tell me I am not alone Eryc," Sarasin begged, "Tell me that you do not regret those you have killed. Tell me that you see the injustice, that you watch those in powerful grow richer and mightier while everyone else is left behind. Tell me Eryc, please!" 
 
    “Enough!" Eryc looked at Sarasin and held up a finger to silence her, "You speak the truth. I do regret my actions but I do them so that I may live. I do them in service of something greater than I." 
 
    "How truly great is something if so many are harmed by it?" Sarasin asked, "What are we doing with our lives, Eryc? There is so much more out there..." 
 
    Eryc drummed his fingers on the table. He was clearly disturbed by the conversation, but finally nodded his head, “Let us for a moment leave this subject alone," He said, "You are strong and facing a moment of weakness. You are venting your emotions and that is healthy. I think you need to sleep on your feelings and then we can speak tomorrow after the festival. What was the other issue you wanted to discuss?” 
 
    Sarasin sighed uncomfortably and lifted her head from her hands. She looked deeply at Eryc and considered the implications of what she was about to admit to him. The ghost children stared at her expectantly and she scratched her nails against her palm and flirted with digging them into her skin again. 
 
    “I need to know how committed you are to protecting me," she asked as she made eye contact, “Is this just a job for you or did you take your vows seriously?” 
 
    “Of course, my Lady. I have served Bishop Generals my entire life but you are the dearest to me. Even if the whole of the Empire were to crash down upon you, I would stick by your side. I know Quint and Gerard feel the same way." 
 
    “That is comforting to hear," she felt her heart begin to race, "I must tell you Eryc. I need to tell you and I need you to remain loyal to me. I need your protection…” 
 
    “What is going on my Lady?" Eryc asked leaning forward, “Whatever it is, you have my loyalty." 
 
    “I murdered High Father Korros," she blurted and quickly chased it with another drink. 
 
    Eryc went silent and leaned back in his chair. His face showed no expression; he seemed to be thinking about what he had just heard. Finally, he stroked his mustache and nodded his head. He quickly downed a substantial drink of his ale and gently set his cup back down on the table. 
 
    “Father Korros?" he cleared his throat as he clarified with a patient tone, “You mean the famed Priest who has his own television show and little devotional books in the bookstores and everything?” 
 
    “Yes." 
 
    “By the Goddess, Sarasin, the might of the Empire may very well crash down upon you then," he cleared his throat nervously, “Father Korros is probably the most beloved Priest in the world. Forgive me my lady but what the fuck would compel somebody like you to do something so...?” 
 
    “Stupid?" Sarasin finished for him. 
 
    “I would never intentionally imply such a thing, my Lady," Eryc reassured her. His voice suddenly became stern. “But why would you do such a thing. You have jeopardized your whole career, risked your life… the lives of your guards..." 
 
    With teary eyes, Sarasin recanted her story. She told Eryc of her time as Korros’ relief vessel. She told him of Eliss and her family; at times she felt like she was revealing too much but she for the first time ever was entirely open. 
 
    “My Lady…" he sighed with a compassionate tone, “We all live our lives with many secrets buried in our hearts. We are complicated, emotional beings and sometimes we make choices that are both good and bad." he slammed the rest of his ale. 
 
    “Of course you have my support Sarasin," he reassured the sobbing Bishop General, “Through thick and thin. I am certain Quint and Gerard will feel the same way. We will ensure that you will not be alone through this… whatever that may mean." 
 
    “Thank you, Eryc..." Sarasin wiped her tears from her eyes with a napkin, “I am going to speak with Lazarus about it shortly. I am certain that he will know how to help me considering that our wedding is next month. You three are on standby until then. Do not say anything about what is going on to any of the other guards. I do not trust them as I trust you."  
 
    Eryc nodded, “We will figure something out. Maybe our prince will make this fade into oblivion. You should be able to trust him, but do show care."  
 
    Sarasin nodded and stood up straightening her dress, “Speaking of which, I need to get going. I thank you for your support, Eryc. Keep your communicator handy just in case I need you."  
 
    Eryc sighed and stood up as well. She could tell he was uncomfortable with the whole situation but she knew he was sincere in his words. 
 
    “I will," he said, “I need to get back to our quarters to get the other two up to speed. If and when the time comes, we will be ready."  
 
    Sarasin nodded and Eryc walked out of the room. When he was gone, she sat back down for a moment, “Thank you Eryc," she said. She looked over at the ghost children and they walked up to her. 
 
    “Everything will be okay mommy," Eliss reassured her, “I love you." Sarasin instinctively reached for the child but pulled her hand back. 
 
    “Not now. Please not now." The tears came back unbidden. 
 
    Little Sarasin turned to Eliss and guided him away, “We will be needed soon enough, be patient Eliss." 
 
    




 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Rubaan II 
 
    12th of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    23:00 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    “You need to visit your parents," a starry-eyed Amaria instructed her husband as the two laid in the dark, “You know they want to see you." 
 
    “I know. It’s just so complicated and I haven’t had the time to deal with it," Rubaan panted, his exhausted gaze not shifting from the ceiling, “I will soon." 
 
    Amaria looked at him and smiled. Her pearly white teeth caught his attention and he grinned back, “Why must you do that?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?" she asked with a playful grin. She poked him in his bare chest and bit her lower lip, “What am I doing?” 
 
    “Why must you be so beautiful when I am trying to be mad at you?” 
 
    “Why must you try to be mad at me when I am being so beautiful?" Amaria asked back.  
 
    Rubaan laughed and pulled her down next to him, “Come here. Lay with me."  
 
    She snuggled up against him and laid her head on his chest. Her smooth, warm body felt nice against his rough and hairy skin. A few of her stray hairs tickled his face but he was silent about it as he did not want to ruin the moment. He brushed her hair with his hand and she sighed deeply. 
 
    Her fury had died down in the time that had passed since their visit with the Inquisitors. The intrusion and show of force had left her in a rage that could only have been settled with solitude. She knew that much about herself, and she retreated mostly for Rubaan. He did not deserve her wrath after being taxed repeatedly by the Govian. 
 
    “Have I ever told you that I love you?" Amaria asked her spouse tenderly. Rubaan nodded and tenderly rested his cheek on top of her head. He ignored the hairs that somehow found their way back into his face. 
 
    “I am sorry for being a bitch earlier. I am just so tired of the searches, the groping, the questions… this is not what I expected when I moved here when I gave up my freedom to be with you. Three years ago, I could have ripped them apart..." 
 
    “I am tired of it too," Rubaan agreed, happy that he and his wife were getting along, “I know you were just upset." 
 
    “Old habit I guess," Amaria shrugged, “The bitchiness."  
 
    Rubaan smiled and shook his head. 
 
    “How does someone like you put up with someone like me?” he prodded, “Aren’t I just so young, boring and stupid to you?” 
 
    “Yes," Amaria replied with an endearing smile, “That is exactly why I love you." 
 
    Rubaan held his wife close. Thankfully the day was over and the two of them were getting along again. Nothing else could go wrong that night, all he wanted was to lay with his wife wrapped in his arms. 
 
    “What kind of person do you think Roc will become?" Rubaan asked Amaria. She looked up at him and smiled. 
 
    “I do not know," she thoughtfully replied, “It is too early to tell I think. Someone great, I hope. Someone bigger than all of this." 
 
    “What do you think this world will do to him?" Rubaan asked, his sounding more pessimistic, “Will he end up just like everyone else?” 
 
    Amaria was silent. Rubaan turned his head and looked at the brilliant green moonlight shining through his window. He held his hand up into the light as if he were trying to grab it. “I do not want to see him end up like me and the others in the mines. I want more for him than that." 
 
    Amaria suddenly sat her naked body up and glared at Rubaan with a frustrated expression, “Do not do that," she snapped at him, “Do not bring yourself down like that," 
 
    “I am not trying to…" Rubaan started. 
 
    “You are," Amaria cut him off, “It was your choice to leave the army, your choice to live this life. This is everything that you have worked for; I do not want to hear you undermine your existence. It hurts me." 
 
    “Amaria," Rubaan groaned, “Do not do this right now," 
 
    “No Rubaan," Amaria scolded, standing up and taking the blanket with her, “There is too much shit wrong with the world for you to think that what we have is not good enough. I am sorry that you are not out saving the planet from the Empire like you want to be, but this is the life you made for yourself. I want to know that you are happy with us." 
 
    “You are overreacting Amaria," Rubaan got off the bed to join his wife, “Come here." he opened his arms and walked toward her but she stepped back. 
 
    “Promise me that you are happy Rubaan," she said with tears in her eyes, “Not with the oppression, not with the living conditions… but with us. Promise me. Please!" 
 
    “Amaria," Rubaan stepped toward her, “Of course I am happy with us." He closed his arms around her and held tight. 
 
    As he gently kissed the side of her head, he wondered to himself whether he really was happy or not. He knew that he was happy with his family and that he could have never asked for more from them in terms of satisfaction but at the time he could not confidently say whether he was actually happy with his life or not. He wanted his wife and child to have so much more and he was unable to provide it. He felt like a failure in that sense and worried that she felt the same way about him. 
 
    “I love you," he whispered as he gently ran his fingers through her hair, “You have nothing to worry about."  
 
    Amaria sighed and rested her forehead on her husband’s chest. They both stood silently for a moment, each lost in their own different thoughts and Rubaan finally stepped back. 
 
    “I am going to the bathroom," he announced as he released her from his embrace, “Do not go anywhere."  
 
    “I love you," Amaria smiled and nodded her head “You are my world.” Rubaan beamed and turned to walk out of the bedroom. 
 
    As he gently shut the door behind him, Rubaan sighed and silently stood in the dark hallway. He thought for a moment about what he could change to make himself more content with the way things were. He knew that Amaria was right about him; he did miss fighting, he did miss being a Black Knight but he knew he had to move on. 
 
    Life for Rubaan had changed so quickly. Only a year and a half prior he was fighting on the front lines of North Barus, working with his Black Knight comrades to assist their government with the civil war that Govia refused to get involved with. Though he was thousands of miles away from his own blood at the time, he never lacked a brother. That was what he missed the most about the army. 
 
    He could still hear the waves crashing against the rocky coast of North Barus. He could smell the gunpowder and taste the sweat all around him. The fighting was like nothing he had trained for, the trench warfare - the fear and waiting involved. He was mostly familiar with the guerilla tactics that he learned at the Academy. When he was placed on the dead open plains of North Barus he had nowhere to hide, nowhere to gain an edge on the enemy. It was all trenches, sandbags and burnt terrain. He spent a good year poking his head above the trench walls with limited action before something changed. 
 
    One night, in particular, Rubaan drew third shift lookout. He always liked third shift because he was able to get a few hours of sleep before he had to hit the walls. On that night Rubaan managed to get his sleep and grudgingly woke up when the sky seemed to be at its darkest. He filled his thermos with coffee and made his way to the wall to relieve his brothers. 
 
    “Wind’s got a bite," Rubaan recalled his comrade saying. He remembered the soldier well; his name was Ganarth. That night he had his face tucked down into his long gray fur-lined coat and had his ushanka tied around his chin. Rubaan decided it wise to copy him as the night was indeed very cold. 
 
    “Anything worth reporting?" Rubaan asked as he took a sip from his thermos. Ganarth shook his head and rested the butt of his long rifle on the ground. 
 
    “Piss," he said with a gruff voice. “They ain’t so much as popped their heads up to see if I was lookin’. 
 
    “Piss then," Rubaan repeated, “Piss is good. Go get some sleep Ganarth; I got this." Rubaan slapped Ganarth’s shoulder and he nodded his head. 
 
    “’Bout damn time," he grumbled as he walked off, “If they attack don’t bother waking me. Let ‘em kill me in my sleep.” 
 
    “No problem, buddy," Rubaan chuckled as Ganarth walked off. He had always thought him to be a bit odd. 
 
    For the next couple of hours, Rubaan would poke his head above the dark brown dirt wall and peer through his looking glass towards the direction of the nearest enemy trench. Most nights were piss. Once in a great, while he would catch someone poking their head up to look at him but that was never anything to note. 
 
    Rubaan remembered that night was the night he first heard her voice. He was sipping on his coffee and making shadow puppets when he heard what he thought was the whimper of an animal. Starved for entertainment, he hurried to the wall and peered over. 
 
    The darkness was spread out like a blanket over the rocky plains before him. He could see nothing clearly and squinted his eyes to make out something, anything in the distance but his efforts proved fruitless. He sighed and shrugged his shoulders as he thought about how shadow puppets would be his only entertainment for the night. 
 
    He disappointedly sat back down on his chair and rested his long rifle against the dirt wall behind him, and then he heard it again. Immediately he stood up and focused on the noise. He heard the same whimper from before but he also heard something else, a cry for help. 
 
    Rubaan found himself on the wall again. The sound was clearer; he could make out the sound of high-pitched screaming and pleading, not the whimpering of an animal as he had originally thought. Strangely the sound was not coming from the direction of the enemy trenches but from an obscure location off to the right of them. 
 
    “Please!” he heard the voice shout, “Help!" Rubaan stroked the stubble on his face thoughtfully. He pressed his back up against the wall and nervously held the sides of his head with his hands. Something bad was happening nearby. He knew the trouble he would get in if he abandoned his post but he could not deny the principles that he believed he fought for. He could not leave someone who needed his help, that was not who he was. 
 
    “Fuck it. I am coming," he whispered as he pulled his pistol from its holster and a long knife from its sheath. He had never killed a blood-sucker before. He knew that’s what it had to be, that his enemy would not risk leaving their trench in the dead of night. Whatever was going on, it was not a Govian induced problem. 
 
    North Barus was a country that had long been plagued by the Thirst-crazed Vampre. Since the arrival of the Govian ships, the Vampre had become only the second greatest threat to the citizens of the rocky lands; they were, however, still nothing to be trifled with. Up to that point, Rubaan had not yet seen one of the thirst-stricken ones but he knew eventually he would get his chance. That night, he feared, was his chance. 
 
    He was an honorable person who believed in the ideals of chivalry that his father had bestowed upon him, but despite all that, he knew and believed he did not want to meet his end that night. He knew he had to be careful. 
 
    Slowly he climbed over the dirt wall that separated him from the dangers that awaited on the other side. He did his best not to make a noise out of fear that he would alert the Vampre or become discovered by an enemy sharpshooter. He stuck to the shadows and carefully crept in the direction of the whimpering. The porous rocks crunched beneath his feet and he cringed every time he made a noise. As he walked, the sounds he was pursuing started to become louder and closer; he knew he would soon be upon his target. 
 
    Rubaan finally found his way to a ridge and slowed to a crawl. Below him was a fire so dim that he imagined the light being cast was merely from the coals. The fire reminded him how cold he was and by the time he got to the ridge all he wanted to do was kill the Thirst-stricken Vampre so that he could sit by the warm flames. As he reached the edge, he realized that he could hear voices below. He crawled in closer to listen. 
 
    Below him, he could see four people. He saw two females and a male standing around another male’s body. 
 
    “No way," Rubaan disappointedly said to himself as he realized what was going on, “He is the one making that noise?” 
 
    For a moment, Rubaan wondered if all his chivalrous thoughts were really coming from a sense of honor or from his dick. He had not fantasized himself charging in gallantly to slay three Vampre for the sake of another male. With a sigh, Rubaan shook his head and resolved to continue with his mission. His conscience would not allow him to call himself an honorable person if he were to deny someone salvation based on whether they had a penis or not. 
 
    Rubaan began scanning the area for a place where he could safely climb down and engage his enemy. As he was crawling to where he believed he could do so, he thought he heard a noise behind him. He hoped it was his imagination and thought for a moment about the crunch he heard. It was the same noise that had been made when he had walked on the porous rocks earlier and it was getting closer and closer. His eyes grew wide and he realized what was going on just as he felt hot breath on the back of his neck. 
 
    “I have heard your heartbeat since you crawled out of that hole," her voice whispered seductively into his ear, “You are afraid; you have not stopped being afraid." 
 
    Rubaan quickly rolled onto his back and thrust the knife where he believed the Vampre’s heart to be. To his dismay, he felt himself stab only air and when he tried to pull the knife back to strike again, he realized that she had clasped her hand around the blade. 
 
    “You are brave," she observed, leaning her face into his, “But I wonder why you are so stupid. I am not going to kill you, please do not waste either of our time with that silly knife." She ripped it from his hand and looked down at it. 
 
    Rubaan tried to crawl backward but he had nowhere to go. Behind him was a thirty-foot drop and before him was the Vampre. In his mind, his fate had been sealed. He had nothing to lose. 
 
    “Fuck you!" he shouted as he darted forward and thrust his pistol under her chin. Without hesitation, he fired two shots and when she reeled back, he fired three more into her chest. For a moment she stood quietly and stared at the warrior beneath her. 
 
    Rubaan could not see it but a look of complete and utter confusion had spread across her face. In her mind, she remembered the feeling of being shot from her days as a mortal, and how it was so different. She shook her head and looked down at Rubaan, completely unfazed by the bullets that had ripped through her. 
 
    Almost immediately after the shots were fired the three Thirst-driven Vampre from the valley beneath were at the High Vampress’ side. Rubaan’s heart skipped a beat at tree sight. The thought of being drained of his blood by one Vampre was scary enough but being ripped apart by four Vampre completely terrified him to the point of immobilization. He heard the three new Vampre hissing at him and felt fresh blood spray like saliva from one of their mouths and onto his arm. He realized the person he had originally come to save was no longer screaming; he was about to die for nothing. 
 
    The High Vampress, his original attacker, held out her hand as if to steady the crazed ones behind her. They were obedient like dogs and Rubaan realized that she must have been their leader. He swallowed a dry lump in his throat.  
 
    “On with it," he shouted as he once again found the strength to raise his pistol, “Show me the respect of killing me quickly!” 
 
    “We are but children!” one of the crazed Vampre hissed, “We cannot help but play with our food." The other two laughed maniacally but the mother Vampre stood in silence. The drastic contrast of her behavior compared to that of her brood was unnerving to Rubaan. 
 
    He stared in her direction, hopeful to at least get a look at his demise. He could sense her beauty, it was an undeniable radiance that spread over him and almost made him comfortable, “Who are you?” he finally asked, “Who is going to kill me?” 
 
    “You ask my name?” the mother Vampre asked, almost shocked, “Who would ask of my name?" Rubaan laid silently and answered his name as if he were compelled by some unknown force. He then asked of hers a second time. 
 
    “My name is Amaria," the Vampre replied, “These are my children…” 
 
    “May we eat him, mother?" one asked in a high cracked voice, “We are oh so hungry." 
 
    “My foolish children I have grown weary of you," she replied with a sigh, looking back at him. At that, she thrust the knife that she confiscated from Rubaan into its heart. The Vampre fledgling shrieked with pain and surprise and burst in all directions as if its body could hold its blood no longer. The other two Vampre were shocked and did not have a chance to run as they just as quickly met the same fate as their sibling. 
 
    Rubaan lay in the darkness covered in the blood and entrails of his attackers. He was scared and confused about what was to happen next. His heart thumped in his chest and he watched as Amaria approached him. As she neared, he felt compelled to lower his weapon. 
 
    “Do not fear me," she soothed, “I will not harm you."  
 
    Rubaan was mystified by the feeling of comfort that the Vampress gave him. He did not know if he was under some kind of spell or if it was his body reacting to her beauty, but he felt drawn to her. 
 
    “What do you want?" Rubaan slowly pushed himself up to his feet, “What is going on? Why am I still alive?"  
 
    Amaria focused on Rubaan for a moment. Her smile was hidden by the darkness, “You came to be a hero?" she inquired, looking him up and down, “What drew you out here tonight?"  
 
    Rubaan was silent for a moment. Despite everything that was going on he wanted to tell her the truth. 
 
    “I did come…" Rubaan answered, his head lowered with embarrassment, “I wanted to save that person." He pointed down below the ridge. “I thought he was a woman, I… I did want to be a hero." 
 
    At that, Amaria shot forward and took hold of Rubaan. Before he had time to react or realize what was going on, the two were standing in front of the dim fire in the valley below. Rubaan stepped backward out of confusion and disorientation, and Amaria tossed a handful of something into the fire, causing the flames to grow twice their size. The light from the flame illuminated her and gave him a brief view of her beauty. 
 
    “Come," Amaria beckoned as she slowly walked around the fire. Rubaan hesitated but stepped forward and followed the Vampress. In the dim light, he was able to see her; he was able to make out her long platinum hair as the light reflected off of it. He looked into her red eyes as they glowed like the coals and saw her pale skin covered in the blood of her brood. 
 
    “You are beautiful," Rubaan found himself admitting almost as if it came naturally. Amaria looked at him deeply, intently… longingly. 
 
    “You came in search of the wrong person. You were destined to save someone tonight though." Her hand came up and stroked his cheek. 
 
    “I long to feel the warmth of your skin," she moaned as her other hand met the opposite side of his face, “To feel your breath." She pressed her forehead up against his lips for a moment and then quivered as she locked eyes with him, “To taste your kiss..." She leaned forward and pressed her lips against his. 
 
    Rubaan was shocked for a moment but quickly found his arms wrapping around her thin body like vines. What were only a few moments, in reality, felt like a lifetime to Rubaan. When their lips separated, he knew that what was happening was something he had never felt before. In an instant, Rubaan had fallen in love. 
 
    “Yet I feel so little. Please, save me," she begged as she returned her gaze to his brown eyes. “I wish to be rid of this curse, of this life. I want to feel again, to be mortal again." 
 
    “How?" Rubaan asked, reaching up to touch her cold cheek. “What must I do?” 
 
    “Drain me." 
 
    “Drain you?" he repeated, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Drain all my blood and then let me drink of you," she instructed him, “Let my body taste only mortal blood and then, make me feel whole." Amaria placed Rubaan’s knife back in his hand. She squeezed his fingers around the handle of the weapon and lifted the blade to her throat. 
 
    “Cut. Let me drain and then let me drink of you." 
 
    “You will die," Rubaan fretted, “I cannot kill you."  
 
    She pressed the blade into her throat so that it cut into the skin. He watched a stream of glistening blood flow down her neck and disappear between her breasts, “Trust me," she reassured him, “You can save me."  
 
    Rubaan closed his eyes and suddenly pushed the blade in. Her blood came out stronger, spraying him in the face and she fell to the ground and began writhing in pain. Immediately he fell down and offered his neck to her but she pushed him away. 
 
    “No," she rasped, “Not yet."  
 
    Rubaan watched. As she became weaker, her eyes became distant, and the pool of blood beneath her grew larger. Finally, she stopped moving and her body became limp. A frantic Rubaan sliced his wrist with the blade and held it to her mouth. 
 
    For a moment, nothing happened. He squeezed his arm so that a stronger stream of blood came out and eventually her lips started to move. She reached up weakly and pulled his wrist closer to her mouth. 
 
    Rubaan watched in amazement as her eyes started to open up; different than before. No longer were they glowing red but instead were slowly changing to blue. He watched as shades of red started to return to her cheeks and arms and when he felt like he was about to faint she stopped drinking.   
 
    She took in a deep breath and reached her hand up to grab him. To Rubaan’s amazement, the wound on her neck had closed and warmth had returned to her skin. 
 
    “What just happened?" he asked. 
 
    “You saved me," she declared. Her fingers unlaced the strings that held her tunic closed and Rubaan watched as it opened up, revealing her breasts. As she wrapped her arms around him, he pressed his lips against hers and she pulled him down on top of her next to the fire. He never again returned to the trenches.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Alec II 
 
    21st of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    12:00 – Black Knight Base 21 
 
      
 
    “Captain Bran," Alec announced as he stepped into Century squad’s briefing room. The room itself was like most of Base 21’s other rooms, gray stone walls, and a white floor. Inside sat a circular stone table with twenty-one chairs around it, to the members of Century Squad it was a place of camaraderie, training, and of course briefing. 
 
    “Lord Card informed me that I was to meet with you." 
 
    Bran Phils sat at his spot at the table; a portion was cut away specifically to accommodate his size. He was a hulk of a being, a Gaian that stood eight feet tall with wide shoulders and arms as thick as tree trunks. His hair and eyebrows were thick and white as were most Gaian’s and his left eye was sealed shut as it had been plucked out by a Govian prison guard back when he was in an internment camp. A long scar from his forehead to his cheek was an ever-present reminder of the time he spent there. 
 
    “Alec," Bran declared, looking up from a pile of paperwork he was in the middle of looking over. His voice was deep and gruff from smoking cigarettes his whole life. “Good to see you. The memorial went well; I know you and Crinnan were close. I hope the others can find meaning in his death, whatever it may be." 
 
    “The memorial went well, yes,” Alec nodded in agreement, “I still cannot believe that he is gone. It will be tougher for some of us, but I will make it." 
 
    “It is tough," Bran agreed, “It’s something you learn to live with though. This world ain’t the best place to be making long-lasting relationships in. Attachment is a… it is, unfortunately, a commodity none of us can truly afford." 
 
    “I am beginning to understand that Captain," there was a brief contemplative silence and then Alec spoke again, “So about this mission?” 
 
    “Yes," Bran stood from his chair and picked up a cigarette he had resting in an ashtray. He took a quick drag and then gave it a flick, “It’s pretty straightforward. I need you to take a squad of soldiers to Base 11 in Kamlot to retrieve the new recruits for Century," 
 
    “Yes. Lord Card told me I was to fetch Cris Jamiso and Jymantius, the Vampre.” 
 
    “Correct,” Bran exhaled a plume of smoke and put his weight on the table in front of him, “Your buddy’s little brother." 
 
    “So how will I get to Base 11?" Alec asked. Bran began to walk around the table to meet Alec. 
 
    “Conventional means are out of the question," Bran informed him, “As we have lost a couple of birds to Marauders in the past couple of weeks. Last year we only lost two the entire year, they are more ambitious than usual, better outfitted. For this mission I am gonna have you travel by train." 
 
    “Train?" Alec repeated, “Why train?” 
 
    “My most recent intel tells me that the Marauders are uniting under some kinda nut job they’re calling their king. They’ve been shooting up and raiding all kinds of transports, been making all kinds of bold moves. The only thing they aren’t attacking as much are the trains." 
 
    Alec nodded. The trains were the easiest way of transporting any type of cargo long distances without it being stolen or destroyed. While they were occasionally robbed, they were heavily armed and outfitted with mercenaries for protection. Not only that but the tracks were virtually indestructible as they were a relic left over from ancient times that had not been destroyed or lost their use. 
 
    “So Cris," Alec looked at Bran. “Is he worth piss?” 
 
    “From what I understand he’s a very capable soldier," Bran replied, “Young and green but formidable in a fight. Lady Milinka saw fit to spar with him a couple of months back before she… fell ill… and delivered a promising report." 
 
    Bran paused for a moment and looked at Alec. “Not to change the subject but you did hear about Lady Milinka right?” 
 
    “I have heard that she and Lord Card are betrothed. Card told me himself." 
 
    “No, no," Bran shook his head, leaning in closer, “Story is she was killed in a skirmish about a month ago, around the time we lost Crinnan. Well, they laid her body in her family’s crypt-like they do with any nobility and maybe a week or two ago she walked right outta that crypt, alive as day, saying crazy things like she had escaped the Hells." 
 
    “Escaped the Hells?" Alec repeated, “That does not make any sense." 
 
    “No shit," Bran agreed, “She’s back to leading Millennium squad as if nothing ever happened and has taken command of Base 11 in her father’s absence. He had a heart attack when he saw her alive. The whole thing sounds crazy as fuck." 
 
    “So do you want me to find out what really happened to Lady Milinka then?" Alec asked. 
 
    “No," Bran replied waving his hand in the air, “Supreme Commander Xian already got the truth from her and cleared her for command. Apart from satisfying my own curiosity, I don’t see any reason to be diving into their business. I just can’t help but wonder what the Hells is going on over there." 
 
    Alec nodded his head and thought about what Bran had just told him. He had never heard of anyone escaping the Hells. There were of course rumors that there was a way and some scholars even spent a good amount of their lives trying to figure it out but none of that was of any interest to Alec. He was Humaan after all and had no expectation of any kind of life after death. 
 
    “Well anyway," Bran dismissively waved his hand through the air, “I have taken the liberty of selecting your squad for you. It will be you, Elia, Kelso, Flox, Dierlok, and Matalo." 
 
    Alec groaned and nodded his head. He had never liked Mantan Matalo; he was too crass and obnoxious for his tastes. He did, however, know that Matalo was a good knight and that he could be counted on if needed. He just wasn’t looking forward to hearing him make crude jokes and make fun of everyone for the whole mission. 
 
    “I’ll get ahold of them now. Just hang around for a minute." Bran said as he sat back down and fished his communicator out of his pocket. 
 
    As Alec turned to head towards his chair, he found that his eyes were drawn to the next chair to the right of his own. In the past Crinnan had sulked in it, ignoring the briefing or sleeping through training. Alec snickered at the thought. 
 
    Things had become so different for Alec since the passing of Crinnan. Little, painful reminders tortured him all around the base. He saw the Old Tower and thought of the nights they had spent there when they were young. He saw the training grounds and remembered all the times Crinnan had lost his cool and sucker punched his sparring partners. His childhood friend was dead, and Alec would forever be without the friendship that they shared. 
 
    Alec would always remember the old days. He and Crinnan had experienced so much together, from being brought up in the academy to their graduation and time as squires to their advancement into Centurions. Thinking back that had been sixteen years of their lives. Since Crinnan’s death, it was almost as if those sixteen years had never happened. The thought of Crinnan being just a memory terrified him. 
 
    Alec could still see the Academy’s training yard. It was nothing more than the dark ground and cavernous ceiling that the rest of Base 21 was, but it had a wooden wall to separate it from the rest of the base. Alec would never forget the place as it was, the place where he found the closest friends he would ever have. 
 
    Crinnan was a small, frightened child when Alec first saw him. It had been sixteen years prior, they were only seven years old. He remembered finding Crinnan sitting cross-legged and slouched in the shade of the wooden wall with his chin resting on his hands and his hair in his face. Alec, with the friendly demeanor he was so well known for, thought Crinnan looked lonely so he walked up to him and sat down next to him. 
 
    “What are you doing?" Alec asked the boy with a smile. He wanted Crinnan to have fun and be excited like the others, it pained him to see the boy looking so sad, “Everyone else is practicing in the yard." 
 
    “Leave me alone," that was all Alec got in return. He did not understand Crinnan's reaction; how could he be so cold? Alec was used to being liked and did not fully know how to respond to the strange behavior. 
 
    “Why?" Alec asked the lonely child, “That is not fun." 
 
    “I don’t care," Crinnan turned his head away from Alec. Alec opened his mouth to talk but could not find any words. He wanted to get through to Crinnan but did not know how to talk to a sad boy. Finally, he walked over to Crinnan’s side. 
 
    “What are you doing?" Alec asked again, forcing himself into Crinnan’s direct line of sight. 
 
    “Leave me alone!" Crinnan yelled, lashing out to hit Alec. Alec jumped back and Crinnan swiped at the air. 
 
    “You’re not going to make any friends like that!" Alec yelled back at him, “You can’t even hit right!” 
 
    “I don’t want to be friends with you!" Crinnan shouted, “That thing on your face is weird!" he was talking about Alec’s visor. Alec reached up and ran his hand over his OEV, he felt hurt by Crinnan’s insult and his blood began to boil. 
 
    “Yeah well, you look like a girl!" That was the best he could come up with. It was enough though. Crinnan got to his feet and growled as he charged at Alec. Before they knew it, the two were on the ground, each wrestling to pin the other. Both of them were shouting and slapping, hoping the other would cry first. Alec remembered Crinnan punching him in the chest a couple of times and reaching up to pull off his visor. 
 
    “No!" Alec shouted as he scrambled free. He quickly got to his feet and stepped back out of Crinnan’s reach, “Don’t touch that!” 
 
    “Why?" Crinnan asked. He had not gotten up from the ground yet and rubbed his chin where Alec had hit him. 
 
    “Because without it I can’t see anything," Alec replied. He was upset and tried to fight back his tears. 
 
    “Why?" Crinnan asked as he stood up off the ground. He took a few harmless steps toward Alec to look closer at the OEV. 
 
    “Because I am blind!" Alec shouted. He had become very distressed and it reflected in his voice, “And if you pull it off then you might break it! These are very expensive and… my dad said he wouldn’t buy me another one if this one breaks!" Alec grabbed each side of his OEV and held it tight, hoping to protect it from Crinnan.   
 
    “Sorry then," Crinnan relented as he wiped a smear of blood from his lip. He stood and kicked up a cloud of dust and shoved his hands into his pockets, “You should have told me." 
 
    “It’s okay," Alec said, easily forgiving the boy he had just scuffled with, “Just never touch it." 
 
    “Okay," Crinnan replied. He walked back over to the shady spot he had previously sat at and plopped back down. Alec watched him for a moment before walking over to join him. 
 
    “What?" Crinnan asked without looking up. 
 
    Alec knelt down next to him, “I was just thinking that we could still be friends if you want." Getting to his eye level in the same way his father used to do to him. “I do not know anyone here, you probably do not either; we could keep each other company." 
 
    “Fine." Crinnan never met his eyes, “Just don’t punch me in the mouth again." 
 
    “Okay," Alec said as he sat down in the grass. The two sat for hours lost in thought before either spoke again. 
 
    The door shut behind him, thrusting Alec out of his reminiscence. He turned his head to see Elia approach him with a warm smile. 
 
    “So you got stuck with me again?" she beamed with a pleased tone.  
 
    Alec wrapped his arms around her and the two smiled. “I think we work pretty well together," he motioned for her to take a seat, “I charge into battle and you heal all the bad stuff that happens to me. It works out great!" she laughed and the two sat down. 
 
    Ever since Crinnan had died, Alec had seen less and less of Elia. Her form of grieving seemed to be retreating to her own secret place and being left alone. When the opportunity arose for Alec to see her, she hid behind a smile and pretended like nothing was wrong. Alec left it alone; he knew that it would be a fight if he said anything about it. 
 
    Alec met Elia around the same time that he met Crinnan. He remembered the two of them were eating lunch in the cafeteria when he spotted her. She stood about four feet tall and had a messy mane of thick brown hair and looked very shy. 
 
    “Who’s that?" Alec asked Crinnan with a hint of surprise in his voice. He pointed across the cafeteria but Crinnan did not bother to look up from his tray and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t know," he replied with a mouth full of food and an interest level of zero. 
 
    “You did not even look!" Alec snorted, annoyed that his bestest best friend wouldn’t pay attention, “She’s pretty. Should I go see if she wants to eat with us?" 
 
    “She’s a girl,” Crinnan replied, “My mom told me that girls cause problems." 
 
    Alec looked down at his tray and gently grabbed the little square of cake that the lunch lady had put on it. He had looked forward to eating it but he thought it would make the perfect gift for his new potential friend.   
 
    “I’m going to go talk to her," he announced as he got up from the table. Crinnan silently nodded his head and continued stuffing his face. 
 
    As he walked to the table at the end of the room, Alec wondered what he was going to say. He had never really talked to a girl before but he was not about to leave someone to sit by themselves, that was just not who he was. At his age, he had not yet realized he had such compassionate qualities. He merely thought that he was trying to find friends. 
 
    “Hi," Alec said as he stopped in front of the pretty girl. She quickly looked up at him, startled that someone was talking to her. 
 
    “H… hello," Elia replied. She immediately tried to straighten out her hair and looked around nervously. 
 
    “I thought you would want this," Alec said, handing the cake over to her. It had crumbled in his hand a bit and a small piece of it fell to the floor. She looked down at it with a confused look on her face but forced a smile, if not for Alec’s sake. 
 
    “Oh," she said as she poked the cake with a fork, “Thank you." Elia pulled the fork away, and Alec put the ruined cake square down on the tray in front of her as he took a seat across from her. 
 
    “So are you scared of this place?" he asked. “I was scared when I first got here but after I started making friends it became a little easier." 
 
    “No, I am not scared. I just do not know anybody." She looked around with eyes that darted from table to table a nervous stabbing of her fork seemed to coincide with her eye movement. 
 
    “You talk so proper," Alec noticed, “Is your father a lord too?” 
 
    Elia shook her head and her gaze returned to her lunch tray, “My daddy died. But he used to be a commander when he was alive. I think my mommy sent me here to be rid of me." 
 
    “My dad is one too," Alec told her, happy that the two had something in common, “A Commander I mean. I’m… I mean I am from Baluuck.” 
 
    “I am from Exgrane," Elia nervously replied, “My mommy says that my daddy died there trying to make it our home. That is where my other sisters are right now," 
 
    “Do you have any brothers?” 
 
    “No," Elia sighed heavily, it was obviously a sore subject, “That is why I was sent here. My big brother was killed and so my mommy sent me here."  
 
    Alec did not know what to say as he had never experienced death before. After a brief pause, he attempted to reassure her, “It will be okay, I am not your brother but I will be your friend. Crinnan back there will be your friend too." Alec turned around in his chair and pointed at the long-haired recluse at the table behind them, “See him? He is the one who kind of looks like a girl. He does not smile much and he whines a lot but he is a good friend.". 
 
    “My friends?" Elia looked back down at her food. The only friends she had ever had were her sisters back in Exgrane and she was not used to playing with boys. She knew she did not want to be rude though so she reluctantly nodded her head. 
 
    “Then you should come sit with us." Alec smiled and grabbed her hand as the two stood, “Follow me." 
 
    The door opened and a couple more knights walked in. Alec turned his head to see a dark-haired Elf named Van Dierlok and a blonde-haired Faire named Oscar Kelso approach him. 
 
    “Flinn,” Kelso put his hands-on Alec’s shoulders and began to massage, “Where in Duraan are you taking us?” 
 
    “Take a seat, Kelso," Bran commanded, “You’ll be briefed when the others get here." 
 
    “Yes, sir." Kelso rounded the table and took a seat at his spot. It was on the side of the table to the right of where Alec and Elia were sitting. 
 
    Oscar Kelso and Van Dierlok were among the last recruits of Century squad that had earned their place based on merit rather than training. Before Alec arrived, they were the rookies; Kelso and a few others had made it a point to make things difficult for the new guys. Alec had been a good sport about it all and took the criticism and jokes at his expense smoothly. Crinnan, on the other hand, ended up punching Kelso in the jaw one evening and quickly got his ass beat by Mantan and Ryban. It was not uncommon behavior for him to escalate things like that. 
 
    The final two knights in Alec’s team showed up and took their seats shortly after Kelso and Dierlok. Their names were Stevill Flox and Mantan Matalo. Stevill was one of Century Squad’s two sharpshooters; he was a silent Elf who did not give anyone a chance to get to know him. He wasn’t like Crinnan in the fact that he had a bad attitude; he simply kept to himself and rarely spoke. 
 
    Matalo was one of Kelso's good friends and the squad’s demolition expert. He was a crude, chubby half-blood elf who laughed at virtually everything and bullied everyone around him. He was in general not pleasant to be around, though he was a very good soldier and excelled in the destruction of anything that got in his way. 
 
    “Glad to see everyone," Bran declared as Matalo took his seat, “I’ll get straight to the details of the mission as I’m expecting y’all to get going immediately." Matalo groaned and Bran shot him a look, “Got somethin’ better to do?" he asked him. 
 
    “No sir," Matalo enthusiastically replied, “Just ain’t gonna have time to fuck my wife before I go, that’s all. Hell, I won’t even have time to fuck Kelso’s mom." 
 
    “Probably best that you do not reproduce," Bran jabbed. Everyone laughed except Flox who silently slouched in his chair, “Anyway, you were all selected here to retrieve Crinnan and Jeph’s replacements."  
 
    Alec did not like that word; it caused him to stir in his seat. In his mind, he did not see anything replacing Crinnan. 
 
    “Crinnan’s replacement, a young half-blood Elf of nineteen years also happens to be his little brother," Bran continued. “Jeph’s replacement is a Vampre named Jymantius Thyms. They are currently at Base 11 in Kamlot. Now many of you may have recently heard about the Marauder attacks in the wastes between here and Kamlot. Apparently, they’re getting organized under someone they call their king." 
 
    Matalo looked at Kelso and gave a kind of sarcastic “big deal” expression.  
 
    Bran continued, “They’ve been shootin’ our birds outta the skies so we’re gonna stay on the safe side and have y’all take a train the whole way. You will board south of here at Empyr Station and travel to Canrom City. From there you will take the train west to Kamlot. You will get off in the town of Temple where our contact will meet with you and escort you to Base 11. Y’all will be traveling in civilian clothes and I've got your identification Cards and back stories here just in case any of you are questioned or stopped. Are there any questions?” 
 
    “No weapons?" Matalo asked, looking around to see if anyone shared his concern. 
 
    “Correct," Bran replied, “This is not a combat mission if the need to protect yourself arises then you will probably fail the mission." 
 
    “Who will be our contact in Temple?" Alec asked. 
 
    “Sir Dariz Hunt," Bran replied, “He left alone a few days ago and has already reported in." 
 
    “Very good,” Alec nodded his head, “Will we be in communication with Century Squad during this mission?” 
 
    “You will," Bran nodded, “Emerald will be in contact with you through a communicator that I’ll supply. You’ll report in at every stop and waypoint." Bran looked around at everyone else, “Are there any more questions?" Everyone was silent and Bran nodded his head, “Then you have an hour to prepare. Once you’re dressed and packed meet in the hangar and we’ll get you on your way to Empyr. Dismissed." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Crinnan XIII 
 
    The First Hell 
 
      
 
    Crinnan and Ander stepped out of the swirling portal and found themselves standing in the second level of the Hells. The sky was black and unending just like in the previous one but the ground was no longer ablaze. It was gray, dry, cracked and rivers of lava streaked across the landscape. Strange gnarled red leafless trees grew from the ground and twisted toward the sky, weird plants grew from the ground their leaves were black and it looked like they were bleeding. Visibility was dim but Crinnan was still able to see sufficiently. 
 
    “The second level," Ander announced as the two stepped through, “I declare, ‘tis been an age since I last stepped foot upon these wretched grounds. Be wary for the plants are alive and their only desire is to rip the flesh from your body," 
 
    “You’ve been here?" Crinnan asked as his eyes moved from the landscape to his companion, “How did you get here last time?” 
 
    “We prisoners are on occasion moved from level to level," Ander explained as the two took their first steps in the new land, “It gives the demons, or the players, a sort of revolving challenge and selection. Whilst there are many prisoners who have understandably and apathetically succumbed to the very fact that their fates are sealed, there remains a strong number very much like myself who still try to hide or run." 
 
    “What’s the point of that?" The very idea sounded like a waste of time to  
 
    Crinnan, “Hiding, running? It seems these demons cannot really be bested. Well, except by me." 
 
    “‘Tis the truth," Ander declared, “That is, twas the truth until you came along. I feel you will bring salvation to we who so strongly yearn for it. You, Crinnan, may be the savior we have waited for." 
 
    “Who knows?" Crinnan rolled his eyes and stepped forward. That most certainly was not what he was trying to accomplish. While he understood that there were a great deal of people hurting in the Hells, he felt that there was nothing he could do for them. All he wanted was to get himself out of here, "I kind of want to find some armor and boots, to be honest." 
 
    “Humble in your own way as well," Ander commented on the fact that Crinnan ignored the idea altogether, “Befitting of a savior." 
 
    “Whatever you say," Crinnan dismissed Ander and scanned the area, eager to find the equipment he desired. He was sick of being unprotected; he didn’t want to endure any more hooks like BygDyk’s, “I need to find a demon my size." 
 
    Crinnan walked for a moment and Ander followed closely behind. The duo drudged over the crumbled ground speaking minimally, which was exactly how Crinnan preferred it. Crinnan watched as other prisoners scurried about, some were naked like he was, others wore ill-fitting rags. They all wore exhausted expressions with large fear-filled eyes. They looked emaciated and walked keeled over with their hands hugging their stomachs. None looked happy, none except for Ander. 
 
    “They are hiding," Ander pointed out, “Or simply cowering in fear, awaiting the inevitable. It would seem that a demon is coming." 
 
    “Good," Crinnan replied. He was eager to find someone to kill and readily accepted the chance to slaughter one of them, “Let him come.” 
 
    “Be wary," Ander cautioned, “The demons that come here regularly are formidable fighters. They may not be brought down as easily as you anticipate." 
 
    “They are formidable butchers," Crinnan corrected Ander, “I am a masterful fighter. They only look intimidating; they have no real skill." He looked around the area, hoping to see the demon that was nearby. Having killed three already he felt confident in his abilities; it was like killing Marauders in the Canruusi Wastes. As long as he didn’t come across another yeti or similar large monster, he felt like he was going to be fine. He drummed his fingers over his sword handle as he waited. 
 
    “Who were you before you oh so, unfortunately, found yourself here?" Ander asked as the two walked, “Back in life." 
 
    “I told you already," Crinnan bluntly answered, uninterested in the conversation. 
 
    “You mentioned Black Knight, yes," Ander conceded, “However I am inquiring as to you; your hobbies, relationships. Did you have any children or a wife?” 
 
    “No," Crinnan answered as he peered off into the distance. 
 
    “Indeed," Ander murmured as he sensed Crinnan’s lack of enthusiasm about their conversation, “So no hobbies, surely you did something to pass the time?” 
 
    “I do not know," Crinnan replied, “I slept a lot." 
 
    “Sleep… that was one thing I rarely did in life," Ander reflected as he tried to keep the conversation going, “‘Tis true, after all, what they say about scientific innovation," Ander looked to Crinnan for a response but received none. He rolled his eyes impatiently and continued, “Progress is built on the dreams of the sleepless." 
 
    “Up there," Crinnan nearly shouted as he pointed in the distance, “I see one." 
 
    “Lovely chatting with you then. I do believe that it is in my best interest to remain here," Ander planted his feet, “For I haven’t the faintest of desires to interact with another demon." 
 
    “Good," Crinnan ran ahead, “Keep watch, let me know if any more come." 
 
    “Of course!" Ander shouted back as Crinnan ran away. 
 
    Crinnan eagerly approached where the demon was flying, his sword was held firmly in his hand and he was ready to strike. The demon appeared to stand only a few inches taller than Crinnan and wasn’t as horribly disfigured as some of the other demons Crinnan had encountered thus far; he appeared very much humanoid in shape, except for his wings. Crinnan intended to get the armor from this one. They were some ridiculously ornate shining black armor that would only get in the way in the real world. Crinnan also saw that the demon carried a heavy looking blade that was nearly six feet long, it was something so massive that it looked like a Gaian would even have trouble wielding it with much efficiency. Crinnan felt like the demon was an idiot for selecting such unconventional equipment. 
 
    Crinnan slowed his run just as the demon swooped down and crashed the blade of his sword through a prisoner who was laying on the ground. The sword bisected the poor being, causing him to scream in terror and pain. Crinnan watched the demon lift the sword back up. The prisoner’s entrails stuck to the sides of the blade, and the demon silently turned around to face Crinnan. 
 
    “Who are you?" the winged one demanded, his voice muffled from behind his black horned mask, “Where did you come from?” He paused as if he were reading something and let out an inquisitive groan, “You are… interesting. Are you a player or a prisoner?” 
 
    “What does it matter?" Crinnan asked as he aimed the point of his sword at the winged demon, “You’ll be dead in a few moments anyway." 
 
    “A level five Warrior in simple clothing is challenging me?" the bemused demon snorted with a hollow voice, “You think you can leave a scratch with that little toy of a sword? 
 
    Crinnan examined the demon and searched for a weak point. He saw a spot of cloth at the demon’s elbows and a bare spot under his chin where his gorget and helmet did not quite meet. Crinnan hoped the physics of the Hells matched those of the real world and spun his sword in his hand. He was ready. 
 
    “Just shut up." Crinnan closed the gap between himself and his enemy quickly. The demon barely had time to react as Crinnan swung his sword. He cut through the unarmored portion of the demon’s right elbow, rendering the limb useless. The demon jerked back, looked down at his dangling arm and screamed. 
 
    “What are you!" He cried as he raised his left arm to stop Crinnan, “This makes no sense!” 
 
    Crinnan swung his sword again and the demon’s wings flapped wildly as he leaped back and avoided the attack. 
 
    “Fuck you and your weird ass wings!" Crinnan growled as he lunged forward again. The demon swiped at Crinnan with its only remaining hand, but Crinnan batted it away with his sword. He ducked and slammed his leg into the grounded demon’s ankles, further surprising him and knocking him backward. 
 
    “Help!" the demon shouted as if he were calling out to someone nearby, “PVP in a PVE zone! I’m under attack!” 
 
    “Quiet," Crinnan growled. He thrust the point of his blade through the opening under the demon’s mask. The demon’s body clenched and he choked a bit as Crinnan pulled the weapon away. He gasped and gargled for a moment as blood leaked from the sides of his mask. 
 
    “Quite impressive swordplay," Ander observed as he approached and knelt next to Crinnan and the lifeless body, “‘Tis great fortune that you two appear nearly the same size as well." 
 
    “Lucky me," Crinnan quipped as he quickly went to work pulling off the demon’s boots, “Give me a hand?" 
 
    “Surely you do not mean by undressing him?" Ander seemed disgusted by the request. 
 
    “Yeah, by undressing him,” Crinnan was not about to put up with any whining from Ander, “I saved your fucking life or whatever it is we have here, if you want to keep following me around, then do what I say. Is that too much to ask, or does that embarrass you too much?” 
 
    “I suppose you present a fair point," Ander relented as he unbuckled the extravagant leg armor and set it aside, “What do you plan on doing with me when we reach the end?” 
 
    Crinnan stopped his task momentarily and sighed, “What are you talking about? I don’t even know what I am doing with myself right now, let alone somebody else." 
 
    “‘Tis a trait that demands great admiration," Ander sang as he unclasped and removed the demon’s belt. “The ability to speak from the heart. You certainly do not leave your intentions up to the imagination." 
 
    Crinnan rolled his eyes as he sat down and pulled the demon’s black socks and boots on. He was relieved to see that neither of them disappeared when he touched them. As he laced them, Ander tossed the demon’s sleeveless gambeson in front of Crinnan. 
 
    “I do not believe you will be wanting this," Ander commented as he held the blood-dripping mask between two fingers, “It seems to have become a mess of blood and brains." 
 
    “I don’t need it," Crinnan shook his head as he gave the demon’s head a kick, “Masks are for losers." 
 
    “Very well," Ander kicked the demon’s head and gasped in pain as he did. He groaned and shook his head with frustration. 
 
    “If only I had the ability to fight as you do," he lamented, “Then perhaps I could be of more assistance on our quest." 
 
    “If only." Crinnan sneered at his companion. He wished he would shut up. 
 
    Crinnan signaled for Ander to help him with the cuirass. He held the breastplate steady as Ander lined up the backplate and tightened the straps on Crinnan’s sides. Crinnan slid the pauldrons and vambraces into place and after a moment of consideration, removed the pauldrons and tossed them to the side. They were much too big and ridiculous for him to ever imagine using in a combat situation. 
 
    “I think that is all," he snorted at the stupidly giant sword on the ground, “I definitely will not have any use for that piece of junk." 
 
    “Look at you." Crinnan tensed as Sage’s voice suddenly rang in his head, “Why I should say you have transformed into a veritable demon killer, or rather you now look the part of one." 
 
    “Hi," Crinnan grunted with frustration tinging his voice. He noted the look of confusion on Ander’s face, “Thanks for finally coming back. What has it been? Three days?” 
 
    “Something like that… How goes the fight? I see you have made it to the Second Hell." 
 
    “I have," Crinnan replied, “Me and... Ander," 
 
    “Ander?" Sage repeated, “You mean that prisoner entity that I am seeing next to you?” 
 
    “Yes. Can you see him?” 
 
    “I can only see his data," Sage replied, “I cannot actually see him," 
 
    “Who are you talking to?" Ander interjected, “I do believe that I am the only one here." 
 
    Crinnan rolled his eyes and looked at Ander, “You would not understand. It is someone from back home." 
 
    “Someone from Duraan?" Ander repeated with a hint of curiosity in his voice, “Who?” 
 
    “Nobody you would know dammit," Crinnan snapped, “Mind your own business." 
 
    “What is he saying?" Sage asked. 
 
    “He is asking who you are," Crinnan replied as he looked at Ander from the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Well I should say that sounds like a natural response," Sage replied in a ho-hum tone, “What was his name again?” 
 
    “What is your name?" Crinnan looked over at Ander. “The long Ancient one?” 
 
    “Frema’Ander din Lecaaste," 
 
    “It is Frema’Ander din Lecaaste," Crinnan relayed to his faceless benefactor, “He is from Ancient times. He said he worked on the Afterscape development team." 
 
    “That is… way too convenient I should say," Sage reflected after a moment of silence, “Do you believe he can be trusted?” 
 
    “I guess so," Crinnan replied. 
 
    “If you are certain then Lucaas and I will work on cracking his encryption and granting him player access as well. An intelligent Ancient may be of use to you, though I do wish I had access to the Ancient NPin directory so I could pull up his file." 
 
    “I think he is saying he is going to give you the ability to fight," Crinnan looked at Ander, “Congratulations." 
 
    “Magnificent!" Ander shouted with glee, “What a fortuitous turn of events! Once I am able to restore my connection with the NaNe you will find that I am truly a valuable asset. Perhaps, and of course in my own humble opinion, the most valuable. We will certainly be able to blast our way out of here, leaving naught but a trail of destruction in our wake as we find our way back to freedom!” 
 
    Crinnan stood silently and stared with bewilderment at the overly verbose entity for a good moment before he spoke again.  
 
    “Good," he sighed as he turned away. Ander triggered his anxiety, not because he was a fearsome being but because Crinnan simply did not know how to properly communicate with him. 
 
    “So what do I need to do now?" he asked Sage. 
 
    “Get to level three," Sage answered, “Lucaas and I are not only working on empowering Ander to help you, but also locating a suitable spot in the seventh level to break you out. We have been monitoring the chat channels. The last demon you killed called for help before he died, it would appear that his friends are on their way to you now." 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Four. I see two magic users and two warriors. They will be there momentarily." 
 
    “How soon will Ander be ready?" Crinnan asked. 
 
    “Hopefully by the time they get there," Sage replied, “Curses… Kill demons and monsters, get to the third level of the Hells and we will nearly be halfway there. We have to go now. Hopefully, you will have descended by the time we speak again," at that, Sage’s channel closed and Crinnan was left with Ander. 
 
    “We have four demons inbound," Crinnan informed him, “Sage is working on getting you combat ready so just hold tight." 
 
    “His name is... Sage?" A look of contemplation spread over his mustached face. Crinnan did not know whether that was a good or a bad thing. 
 
    “It is," Crinnan replied. “Do you... know him?” 
 
    “Maybe," Ander reflected with a shrug of his shoulders, “I have met many people in my time, though very few Sages. Perhaps if I were to speak to him…" Ander shook his head and smiled, “No sense worrying about that now. Command me, what shall I do whilst I wait for my powers?” 
 
    “Hide," Crinnan instructed, pointing to a red-tree covered hill behind them, “When you are certain that you are able to fight come out and help me." 
 
    “Very well," Ander nodded. He reached out and gave Crinnan’s armored arm a light squeeze, “Best of luck my friend." at that he turned and ran toward the cluster of gnarled trees. 
 
    After Ander had gone, Crinnan quickly surveyed the area and listened for the demons. At the moment he heard and saw nothing so all he could do was wait. He thrust the point of his sword into the ground so that it stood on its own and took a seat. With his forearms resting on his knees, he kept watch in all directions. 
 
    As Crinnan sat and waited, he thought again of his mother and his friends, mostly Alec and Elia, and hoped they were all well. He thought of the life he had lived and how he looked forward to resuming living it. Most of all he pondered on the Hells, of what they were and of how Sage had explained them. He thought of how so many innocent people were being tortured there by the Empire that he hated so much and of how it was all just a game to them. He thought of the days that had passed, the walking he had done and of how much longer it would take him to get out. Finally, amid his thoughts, he saw the demons approaching. 
 
    In the distance were four people, each equipped differently. One looked to be an Elf; he wore thick heavy armor and carried a large sword that was very much like the previous demon’s. Another appeared more demon-like, he had black glowing wings and a barbed tail. He wore lighter armor with a regular sized sword in each hand. The other two, the mages as they were called, seemed to float about a foot off the ground and each of them wore hooded robes and their hands pulsed red. What Crinnan was drawn to the most, was that the demon in heavy armor held one end of a chain in his left hand and on the other end of that chain was what looked like a She-Elf. She was a prisoner, and she struggled to keep pace. 
 
    Crinnan stood up and dusted his pants off. He watched the demons and noticed that they had seen him so he pulled the sword from the ground and took a step forward. 
 
    “You are wearing Lemry’s armor," the horned demon hissed as Crinnan approached, “What does this mean?” 
 
    “It means I killed him," Crinnan pointed his thumb behind him, “His body is back there if you want to look." 
 
    “How could you kill him?" one of the mages seethed with a perplexed and angry tone, “You prisoners can do no such thing." 
 
    “Clearly," Crinnan smirked at his own sarcasm and spun his sword in his hand, “I guess I am going to not-kill you guys now." 
 
    The demons all looked at each other and then to Crinnan, “This should be interesting," the heavily armored Elf commented. He pulled a knife from his belt and shoved it through one of the links in the chain that held the she-Elf, pinning it to the ground. Crinnan watched the staggering female collapse; he imagined it had been her first moment of rest in a long time. He looked at her and saw her eyes piercing him. 
 
    “You like her?” the horned demon taunted, smiling at the others, “I see you eyeing her. We’ve been taking turns with her for days. She’s a precious little thing, ain’t she boy?” 
 
    “Fuck off," Crinnan was repulsed. He pointed his sword at the horned demon and took a step forward, “You are a damned monster." 
 
    “It’s awesome," one of the mages said excitedly, looking around at the others, “She thinks she doesn’t enjoy it but we always convince her otherwise."  
 
    Crinnan felt his blood begin to boil. The injustice, the pure and utter pain that was being dealt to the she-Elf put him in a rage. He did not know who she was or why she was in the Hells but he felt personally obligated to save her. 
 
    “Enough!" Crinnan stepped forward with his sword held tightly in his hand, “It is time for you all to die!" at that, he charged forward. 
 
    One of the mages hurled a blast of fire at him, Crinnan quickly sidestepped and it crashed into the ground where he stood sending dirt in all directions. The other mage launched a barrage of smaller fireballs at him, Crinnan dodged all but one. The ball hit him in the shoulder sending a burning sensation all through his free arm. He grunted and slowed down for a split second but willed himself forward and quickly closed the gap between them. 
 
    The first mage took the point of Crinnan’s sword through his face. Crinnan roared and tore the blade through the side of his head, planting it into the arm of the horned demon. As the mage fell to the ground, the demon roared in pain and dropped one of his swords, swinging the other at Crinnan. The sword bounced off of Crinnaan’s vambrace and Crinnan ducked and scooped up the demon’s dropped weapon, leaving his old one embedded in its arm. 
 
    “Get him!" the heavily armored one ordered, “Cut his fucking head off!” 
 
    Crinnan stepped back. The mage was on his right, the horned demon in the middle and the heavily armored one was to his left. The armored one swung its massive sword in a chopping motion. Crinnan leaped out of the way and drove his sword to the right into the chest of the mage. The mage fell backward, coughing up blood and Crinnan charged forward toward the horned demon. 
 
    “Die!" the demon shouted as he swiped at Crinnan with his only remaining weapon. Crinnan spun out of the way, took hold of the sword embedded in the demon’s arm and ripped it free. The horned demon reeled back and roared in pain giving Crinnan the opening he needed for a swift cut through his neck, relieving him of his head. As the headless demon and the second mage fell to the ground, Crinnan spun his own sword in his hand and tossed the winged demon’s aside as he turned to face the final demon. 
 
    “I’m going to not-kill the fuck out of you," Crinnan growled as he paced around the demon, “You fucking piece of Govian rapist shit." 
 
    “How…" the flabbergasted demon gasped, looking back and forth from his dead friends to Crinnan, “How did you do that." The voices of his friends could be heard wailing with pain and confusion around him as they realized they were locked in the Hells. This only exacerbated his fear.  
 
    “I am a Centurion!" Crinnan snarled as his rage boiled to the surface, “I could do that to you a hundred times. Show me your sword!” 
 
    The demon trembled and reluctantly readied his massive weapon. Crinnan could sense his fear, it was like candy to him. He savored the fact that he was about to slaughter the disgusting being, relished in the idea that he would never again be able to harm another. Crinnan licked his lips just as the demon suddenly burst into flames. 
 
    “What the fuck?" Crinnan groaned as he angrily threw his hands up in the air. As he turned around, he watched as Ander approached, floating in the air like the demon mages had before and hurling another blast at the demon. 
 
    “Die you insolent swine!" he bellowed, his mustache twitching as he soared forward. He shot his open hand out toward the demon and balled it into a fist. Crinnan watched in amazement as the demon screamed and rose into the air, his flaming body flailing about as it did so. 
 
    “Your weak body will sear in the armor you hoped would protect you! The armor… the very image that has been the horror of so many," Gone was the timid Ander, who now laughed maniacally and grit his teeth together. He was drunk with power and playing at the demon’s expense. “I am the new horror; my power has been restored. I am your doom, your condemnation. I am…" he paused and looked over at Crinnan, ‘I am Ander!” 
 
    At that, the armored demon’s body burst in an explosion of red and flew all directions. His entrails rained down on Crinnan and the prisoner, and pieces of his armor flew in everywhere causing small explosions of dirt and dust as they landed. One piece of shrapnel caught Crinnan in the leg and he gasped and quickly ripped it out. Ander’s laughing did not cease until a good moment had passed and it turned into an almost orgasmic moan. Crinnan watched him lick the tips of his teeth and eventually he calmed down. 
 
    “That was obnoxious," Crinnan was disgusted, not by the blood and guts of the gruesome execution, but by the nasty almost sexual sounding noise that Ander made after the demon had burst. He looked at Ander and pointed his sword at him, “Stay here, and do not steal my kill again." Crinnan hurried over to the chained female prisoner who had sat up and watched everything. 
 
    “You…” He announced when he finally got a good look at her. He couldn’t believe his eyes… he knew her.  
 
    Her body was thin, yet muscularly toned. She had a lightly tanned skin color, brown eyes, and shoulder length dirty blonde hair. As Crinnan approached, she pushed herself up off the ground and stood on her feet, revealing that she was only slightly shorter than he was. Her rags were ripped and frayed, and her body was bruised and scratched but she held her head up and met Crinnan’s eye. 
 
    Crinnan had only met her once in the real world and it was many years prior but it had been a very memorable occasion. They were only teenagers when they fought side by side in the Kamlotian civil wars and even though it had been brief, it was a summer that Crinnan had never forgotten. 
 
    Back in the real world, she had been a fierce fighter in combat and a very strong-willed commander. As the eldest child of noble parents, Commander Dorax Emmal and the late Lady Mariska, she had within the past couple of years been elevated to the Vice-Commander position. Many people thought it a foolish move to put someone so young in such a place of power, but she quickly proved herself worthy of the honor. 
 
    They had only spent a few days together, but the raw attraction and undeniable feelings of teenage love that they had harbored and experienced had become a permanently imprinted memory in Crinnan’s mind. When he thought about it, he did so warmly and remembered her as she had been during that summer; beautiful, fierce, and kind of annoying. Crinnan, on the other hand, had been awkward and angry. He recalled the wispy mustache that grew in during his deployment there and shuddered with embarrassment. 
 
    The knights each of them served were slain in an ambush that they as squires had only barely escaped. They ran into the woods together, pursued by their enemies, and found themselves lost in enemy territory. They had no communicators or ways to reach their friends, only the swords at their sides and each other. 
 
    For the next five days, the two teens survived only by depending on each other. At first, Crinnan had kept silent and ignored the beautiful girl. It was not because he disliked her, but because he found himself attracted to her and the only way he really knew how to behave was to be a whiny asshole. Eventually, though, she broke him. When she had finally found a way to make him laugh, he crumbled in her hands and it all eventually culminated into their first kiss. 
 
    Crinnan fondly remembered the feeling of young love, infatuation… he never wanted to let her go but as they fought their way through the wildlands of Kamlot, they eventually found their way home. Crinnan remembered their final embrace and the promise he made her before they were whisked away to their respective home bases. 
 
    “I will find you.” He remembered promising with one last kiss. As he was ushered into his transport, their eyes remained locked on each other until he disappeared in the sky. He never saw her again, not until he died and went to the Hells. 
 
    “You found me," she looked closely at the Black Knight and spoke with a relieved, yet serious tone. It broke him out of his reminiscence and as his eyes went into focus, he shook his head and couldn’t help but smile. His body tingled with warmth and he imagined he looked like an idiot, but he was too absent to care. Quickly, however, his smile faded and he was thrust back into reality. 
 
    “G… get down!” he screamed as he threw her to the ground. A demon suddenly appeared out of thin air from behind her. His head was covered in a red hood and in his hand, he had a long curved dagger. Quickly, he lunged forward and swung his blade. Crinnan deflected it with his sword, and the demon threw his fist into Crinnan’s mouth 
 
    “We have caught word of what you are doing, Centurion,” The demon seethed as Crinnan jumped backward, “You have killed multiple Govian citizens now… you are supposed to be dead.” 
 
    “Well surprise, mother fucker!” Crinnan growled as he darted forward again. He swung his sword and the Govian demon spun out of the way and planted a second blade into Crinnan’s shoulder. Crinnan wished he had equipped the fancy stupid pauldrons as he howled and stumbled away, though not losing his balance. 
 
    “You have been causing serious problems in the mainland,” The assassin said as he prepared his blades for another attack, “You have caught the eye of the Empire. We do not know what you are doing or how you are doing it, but I am here to stop it.” 
 
    “The only thing you’re stopping by being here is your ability to go home,” Crinnan retorted as he watched the Govian’s every move, “Come on, let’s end this.” 
 
    The Govian launched himself forward, blades at the ready and Crinnan threw his sword at him. The Govian, surprised by the attack, stopped just in time for Crinnan to tackle him to the ground.  
 
    “I am sick of you fuckers!” Crinnan shouted as he grabbed each of the Govian’s wrists. He shook the daggers free and headbutted the assassin square in the nose. With a yelp, the demon’s head slammed into the ground and Crinnan picked up one of his daggers. It vaporized in his hand and with a growl, he instead slammed his fist into the side of the Govian’s head.  
 
    “Stop!” The Govian pleaded, “You can’t…” Crinnan punched him in the head again and he gasped.  
 
    “Go to sleep!” Crinnan roared as he pounded relentlessly, “Close your fucking eyes!” Finally, the Assassin went unconscious and Crinnan hurried to fetch his sword. With it in hand, he approached the Govian and stood over him. 
 
    “Anyone listening?” He asked as he looked around, “If so, fuck you and your Empire. I’m Crinnan Fucking Jamiso and I’ll kill every last one of you if I have to!” At that, he swiped his blade and cut the Govian’s throat… briefly, he looked back at the girl he had saved and clenched his teeth. 
 
    “Nobody will ever touch her again!” He yelled as he wildly thrust the blade in and out of the Govian’s body, “Nobody!”  
 
    Blood splashed up onto him as he leveled up and the portal to the Third Hell opened. He ignored it and kept attacking the dead Govian. Finally, the girl ran up behind and grabbed Crinnan by the shoulders. He jerked in surprise and fell backward, knocking her to the ground. He spun around and braced himself from crushing her with his body. He found that she was looking right at him. 
 
    Crinnan returned her gaze and the remained motionless for a moment. He blinked and so did she, neither smiled, neither breathed. He reached up and gently touched her cheek, not believing what he was seeing. Suddenly, however, she shook her head and rattled them both back into reality. As he hurried off of her, Crinnan knelt down on one knee and lowered his head, as a soldier should have done in the presence of a Black Knight Commander. She stood and looked down at him, and he spoke, “I told you… that I would find you again…" 
 
    She reached down and placed her hand on the Centurion’s shoulder, beckoning him to stand. As he stood, he looked at her with a perplexed and almost awestruck expression and she sighed heavily, “Thank you Crinnan..." 
 
    “It was my duty, Vice-Commander Milinka. It is… great to see you again." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Sarasin VI 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    22:00 – Canrom City, Dauid's Tower 
 
      
 
    Sarasin rolled over and exhaled heavily; a mild moan accompanied her breath. She wiped the sweat from her brow and a handful of makeup came with it. Her red hair was tangled and she was out of breath, but she felt satisfied. His Imperial Prince Lazarus somehow managed to never leave her asking for more. 
 
    “Well done Bishop General Sarasin," the voice of her lover purred from the other side of her. He leaned up against her naked body, softly grinding against her and gently kissed her neck. His own body was also covered with sweat but it felt nice against hers. 
 
    For a moment she stopped and enjoyed the feeling of his heart beating against her back. For the first time that day she felt at peace, she heard nothing but her own thoughts, saw no ghost children... it was a perfect moment for her anxiety to creep up on her for she knew that after the sex, her peace would eventually fade. Unfortunately for her, the sex was over. 
 
    “Again!" she declared as she spun over to face him. She grabbed the back of his head and pressed her lips into his. Prince Lazarus laughed and kissed his lover but pulled back and as he ran his hand across her breasts shook his head. 
 
    “My Lady," his voice was powerful and demanded attention, yet kind and loving. He stared at her with eyes that made her feel comfortable and safe and touched her in a way that made her feel admired. It was all something that she was simply unable to truly feel about herself in her own company. 
 
    As she laid there, she quickly and nervously scanned the room to make sure the ghost children were not present. She saw no sign of them and sighed, her chest raising and lowering. The thought of them made her feel like she had gone insane. 
 
    She rolled over and looked at her lover. His long brown hair hung over his shoulders and down onto his delicious looking pectoral muscles. The eyeliner he wore had smeared from the sweat that had dripped down his forehead, and he reached up and wiped another bead away before it fell onto his face. As he brushed his hair back behind one of his pointed Elf ears, he smiled at her again. 
 
    He lustfully stared at her body with his dark eyes and moved his mouth to her breasts. She groaned and wrapped her arms around the back of his neck, holding his head in place. He reached his hand down to her thighs and she laughed and pulled away. 
 
    “I thought you said we were done," she giggled, pushing him off of her, “Now that I have thought about it, I do not think I can handle much more." 
 
    “I tend to have that effect on people," he said with his regal accentuation. He sat up and pulled her back over to him. She nestled herself into his side and sighed. He grabbed her right arm and pulled it into view. 
 
    “Some of these scars look fresh," he commented with a tone of worry, “I thought you said you had stopped."  
 
    She pulled her arm away and sat up straight, “Well you thought wrong," she spat, angry that he had seen them, “But I think I might be done for good now." 
 
    “Really now?" he asked with a doubtful tone. He looked at the scars again and gently turned her head toward his, “What has changed, my love?” 
 
    Sarasin looked away and considered whether it was a good time to tell him about Korros or not. She doubted a “good time” even existed. 
 
    He leaned over and turned her chin toward him. His eyes were serious, “What has changed, Sarasin?” 
 
    “I..." she found it difficult to get her thoughts out. She was about to admit to treason to a fellow Bishop General and Prince of the Govian Empire. She was fearful of his response, “I killed somebody today." she lowered her head in a defeated tone and began to cry. 
 
    “Well, we have all killed somebody, my love," Lazarus smiled, “Why, I too killed somebody just this morning. Whom did you kill?” 
 
    “High Priest Korros," she admitted, closing her eyes tight. Lazarus went silent. He let go of her chin and sighed softly to himself. 
 
    “I suppose you have good reason to have committed such a heinous crime?" He threw his legs over the side of the bed, “That is a significant charge. Korros is an important man. Do you realize how much money his program brings the Empire?” 
 
    “Yes," Sarasin nodded her head as tears continued to fall, “And I did have a good reason. He raped me many times when I was young and he murdered my baby. I had… I had to get revenge." 
 
    “Did he now?" Lazarus asked as he cleaned himself up and pulled his black leather pants on, “Do you sincerely believe that the courts would even hear your case? You were his relief vessel. I remember that very clearly from when he sent you to us so many years ago. It was his right as a member of the clergy to have a relief vessel to keep him free from temptation. He committed no crime, Sarasin." 
 
    “I know," Sarasin sobbed. She wiped her eyes with her hands as she wept, “The Empire undoubtedly loves him more than I. I know I would be found guilty in an instant. I… I do not regret what I did but I..." 
 
    “It would not hold up in court," Lazarus reflected as he walked over to the window and peered out into the city below, “There is no chance for you there. A relief vessel cannot be “raped”. You would quickly be sentenced and either put to death or thrown into prison. Unless of course, you had a pardon from my father, and even if I asked him, he would tell me he set up the court system for a reason. He would say that he was not going to lower himself to the position of the courts to settle such trivial matters and that if he did so it would negate the powers he put into place. At least that is how he sees it in his eyes." 
 
    “What should I do then?" Sarasin asked fearfully. She crawled to the edge of the bed and stared at Lazarus, hoping against hope that he would have an answer for her. It made her nervous that Lazarus had not immediately jumped to help her. He stood silently for a moment and after lighting a cigarette, he turned and looked at her with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “I will dispatch a special team to retrieve all the security data recorded from the temple," he explained, pausing only to exhale a plume of smoke, “They will say it is for the investigation of Korros' murder. Who can account for you being there on that day?” 
 
    “Um..." Sarasin thought, “Two Brothers of the Severed Tongue. I revealed my identity to them." 
 
    “Provide me with a time and I will see to it that they are put to death," Lazarus commanded, “Or would you prefer they be sent to the West?” He pondered the situation as he took another drag of his cigarette. 
 
    “Do what you must," Sarasin sighed as she pulled her shirt over her head. She knew the monks did not deserve to die but she valued her own life over theirs. She hated that she was forced to decide whose lives were more important seemingly on a daily basis. “Thank you, my Prince." 
 
    “Anything for you my love," he grinned, “Remember, we are to wed soon enough, I cannot let anything get in our way. You will bear the Emperor’s grandson; you will be the next Imperial Princess, nothing will divide us. For now, though, leave all this in my hands. You must hurry and get to your own room, for we have an important day tomorrow. During my speech, I will address the situation and your witnesses will be executed. This will all blow over… for you at least." 
 
    Sarasin walked over to Lazarus and kissed him. She wrapped her arms around her betrothed and rested her head on his shoulder, “I really love you." She smiled at her Prince.  
 
    He pulled her into him and held her gently, “I love you too Sarasin. Now hurry on home and I shall see you at tomorrow’s festivities… remember, forget it all. It will be handled." 
 
    After she dressed and the door closed behind her, Lazarus sighed and took a seat in a chair next to the windows. As he put his spent cigarette out in an old glass of wine that sat on a table to his right, he placed another one between his lips and lit it with his NaNe powers. He breathed in the smoke and closed his eyes, contemplating the situation he found himself in. Finally, he smiled with delight at how perfectly everything was about to unfold for him. 
 
    “See you tomorrow, my love," he laughed softly to himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The city, or more precisely the Governor Elkmaan Treyodees, had chosen to house Sarasin on a mid-floor suite of Dauid's tower. Apparently, the penthouse was actually owned by Prince Lazarus. Another of the VIPs, Supreme Father Eckhart, chose to stay on the ground floor. He apparently disliked elevators for some reason. 
 
    Many dignitaries had gathered in the city for an annual rally called The Ramliaan Advent. It was more-or-less a festival designed around building hype, patriotism, and allegiance. The dignitaries took turns speaking, telling of their great works and upcoming plans and goals. The citizens all celebrated the speakers and of course, they had their favorites. Sarasin was quickly growing in favor and had her own devoted following. 
 
    She did not mind her accommodations. In fact, she rather liked her suite. She had stayed there many times throughout the years and Prince Lazarus had seen to it that it was exclusively hers so she made it as much like home as she could. 
 
    Sighing, she stood before the door to her room and stared at it for a moment. Her mind shot back to standing before the doors of the temple that morning, of seeing her own image in the waxed and polished wood. The sight of her image on her childhood temple of horrors made her shudder and she quickly willed the thought away. She reached out to touch the security lock and suddenly felt that she was not alone. She turned around and saw the ghost children behind her. 
 
    “Hello mother," Eliss beamed. Sarasin pursed her lips together with frustration and quickly turned back toward the door. She reached her hand toward the lock but Little Sarasin quickly grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “You are a fucking fool," Little Sarasin growled, digging her tiny fingernails into her elder self's wrist. Her green eyes burned into Sarasin’s mind, and her pale face had become flushed with fury, “You have confessed your crime to three people so far. Do you plan on putting your trust in the whole damn city?” 
 
    “You have quite a grown-up mouth for someone so small," Sarasin snapped, shaking her wrist free, “Let me go, I do not need to deal with this right now," 
 
    “You do need this right now," Little Sarasin argued. She held her hand out and blasted Sarasin backward. It was a surprisingly powerful blast that was strong enough to knock Sarasin into the wall opposite her door. Sarasin heard the wall crack behind her and immediately raised her own hand up to counter the attack but quickly changed her mind. 
 
    “What do you want then!" Sarasin whispered harshly. She could not deny what had just happened; she saw the imprints of the girl’s fingernails on her wrist and the crack in the wall where she had hit. Something was definitely happening to her and it definitely was not just in her mind, “Can you not see that I am trying to get to bed?” 
 
    “Forget all that," Little Sarasin swiped at the air and jammed her finger up into Sarasin’s chest, “You committed treason and then went on a day-long alcohol-fueled pity-fest that culminated into you confessing your crimes to the damn Prince of the Govian Empire after sucking his imperial dick. Do you think you can trust him? You need to listen to me. Unless you leave tonight, you are going to be straight fucked tomorrow, and not in the way that you apparently like so much. If your crime comes to light, then the entire Govian Empire will come down on you." 
 
    “Well," Sarasin forced a bitchy smile and cocked her head in a way that only an angry woman knew how “Then maybe your god will have a chance to prove himself to me." She pushed the little girl out of the way and stepped back up to the door that led to her room. 
 
    “That’s not how god works you stupid emo bitch!" Little Sarasin shouted, “Look. I have been nice. I have been understanding and patient… but you… you are royally fucking everything up for yourself. It blows my mind how easy it is for you. I beg you. Just listen to me.” 
 
    “I am not about to start taking advice from some little ghost brat who believes in some god I have never heard of," Sarasin looked back at the girl as she reached out toward the lock, “Like, do you even hear the bullshit that is coming out of my mouth? How much sense does any of it even make? Who in their lives has to say things like that?” 
 
    “You," Little Sarasin growled with more frustration than she had ever experienced, “I have worked on this for years… you do not even know. I have planned and built your... salvation from yourself. I found our son’s soul and brought him to you so that you could fucking meet him. He is fucking real Sarasin, I am here and I am real too. Get it through your thick fucking skull and stop fucking everything up!” 
 
    The door slid open and a young-faced Elf soldier with blonde hair looked at Sarasin and smiled. He was completely oblivious to the war that had been fought in the hallway and beckoned Sarasin into the room. 
 
    “Welcome home, my lady," he said warmly as he took a single step out into the hall. “Are you okay out here? I heard a loud noise, were you talking to someone?” 
 
    “Yes," she briefly glanced around for the children, “I am fine. I was not talking to anyone, just going over my speech for tomorrow. Thank you, Quint." She walked into her suite and the door closed behind her. 
 
    “I understand you have gotten yourself into a bit of trouble.” Quint gave the crack in the wall an odd look and shrugged. The two entered the suite and Quint smiled, “I have your back all the way, my Lady. You can count on me." 
 
    “Thank you, Quint." Sarasin smiled as she reached out and placed her hand on the young Elf’s cheek, “But I think I may have resolved the situation." 
 
    “No, you have not," Sarasin heard Little Sarasin declare with a furious spectral voice that dripped with menace. 
 
    As Sarasin appeared, Captain Eryc stood from a couch in the middle of the main room and stepped over. Since their meeting at the Impulse Lounge, he had advised his two most loyal subordinates of the situation. Quint was one of them, another was Gerard; they were both present. “You have worked things out with Lazarus?" he pried, walking past Quint. 
 
    “Yes," Sarasin nodded, “Lazarus is deploying a team to take care of the matter." 
 
    “Very good," He physically stood up straighter as it seemed a weight had been lifted off his shoulders, “You had Quint here a bit worried." 
 
    The young faced soldier chuckled and shrugged his shoulders, “That is my job isn't it?" he asked, “The wellbeing of the lady is my highest concern. Blah, blah, blah."  
 
    “You're ridiculous," Sarasin chuckled and shook her head as she walked toward them. She noticed a Gaian soldier with buzzed white hair and a face full of stubble resting on the couch and waved at him. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Gerard," she called out, “I very much appreciate your commitment." 
 
    Gerard stood up and nodded. “Nothing is too much, my lady," he said in a deep voice, “You can depend on me."  
 
    Sarasin nodded back and gently touched the Gaian’s shoulder as she passed by him, “I know," she took a seat on the couch and looked at her three favorite protectors, “So, is there anything to report before I go to bed?"  
 
    Eryc nodded and walked over to her, “The others have turned in for the evening," he told her, “And your speech is prepared for the rally tomorrow. I worked diligently on editing it and I have to say, it should touch the hearts of every citizen present.” 
 
    “Coming from her lips it should!” Quint cracked a smile, “If we had Gerard reading it, we would probably have a revolt on our hands!” 
 
    “You are certainly comfortable in the presence of the Bishop General," Eryc looked sternly at the young soldier, “Do not forget your place, child." 
 
    Quint pretended to cough and stepped back at the reprimand, “Sorry sir."  
 
    Eryc looked back at Sarasin and she smiled, “If there is nothing more to report then I will be turning in for the evening," she stood to walk to her bedroom and the three soldiers saluted, “Again, I thank you all… for everything. You all truly bring great joy into my life." She saluted back and walked into her room. 
 
    As the door closed behind her she threw her head back and stared up at the ceiling. Her day had been nothing like any she had ever lived, and she had lived many very difficult days in her life. 
 
    She revisited the murder of Korros, the vision of Crinnan. She saw her meeting with her brother Rubaan and the faces of her younger self and Eliss. She saw Eryc drinking his Ale and Lazarus as he looked down at her whilst they were making love. Sarasin saw all this and wondered what it all meant. 
 
    “Dura’Ana," she whispered into the darkness, “Dura’Ana this is... your last chance. I have served you without fail; I have spread your word and your grace across the land. Mother, if you are real then prove it to me. Show me your light, deliver me from my sins and make me stronger." 
 
    She stood in the darkness and faced only silence. It was exactly as she expected. She waited for the ghost children to show up but they did not. Sarasin was finally alone and sober for the first time that day and she realized she was utterly terrified to continue living. She drew her blade and walked to her bed. 
 
    She had considered it all day, wondered if it truly was what she wanted. The darkness gave her clarity; the silence of her goddess gave her resolve. Sarasin sighed as she walked to her bed and took a seat at the foot. Her final day had been so full, so… extraordinary. She almost reconsidered it being her last but shook her head. She knew what she wanted. She held her knife, her comfort, with placid fingers. 
 
    “Hello old friend," She teased her skin with the blade, biting her lip as she did so. The feeling of the point being gently dragged across her arm was like foreplay; it felt like a hand was gently caressing her but not penetrating her. Just a tease. It caused her breathing to slow and her heart to race. She bit her lower lip and her nerves tingled as she touched her skin with the metal, it was an almost orgasmic release, “Time for… our last meeting." 
 
    Sarasin pushed the tip of the blade into her arm and began to drag it down toward her wrist. Her back arched and she gasped at the feeling, releasing a moan as her arms opened up and her blood spilled out. She had cut that time not to feel but to leave. She was ready to vanish, prepared for it all to end. 
 
    She had felt it all that day. Pain and pleasure, love and hate. She had experienced great joy and deep sorrow… she had finally tasted revenge and had once again been able to see the face of her child, even if only in an insane vision. She had wanted to feel it all, to experience the entire scope of emotion one last time before leaving the world, before her ascension into heaven. 
 
    She felt herself growing weaker as the blood poured out and pooled beneath her. She became dizzier with every beat of her heart. As her vision grew cloudy, she saw the faces of the ghost children staring down at her. She had no strength left to speak. Instead, she reached out and caressed Eliss’ cheek, leaving a smear of blood from her fingers behind. That feeling was enough for her to smile. Her eyes gently closed as her hand fell limp onto her chest. The bleeding finally stopped, so too did the beating of her heart... 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Rubaan III 
 
    12th of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    23:30 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    Rubaan took in a deep breath and slowly let it all out. As he journeyed back to the time he met Amaria, he could not help but think about how quickly his whole life had changed. He briefly thought about all that the two of them had been through the time spent re-introducing Amaria to mortal life, getting to know each other, their marriage and the birth of their child. His recollections reminded him that leaving the army had been worth it. His life with Amaria and Roc was much more than he had ever imagined he would obtain. He realized that the answer to the question was a resounding yes. He was indeed happy. 
 
    Sighing again, he turned back to his bedroom and slowly opened the door. As he walked in to greet his wife, he noticed that she had fallen asleep. The light of the moon shone through the window and painted her face with an aquamarine hue. For a moment he stood over her and admired her beauty. She looked so peaceful when she slept despite the terrible dreams she told him about. 
 
    Rubaan sat his naked body down on the edge of the bed and brushed her blonde hair behind her pointed ear. He leaned in and kissed her on the forehead, “I love you." he whispered. He watched her for only a moment more before he stood to check on his son. 
 
    Rubaan could not help but think about how ridiculous it was that he had even considered the notion that he was not content with his life. The world that he had built for himself and his family was everything that he would have fought and died for as a soldier in Black Knight. He knew that he needed to feel more grateful, that he needed to show that feeling to his wife more. As he walked away, he vowed to make it so. 
 
    The hallway was dark and quiet. Rubaan listened to the creaking of the wood beneath his feet; he tried to keep it silent as to not wake anyone. As he drew nearer to Roc's bedroom door, he could not help but think back to the day that the child was born. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was overcast and raining on the day that her water broke. Rubaan was working on the toilet as it had been overflowing when he heard her shout his name from the living room. He was annoyed with her unpredictable hormonal insanity and did not even consider the fact that the baby could be coming as he dragged himself into the living room. 
 
    “Yes, darling?" he asked sarcastically as he emerged from the hallway. He sighed when he saw her leaning against the wall as he thought she was being dramatic again. 
 
    “What are you doing?" he asked as he walked toward her. He shook his head despite his mild state of annoyance he chuckled, “What is the prob..." he stopped when he noticed the small puddle beneath her, “Oh." 
 
    “It is happening," Amaria panicked, looking at him with a frightened smile, “We need to get to the doctor."  
 
    Rubaan nodded his head and hurried to her side. “Do you need help? Do I need to carry you?” 
 
    “No," Amaria snapped as she held out her hand to stop him, “Just go get the car started." 
 
    “Are you sure? Do I need to pack anything, what about food?” 
 
    “Get the car started Rubaan," Amaria insisted as she pointed at the door, “I will get what we need." 
 
    “But... can you walk?” 
 
    “Yes, I can fucking walk!" Amaria shouted, “Now go get the damn car started!"  
 
    Rubaan stepped back silently and nodded his head. He was apparently moving too slow for his beloved wife.  
 
    “Go!" she shouted.  
 
    He nodded again and hurried out the door, almost tripping over his own two feet. He could only think about the fact that he was about to be a father. The idea of it was heavy as he hurried out of his apartment and into the hallway. He imagined the baby, what it would look like and how it would act. He had no idea what to expect and while he was not absolutely sure that he was ready for such a task, he was very excited to see the child that had been growing in his wife’s belly for so long.  
 
    The car was parked behind the apartment in their designated spot. As he burst through the door, he was met with the stench of urine, the trademark smell of Canrom City. He stood on the stoop for a split second and got his bearings. He looked up at the sky and as the gray clouds parted, he saw the suns, the brothers whom he secretly worshipped. For a split second, he acknowledged and nodded at them. 
 
    Rubaan was an avid follower of the forbidden religion of Sylsm, or as it was informally known, a Child of the Suns. He did not believe in any gods or miracles or salvation but instead acknowledged that the Brothers were the ultimate life givers. He knew that without what they did, whatever that may have been, he would not exist and for that reason he acknowledged the Brothers as his higher power. 
 
    Sylsm, like all other religions, was forbidden by the Empire and anyone caught practicing it was sent to internment camps. The only true religion according to the Empire was Cidrasm, worship of the Emperor. Cidrists believed in the goddess Dura’Ana and her son Govia Cidro, the Emperor of the world. They believed that the only way to find favor with the goddess was to completely surrender themselves to the Empire and the Emperor’s will. 
 
    Rubaan shook his head and hurried down the concrete steps and onto the busy sidewalk, “Excuse me!” he shouted as he bolted past a crowd of people. He ran the length of his block, past his red-brick apartment building and took a left to stay on the sidewalk. Cars raced past him on the street and he did not bother to run to the entrance of the parking lot. Instead, he saw fit to hop the chain-link fence that protected his vehicle from the rest of the city and hurried over to his Caroset Road Glider. 
 
    As he approached the car, he looked up and watched as a Govian Inquisitor Interceptor flew by. He shook his head at the sight; only the high class and the government could acquire permits for flyers. When he served in Black Knight, he had clearance to pilot such vehicles. That was one of the many things he missed about being a soldier. 
 
    As he sat on his torn leather seat in the rusted and dented car, he turned the key and it rumbled to life. He disengaged the parking brake and threw it in reverse, backed the vehicle out of its parking spot and drove up to the gate. It slid open for him and he pulled out onto the street and with a few moments, he was back in front of his apartment building. Amaria was waiting for him. 
 
    “How did you get down the stairs?" he shouted as he got out of the vehicle, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I am pregnant, not lame," Amaria reminded him, “What took you so long?" Rubaan was silent. 
 
    “That is what I thought." 
 
    Rubaan walked around to her side of the car and opened her door, “Come on," he tenderly ushered her, giving her a hand so that she could keep her balance, “The doctor will be waiting," he shut the door behind her and hurried back to his side of the car. With a deep breath, he plopped himself down in the seat and slammed his own door shut. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rubaan opened the door to his son’s bedroom and slowly crept in. He was careful not to wake the child as he knew that doing so would put Amaria in a rage that would not easily be quelled. She had never liked being woken up; he had learned this fact very early in the relationship.  
 
    Roc’s bedroom was decorated humbly as Rubaan and Amaria’s funds were meager at best. It was a tiny room, the size of a nobleman’s closet as Amaria had said. There was just enough room for the crib on the wall across from the door and for the dresser immediately to the right. A small wooden box of toys that he was too young to play with sat on the floor across from the dresser and on the wall Amaria had painted “Roc” in blue letters. As Rubaan looked at the room, he could not help but wish that he could do more for his family. 
 
    “A closet room," he whispered under his breath, “My boy deserves more," he groaned as he surveyed the area, seeing only his own failures as a father, “If only I were able." He was filled with remorse. He took another step and peered into the child’s crib. Before him was his beautiful boy curled up under his blanket so that only the side of his bald head was visible. 
 
    Rubaan felt an unavoidable whirlwind of emotion overcome him. He felt proud of the boy on one hand but on the other, he felt an overwhelming fear of letting the child down somehow. He imagined it was a feeling that all fathers felt at one time or another but the thought itself was no comfort. 
 
    Rubaan did not want to be like all fathers; he wanted to be more. He thought for a moment about the relationship that he had with his own father, about the fact that he was the son that his father was least proud of. 
 
    Two of Rubaan’s brothers were soldiers in Black Knight, the army that Rubaan left. His eldest brother went missing years ago but he had also been a member of Black Knight. His Bishop General sister Sayraa or Sarasin as she was called had not spoken to their father for years, for their father thought her dead. 
 
    After Rubaan had met Amaria, he promptly abandoned his post and quit his position among Black Knight. His parents made sure that they took the time to explain how terrible of a decision that was but Rubaan had been resolute in his decision. He wanted to start a family, he wanted them to be safe. He knew that could not be accomplished if were a member of a terrorist army and so he turned himself into the Govian Empire and swore fealty to the Emperor. They accepted him into the Empire but put him on strict probation, assigning him to the mines and watching his every move. Sarasin had made certain that he wasn’t tortured for information or put into jail but even her reach had its limits. 
 
    “I will never be ashamed of you Roc," Rubaan whispered as he reached out and touched the infant’s warm head, “I hope you will one day understand how much you mean to me," Rubaan observed the sleeping child for a while longer before he turned around and crept back into the hall. 
 
    As the door closed behind him, Rubaan could not help but tear up a little bit. Becoming a father had changed his life in a way that was hard to explain to anyone who had not experienced it. The transformation from individual to father was almost likened to a rebirth or baptism of sorts. For that reason alone, it can be difficult to dwell on the person that you once were. Whoever you spent your entire life getting to know dies with the birth of your first child. Almost instantly you find new meaning in everything, you see a new side to all circumstances. It truly can be both the most frightening and the most hopeful thing to ever happen to you in your life. 
 
    Rubaan could remember the car ride to the doctor’s office on the day that Roc was born. Amaria was quiet and contemplative but Rubaan believed that despite her calm and cool silence she was harboring quite a bit of excitement. Rubaan on the other hand (and much to Amaria's annoyance) was unable to hide exactly how he felt. Unlike Amaria this was his first child and the thought of bringing it into the world made him lose control over himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel?" Rubaan asked, looking over at his wife, “Are you okay, can you breathe?” 
 
    “Drive the car," Amaria instructed, shooting annoyed glances at him. She did not sound cold and was not trying to lessen Rubaan’s enthusiasm; she simply wanted to be able to exist in her moment. Amaria had not birthed a child since before she was afflicted with the Thirst many decades prior and she was eager to remember exactly how it all felt. 
 
    “Are you sure your sister will help us?" Amaria asked, looking sternly at her beloved, “I do not want any complications with our child." 
 
    “We can count on her," Rubaan replied, nodding his head as if to convince himself, “She has it all prepared, we will be seen immediately. This is going to be her nephew after all." 
 
    “Nephew?" Amaria asked with a playful smile, “You are so sure that you will be having a son?” 
 
    “Yes," Rubaan said with a cheeky grin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rubaan wiped the tears from his eyes and flung them into the darkness of his short apartment hallway. He loved his family more than he had ever loved anything else and he could not help but resolve to give the boy and his mother everything that they could ever want. He knew in his heart that he was going to be good to them, that he was going to keep them safe until the day he died. He knew that was his reason for living and he promised himself daily that he would never stray from that. 
 
    As Rubaan began to walk to the bathroom, he felt a sudden and unexpected chill pass by him. It felt like a winter wind against his naked body. He immediately started looking around for a window that might have been left open and then he remembered that his apartment had no windows except for in the bedroom.  
 
    “This old building…" Rubaan muttered to himself as he stepped in front of the toilet, “Must be a draft." As he relieved himself his mind wandered to his work in the mines. He groaned at the idea of having to wake up early as it was already so late and it was doubtful that he would get much sleep at all. With a shake of his head, he flushed the toilet and turned toward the sink. 
 
    “Must be a draft," a voice reverberated. It was a deep and disconcerting voice, one that did not belong to anyone in the house. Rubaan paused, for it was not the first time he had heard the voice. He recalled hearing it earlier that day when he had been alone with Roc. Rubaan’s heart skipped a beat and he immediately turned around to see who was there. He saw nobody. 
 
    “Who’s there?" Rubaan asked, feeling the counter behind him for any type of makeshift weapon, “I heard you, where are you?" nobody replied. 
 
    “Show yourself," Rubaan demanded, trying to keep his voice down, “What do you want? I have no money, please just leave us alone..." again, nobody replied but Rubaan once again felt the chill he previously experienced in the hallway. It started at the bottom of his spine and slowly crept its way up his body and around his neck. 
 
    Rubaan became suddenly frozen with fear. He could not move any part of his body and the cold on his neck was so extreme that it felt as if icy fingers were strangling him. He tried to break free, tried to find a way to move but he could do nothing. Finally, Rubaan heard a laugh. 
 
    “You look just like your brother," a deep voice declared. The words reverberated through his head like a voice echoing off the walls of a canyon. Rubaan was able to muster short breaths and felt cold sweat pouring down his trembling face, “A remarkable image. Why, if I did not know any different, I would have thought you were the same being." 
 
    “Who are you?" Rubaan choked, desperate to move, “Do not hurt… my son." 
 
    “Your beloved and beautiful boy is in no peril," the voice replied in a soft, menacing tone, “Neither are you or your wife, as long as you… cooperate." 
 
    “What do you want?" Rubaan whispered desperately, “I… I cannot breathe…” 
 
    “Hush," the voice soothed, “All will be revealed in time. For now, let my glory wash you clean of your sins, let my presence bring forth the true power within you. Be born again, be renewed for I am your king now." 
 
    Rubaan was terrified. Something terrible was in the bathroom with him and he was completely defenseless against it. It was controlling him, squeezing his body like a child squeezes a kitten. His breathing was growing weaker and he could feel his pulse pounding in his temples. Amid all his fears and pain however, all that he could think of was the safety of his wife and son. 
 
    “Please," Rubaan pleaded. “Please do not hurt us," he felt his body being pressed against the counter as if someone was pushing against his chest with both hands. 
 
    “Hush," the voice repeated. “Do as I command and nobody will be harmed. I am your king. I am Eon."  
 
    Rubaan felt a final burst of intense pain through his whole body and he fell from the counter to the floor. He was on all fours gasping for breath and shaking his head wildly, “Where are you?!" Rubaan hissed as he got to his feet, “Face me!” 
 
    “It is finished," Eon declared. The voice was no longer audible or present; it was as if it was in his mind like one of his thoughts, “Go be with your wife and kiss your child. Tonight is the last night you will ever see them." 
 
    Rubaan’s chest felt as if it had collapsed and his eyes burst into tears. He pleaded with the voice to not harm them but he received no response. Rubaan was left alone in his helpless and defeated state and did not hear the voice again that night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Alec III 
 
    21st of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    16:00 – Empyr 
 
      
 
    Alec's blonde hair blew with the cool breeze that came down from the surrounding mountains. The region of North Canrom was unlike much of the rest of the continent. Instead of dry and desolate wastelands, it was known for its lush green plains and rolling hills that eventually transformed into the Calduur mountain range. 
 
    Despite the lovely scenery, there were very few who were brave enough to travel to the area as it was a known stomping ground for pirates and Marauders. That reason alone was partly why Black Knight hid Base 21 deep within one of the hollowed out mountains in the area. The unsavory crowd that lived outside hid them from detection and provided anyone curious enough to venture into the area with a significant obstacle that would assist in preventing them from finding the base. 
 
    As he looked up at the peaks of the mountains to the North, Alec could not help but feel nostalgic. In the past, he and Crinnan had spent a good deal of time in the valleys skirmishing against marauders and monsters. As his mind wandered to those times an immense amount of grief overcame him. He knew those days were over for good and that thought stung like a knife being pushed deep into his heart. 
 
    Alec had never been a man who dwelt much on regret or negative emotion. Throughout his life, he had always tried to find the good in things while Crinnan only saw the bad. He found light where Crinnan saw only darkness. The two undoubtedly experienced their share of arguments but it never shook their friendship. In the moment that he was living in, however, Alec found it difficult to see any light. It had been very hard for him to find any good in anything since his friend had died. 
 
    “Admiring the view?" Mantan Matalo asked as he planted a hand firmly on Alec's shoulder and gave it a squeeze. Alec jumped at the surprise and pivoted to meet the half-blood. 
 
    “Sorry," he shook his head, “You caught me daydreaming." 
 
    “One would never know behind that visor of yours," Matalo replied with a stupid grin plastered to his face. He had a cigarette hanging from his mouth and shifted his weight as he crossed his arms, “You know anything about these new recruits we’re picking up?” 
 
    Matalo was not a handsome person. While he was very strong and a capable fighter, he had a pig looking face and a body that reminded Alec of a muscular potato. His black hair was kept in a short mohawk and he had a chinstrap beard that wrapped around his face. 
 
    Alec took a moment to process Matalo’s question. His mind was so full of his own thoughts that he had to empty it to properly answer, “One of them is Crinnan's younger brother." 
 
    “Another Jamiso," Matalo groaned with a shake of his head, “Buncha sullen bastards. Looks like their dear ol' dad is still rubbing the Captain the right way."  
 
    Alec glared angrily at Matalo behind his visor and opened his mouth in rebuttal but he was quickly interrupted. 
 
    “You can go ahead and stop talking," Elia announced as she approached the two of them, “Crinnan's memorial flame still burns, show a little respect asshole."  
 
    Matalo turned to meet her and Alec kept his scowl focused. Mantan grinned and shook his head, “My apologies Lady Sols." He blatantly looked down at her breasts and raised his eyebrows, “Please do not tell your mother on me. I know I would deeply regret angering another noble house." He looked back at Alec and chuckled, “You two love birds have fun." At that, he turned and walked away to join Kelso and Dierlok. 
 
    “You cannot let them talk to you like that!" Elia chided as she circled around to face Alec. She gave him a slight shove on his shoulder and he nodded his head in acknowledgment. 
 
    “I know, I am sorry," he looked back up at the mountains and sighed, “I am just so distracted, I cannot seem to focus."  
 
    Elia’s demeanor softened a bit and she patiently closed her eyes, “I know." She was a bit more empathetic as she understood what he was going through, “I miss him too. It will never be the same now that he is gone but we have to move on with our lives. He would never have allowed us to sulk like this; he was the only one who was allowed to do that."  
 
    Alec smiled. He knew that. He knew that he was sulking, that he was depressed and pathetic but at that point, he did not care. Having spent most of his life with Crinnan, he felt he deserved to mourn in his own way. 
 
    “What time is it?" he asked Elia, changing the subject. Elia shook her head and pointed at a small clock tower behind him. He turned and after reading the time he nodded his head, “Our train should be arriving soon. Get the others rounded up; I cannot have anyone left behind." Elia nodded obediently and set off to gather everyone. 
 
    Alec's attention returned to the mountains one final time and he let out a long sigh. He had never liked being in charge, he felt he was no good at it. From time to time Captain Bran would appoint him a squad and give him a mission to lead and Alec always despised it. He did not know whether Bran simply hoped that he had inherited some kind of leadership trait from his lord father or if he actually saw something in him but Alec never wanted to be responsible for the lives of others. 
 
    Eventually, Alec’s concentration was broken by two loud shrill blasts of the train’s horn. As soon as he heard it, he looked to the west where the sound had come from and waited. Initially, he could not see much due to the train station blocking much of his view but soon enough the train came rolling into sight leaving a trail of heavy black smoke in its wake. It was a huge black armored machine and he looked at it with the same wonder he had felt as a boy when he saw his first one. He thought back to that time and a thin smile spread across his face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well whose little girl are you?" the skinny old man with thinning brown hair and an OEV like Alec’s jokingly shouted. He grinned a wide yellow-toothed smile at the little blonde-haired boy standing in front of him and tossed his cigarette aside. 
 
    “Papa!” the boy shouted as he ran to the man. The man knelt down and opened his arms widely, allowing the child to crash into them. With a surprising amount of strength for his size, the old man hoisted the boy up and planted him on his shoulder. 
 
    “Well what did you bring me Alec?" the man goofily asked as he looked over at the boy who sat on his shoulder, “You promised me a present. 
 
    “No, I did not!" Alec replied with a giggle, “You said you would bring me a gift." His grandfather faked a look of confusion and then acted like he remembered something. 
 
    “Oh yeah!” the man replied with a shake of his head, “I don’t always remember things too good no more. You see, my brain doesn’t work right. You can tell because my hair only grows where my brain works." 
 
    “Is that why you have your bald spot on the back of your head?" Alec asked his grandfather. 
 
    “What?" the man asked, playing dumb. He looked around with a silly expression and finally back to Alec, “Whose little girl are you?" the two of them both started laughing, the eccentric man’s laugh noticeably louder and a bit more obnoxious than the child. 
 
    “Okay boys," a blonde-haired, gentle looking woman declared as she stepped forward, “You are going to miss the train if you keep playing around." 
 
    “Well, daughter, I was just trying to figure out who this little girl was," the man said, “Before I give her the special present I promised her." 
 
    “I am a boy!" Alec shouted with a wide, entertained smile, “Do not forget it!” 
 
    “My apologies Allie," his grandfather exclaimed as he ruffled Alec's hair. He turned and looked over to the woman, stretching as he stood to her level, “He sure is talking proper." 
 
    “Well, dad, he does not come from the same place we do," the woman reminded him, “He is of a noble house." 
 
    “He’s still a Landkeeper," the man grumbled, “Much better than a Flinn." 
 
    “Do not say that," the woman snapped at her father as she looked down at little Alec and smiled, “It is good to be both a Flinn and a Landkeeper." 
 
    “What is a Landkeeper?" Alec asked feeling a bit confused. The man shook his head and threw his hands up into the air. 
 
    “You are a Landkeeper just like your mom and me," he told the boy, “And you should be proud." 
 
    “I am," Alec declared, looking up at his grandfather, “I am proud to be a Landkeeper." 
 
    “And I’m proud of you son," the man exclaimed as he looked down at the boy, “Now let’s ditch your mom and get on this train. We have places to be!" Alec grinned widely and his mom scooped him up in her arms. 
 
    “Be careful," she felt nervous about leaving the boy with his grandfather, “I will see you in a few days. I love you." 
 
    “I love you too mother," she planted a kiss on her son’s cheek and stepped back and allowed her father to take over. 
 
    “We’re gonna have us some fun today son," the man said to Alec, “Let’s get on that train!"  
 
    Alec cheered and the two started walking away. The man looked back at his daughter and smiled. 
 
    “Relax sis," he called out with a wave, “We’ll be just fine." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Now boarding!” the red-suited conductor called out, snapping Alec out of his reminiscence, “Now boarding, Empyr to Canrom City!” 
 
    “That is us!" Elia grabbed Alec’s muscular arm and began to run. She felt the muscles and for a moment looked at the man up and down, almost forgetting he was her friend. Finally, she shook her head and pulled again, “Come on!” 
 
    “Hold on!" Alec replied scanning the immediate area for the rest of his squad. Everyone was scattered around but after a quick head count, he found that everyone was accounted for, even Stevill Flox the lone-wolf sharpshooter who usually was out of sight. 
 
    “Tickets please," the conductor said as Alec and Elia approached. Alec rummaged through his pockets trying to find them and felt a bit of panic streak through him when he realized he did not have them. Elia watched him and chuckled. 
 
    “Here you are sir," she leaned forward past Alec, handing the conductor two tickets. “My husband can be a bit… forgetful at times."  
 
    The conductor silently punched the tickets and handed them back to Elia, “Have a nice trip," he said with a tip of his hat, “Next!” 
 
    As the two of them boarded the train, the wave of nostalgia again came over Alec. He looked at the arrangement of the aged wooden seats and remembered in great detail time spent with his grandfather. Elia noticed his odd behavior and tugged at his arm. 
 
    “What?" she asked as she tried to find what he was looking at. 
 
    “Nothing," Alec replied with a quick shake of his head, “Just... memories," Elia smiled and nudged him onward. 
 
    “Over there," she pointed at one of the seats. “Across from Flox and Matalo," 
 
    Somehow the two other Knights had boarded ahead of them and already found their seats. Alec wondered to himself how he had not noticed them. He worried for a moment about how unaware he was of everything going on around him; he knew he needed to get his mind right. The death of Crinnan really was getting to him. 
 
    “Well if it ain’t the happy couple!" Matalo softly declared as the two of them approached, “Here, have a seat!” 
 
    Alec sighed and reluctantly took a seat next to the window. He was not very eager to hear Matalo’s passive aggressive quips the whole way to Canrom City but unfortunately, he had no choice. 
 
    “So tell me again how you two met," Matalo was grinning from ear to ear as he slouched in his seat and puffed on a cigarette, “Hearing the story once does not do it justice, listen close Flox, it will melt your little heart." 
 
    “Fuck off," Elia sighed, “I will not be made to put up with your shit this whole damn trip." Flox rolled his eyes and leaned closer to the window he sat next to. 
 
    Matalo held his palms up in defense and laughed crudely as he leaned further back in his chair, “Better get a chain on that bitch," he told Alec, “Otherwise she’ll pussy whip the shit out of you!” 
 
    “This will be in my report to Bran," Alec replied, “If you do not stop."  
 
    Matalo snickered and looked away. Alec had silenced him, for the moment. 
 
    “So what is it with this husband business?" Alec asked, looking at Elia, “I do not remember that being in my back story," Elia shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “I was improvising," she explained, “Having a bit of fun."  
 
    Alec shook his head. “We are not here to have fun. If a Govian official or inquisitor overhears you improvising and then questions us or demands to see our papers then what will we do?” 
 
    “You seriously think that I could not talk my way out of it?" Elia glared at Alec. She almost looked offended but ended up dismissing it, “Whatever," 
 
    “For the sake of the security of this operation then," Alec chided her, “Do not improvise." 
 
    “Sure thing." Elia sarcastically mumbled.  
 
    “Someone is getting their red wings tonight.” Matalo chuckled, winking at Alec. To the right of him, Flox shifted uncomfortably in his seat and looked out the window. 
 
    “No more talking," Alec held up his hand to silence them, “Everyone be quiet until we get to Canrom City." at that he switched off his visor and leaned his head back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Let me see your identification," the Inquisitor demanded as the two boarded the train. 
 
    “My identification?" Alec’s grandfather repeated, “I’ve never had to show them before." 
 
    “We are under high alert due to the recent terrorist attacks," the Inquisitor informed him with an authoritative tone, “Now, your identification." The man pulled a small Card from his pocket and handed it to the inquisitor. 
 
    “Dauid Landkeeper?" the Inquisitor read aloud as he inspected the card. He looked back up at the man to make sure he was the person in the photo, “What business do you have in Eblan today?” 
 
    “Well I’m taking my grandson to see the ships," Dauid beamed proudly, “He’s never seen one before and has been begging me for months."  
 
    The inquisitor hummed and nodded his head, “Very well," the imposing figure said from behind his dark face mask, “Stay out of trouble. Move along."  
 
    Dauid nodded and walked past the Inquisitor with Alec in tow, “Do you know how to stay out of trouble?" Dauid asked as he looked down at his grandson. Alec nodded his head which made Dauid stop dead in his tracks. He knelt down so that he and the boy stood visor to visor, “Well I don’t.” 
 
    The two smiled at each other and Dauid laughed one of his obnoxious laughs, “Stick with me and you’ll be fine." the two stood back up and made their way to their seats. The car they were in was empty and after Dauid looked around and made sure it was safe, he looked down at his grandson. 
 
    “Well son, tell me about life at the academy," Dauid said quietly, leaning in close to Alec, “What’s it like?” 
 
    “I don’t know," Alec replied in a similar tone, shrugging his shoulders, “It’s fun," 
 
    “Fun?" Dauid repeated. He chuckled and pulled out a pack of cigarettes, “You know what I did for fun when I was your age?” 
 
    “No," Alec shook his head and stared at his grandfather. 
 
    “Well when I was your age my friends and me would go up to the top of the hill in town and drink beer," Dauid lit another of his cigarettes, “Inquisitors would come by and all they would tell us was to make sure we didn’t throw our cans on the ground, man those were the days. Where I come from the Empire isn’t necessarily the enemy, you see. The Inquisitors are people from the same town who grew up the same way I did. Everybody pretty much keeps to themselves but we all watch out for each other." 
 
    “But the inquisitors are bad," Alec argued, looking at his grandfather with a confused look. “They are who I am training to fight." 
 
    “What makes a man bad Allie?" Dauid asked, taking a drag of his cigarette, “Hells I’ve known plenty of Govian soldiers and Inquisitors in my life, not a single one of ‘em were bad just because they wanted to do their jobs and take care of their families. They drank a pint as quickly as the next man, fought with their wives just like I did, and they all loved their kids and wanted the best for them. Bad… well, people aren’t bad just because they are your enemy. Always remember to respect everyone. Some people don’t get to choose what they want to do like you do.” 
 
    “But my father sent me to the academy," Alec replied, “I did not choose to go there," 
 
    “You didn’t hear me, son," Dauid scolded, “Listen this time. You do have a choice. You always have a choice. You can always choose to do the right thing even if you don’t get to choose who you fight for or who your enemies are," Dauid took another drag of his cigarette and smiled at his grandson, “Your life is yours, son." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, wake up," Elia whispered as she gave Alec a firm nudge. “We are almost there.” 
 
    “What?" Alec asked as he switched his visor on, “We are there?” 
 
    “Almost," Elia repeated. Alec saw Flox sitting across from him with his hair in his face and his head resting on his hand, “What time is it?” 
 
    “About 7:30," Elia replied. “The suns just came up a little bit ago," 
 
    “I slept that long?" Alec brushed his hair from in front of his visor. He couldn’t believe it; he hadn’t slept that well for a long time, "I missed dinner?” 
 
    “You have not had a full night’s rest for weeks," Elia replied, “You needed the sleep," 
 
    Alec hummed and sat silently. His friend was right. He had been having trouble sleeping since Crinnan’s death a month prior. He was surprised that he was able to stay asleep for so long on the train, perhaps it had something to do with the comforting memories of his Grandfather that the train induced. 
 
    “Have you talked to the others?" Alec asked Elia, “Where did they end up?” 
 
    “I spotted them when I went to use the toilet," Elia replied, “They are a few seats behind ours. Do you need to speak with them?" Alec shook his head and slouched in his seat. His foot accidentally bumped against Matalo’s and he cringed. Fortunately, it was not enough to wake him. 
 
    “I will talk to them if I need to when we get to Canrom City," Alec slid his foot back away from Matalo’s, “I am sharing a room with them." Elia nodded and rested her head against the seat behind her. 
 
    “So how long do you think we will be on standby?" Elia whispered as she turned her head to look at her friend. She had noticed that the passengers around her were asleep, but she kept her voice low enough for only Alec to hear anyway. She didn't want a rogue set of ears hearing anything suspicious. 
 
    “No telling," Alec matched her tone, "As soon as Dariz arrives in Kamlot I suppose." 
 
    “He left yesterday morning," Elia said, “Do you think it will take him much longer?” 
 
    “I do not know," Alec replied, “Traditionally he has always been on time," Alec sighed and stretched his arms out again. 
 
    “I would imagine…" the train suddenly went dark. Alec went silent as he looked around and relaxed in his seat, “The Hells Gate," he reassured himself. 
 
    The Hells Gate was the common name of one of the four entrances into Canrom City and the only way to enter if you were going by train. The other three entrances were the naval port on the northeast side of the city for ships, the main gate on the south side of the city if you were traveling by foot or ground vehicle and the Skyport if you were traveling by air. These entrances routed all traffic through security checkpoints which verified your citizenship. The heavy traffic going in and out of the city allowed for Black Knights to slip through the checkpoints with counterfeit identities quite easily as guards generally wanted to keep the line moving. 
 
    “Attention citizens," a calm almost robotic female voice announced through the train’s intercom, “We will be arriving at Security Checkpoint Behemoth momentarily. Please have your identification Cards ready for processing. Praise Dura’Ana, Praise Cidro." 
 
    “Here we go," Elia pulled her identification Card from her pocket. She looked at Alec in the dim light and Alec, who despite the low visibility could see her perfectly through his visor, nodded and gave her a thin smile. 
 
    Within seconds the train car became flooded with pulsing red and blue light. They had made their way through The Hells Gate and arrived at the security checkpoint. As the train slowed, Elia looked out her window and stared at the lines of people funneling through the maze of chain link fences. 
 
    “I really do hate these checkpoints," she groaned, shaking her head, “Watching all these people is so depressing." 
 
    “Oh, come on," Matalo said as he had quietly woken up from his sleep, “Look at all that life, every single special person." he chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “Keep your voice down," Alec snapped, “We are here; let's just get through the checkpoint and get to the hotel."  
 
    The train came to a stop and Matalo raised his eyebrows. He didn't say anything else, only stared at Alec with a mischievous grin plastered to his face. 
 
    “Enough," Elia glared at the two of them, “Just shut up until we get through this checkpoint.” 
 
    Matalo chuckled and held his hands out, “Yes ma’am." he was still slouching in his seat. He looked over at Flox and nudged him in his side, laughing as he did so. Flox silently scooted away from Matalo and sighed. 
 
    “Stop," he softly commanded.  
 
    Matalo snorted and looked away. 
 
    “Attention citizens," the female voice said again over the intercom, “We have arrived at Security Checkpoint Three. The train will be emptying momentarily, please collect all your belongings and make your way to the nearest exit. We thank you for your continued devotion and undying support to our almighty and everlasting Emperor Cidro Govia. His eye is ever present. Remember to glorify him in all that you do so that you may receive his abundant blessings. Praise Dura’Ana, Praise Cidro." the intercom switched off and Alec rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Praise Dura’Ana," Matalo said with his hands clasped together. Alec stood up and walked to the aisle. 
 
    “Everybody get to the hotel," he ordered, “I will see you all there." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Crinnan XIV 
 
    The Third Hell 
 
      
 
    Crinnan, Milinka, and Ander stepped through the portal and into the third level of the Hells. Ander had taken it upon himself to equip one of the mage demon’s robes but Milinka still wore the tattered rags she had been found in. She had not said anything since she and Crinnan first spoke, she seemed lost in her own world. 
 
    The third level of hell looked much like the second, except there was a large shadowy castle ahead of them. It looked very much like something from the Age of Blood with high stone walls, four watchtowers, a keep and various towers in the middle. 
 
    “The third level,” Ander declared as he looked around at his surroundings, “Only four levels remain, our power output has greatly increased. I daresay dear Crinnan that I believe we may actually make it out of here.” 
 
    “Make it… out?” Milinka snapped back to the here and now and swung her head toward Crinnan. She wore a look of surprise and disbelief in her eyes, “Is that what you are doing?” 
 
    “It would seem so,” Crinnan nodded. Milinka suddenly burst out laughing so extremely that it came to a point where she had to take a seat on the ground. Crinnan and Ander looked at her and then to each other with confused expressions on their faces. 
 
    “Has she gone mad?” Ander whispered. 
 
    “She thinks that what we are doing is stupid,” Crinnan answered. In truth, so did he. 
 
    “You got it!” Milinka pointed at Crinnan as tears rolled down her face, “Escape the Hells, by going deeper into them. That’s great; I am glad I got stuck with you guys.” 
 
    “Well you do not fucking have to be,” Crinnan growled as he looked down at her, “The world will continue spinning whether you remain dead or not… my Lady.” Had he been in the real world he would never have spoken to a commander like that… depending on his level of sobriety. 
 
    Milinka looked up at him and laughed again. She placed her head between her palms and took a deep breath. Finally, she stood and faced him. 
 
    “Listen, boy,” She poked him in the chest, “I have seen a lot down here, been through a lot more than you. Watching you, as you described it, kill the fuck out of those demons was the first time I had ever seen or even imagined anything like that, so maybe I believe you have some kind of plan. Honestly, though, it is hard to believe and funny to hear.” 
 
    “And you, my dear, are funny to look at!” Ander retorted with a wide smile. He nudged Crinnan and waited for laughter or approval… something. Crinnan and Milinka looked at each other for a moment and then to Ander. 
 
    “Was that a joke?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “It was,” Ander replied as his laughter died down, “Was it… not humorous?” 
 
    “No,” Crinnan replied, “It was stupid.” Milinka laughed and Crinnan showed a sign of a smile. Ander hummed and awkwardly scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “I will spare you my witticisms in the future. Perhaps the humor of my day does not translate well to the newest generation.” 
 
    “Perhaps not.” Milinka reiterated. She sighed and shook her head, rubbing her face with her hands. 
 
    “Wow I hate this place,” She observed as she looked around, “This stupid fucking place… these stupid fucking people.” Tears gently streamed down her face and she closed her eyes as she began to weep. Crinnan spun on his heel to face Ander. 
 
    “The fuck?” He whispered. 
 
    “The girl has gone through a very traumatic experience,” Ander whispered sharply, “Things have happened to her that will never leave her.” 
 
    “Yeah but,” Crinnan groaned, “What the fuck do I do?” 
 
    “You do nothing,” Ander quietly, yet sharply advised, “You let her cry.”  
 
    Crinnan turned and looked at Milinka who was wiping her tears and shaking her head violently as if to knock the thoughts out.  
 
    “So, it will be okay.” Crinnan reached his hand out to comfort Milinka.  
 
    She shot him a look that could have shattered a window and huffed. 
 
    “It will be okay?” She repeated, “Tell me, Crinnan, what will be okay after all this. The memories? The scars? Name one thing that has happened to me in this fucking place that will end up being okay?” 
 
    “Uh,” Crinnan looked to Ander. Ander shook his head and turned away, “Well, I mean hopefully meeting us will make things okay.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Milinka said and nodded her head sarcastically. “Thank you. You guys get to save the poor damsel in distress so that she can continue living and breathing and thinking about getting fucked by monsters every night for the rest of her fucking life!” 
 
    “I think I will be quiet now.” Crinnan quickly turned away, regretful that he ever opened his mouth. He walked up next to Ander, who simply shook his head. 
 
    “You are a fool. A damned fool.”    
 
    “Got it.” Crinnan nodded. The trio walked forward toward the shadowy castle ahead. 
 
    “The portal to the fourth level is in the basement of that castle,” Crinnan heard Lucaas’ voice suddenly say in his head, “We have already locked onto your other companion and are converting her to a player now.” 
 
    “Can you give her a weapon or something?” Crinnan asked, “Or will she be a magic user like Ander?” 
 
    “She will have to find one,” Lucaas replied, “Though I suppose I can enable magic abilities for the time being.” 
 
    “That works,” Crinnan sighed, “Listen, the Govians are onto me. An… assassin or something came for me back in level two… he was actually formidable, though nothing I couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” Lucaas answered, “You are killing their people. The Inquisitors have undoubtedly begun putting it together that people are dying in the Hells. Apparently, they have figured out the pattern… fortunately, you will not encounter any other players in the Third Hell as it is a designated instance level. Only you and whoever walks through your portal is allowed in.” 
 
    “Well great, I guess,” Crinnan shrugged. 
 
    “Listen,” Lucaas cautioned, “That castle ahead of you, it is tricky. It will test you.” 
 
    “Test me?” Crinnan repeated, “What do you mean.” 
 
    “You will have to face your fears for you to get through it. They will manifest in a way that feels so real to you, but remember when you experience it - it is all an illusion.” 
 
    “So is there any real danger or not?” 
 
    “Your fears can kill you just like in real life. You have to be brave and fight.” 
 
    “Fear never hurt me before,” Crinnan rolled his eyes at the idea, “I’m doing fine so far. Whatever that castle has in store for me, I doubt it’s nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    “Sure man,” Lucaas let out a hesitant laugh, “I guess just do your best. I have to go, but we will talk again soon.” At that, the channel closed and Lucaas was gone. 
 
    Milinka gave Crinnan an odd look and he sighed, she had clearly just seen what appeared like him talking to himself.  
 
    “People from home. They are communicating with me for some reason, they are guiding us out of here. You will soon be able to fight demons as we do.”  
 
    “Good,” her upper lip curled into a snarl. Crinnan could only imagine the fury-filled thoughts of revenge that were pulsing through her head. He felt pity for the former Vice-Commander for what she had endured. 
 
    Crinnan turned his head and watched her march alongside them. She was older, grown, more mature… and though adorned in rags and covered in filth, she was twice as beautiful as he remembered. He wondered how similar she was to the girl he had once known in the Kamlotiaon Woods. 
 
    As he watched her, he could not stop the rush of memories from flooding in and sighed as he once again felt the feelings he had felt nearly a decade prior. When she turned her head and looked at him, he realized he was smiling like an idiot. He shook his head and turned his eyes forward. 
 
    The trio approached the gate of the castle and Ander looked to the others, “Whatever you may find inside,” he advised, “Remember you must face it. I know of this instance, I have heard of how to complete it. You must conquer your fears otherwise they will obliterate you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Milinka asked. 
 
    “This is Dread’s Keep,” Ander sighed and placed his hand on the tall, thick wooden gate. “Behind these walls, you will face your greatest fears. Many have been transformed within the confines of these stone walls; some have left completely unrecognizable.” 
 
    “I am ready,” Crinnan insisted, glancing over at Milinka and ultimately locking his eyes on Ander.  
 
    Ander nodded and the gate before them raised, “We will all face our own fears in our own way. we must all promise to wait for each other on the other side, for the castle’s lord will await us at the end. When we vanquish him, we will gain the key to the portal. He has great power, ten-fold what we have faced thus far and we all must fight him together… stand together, the army of the lord of Dread’s keep awaits.” 
 
    “Army?” Crinnan repeated, “Wait, there’s an army?” 
 
    The gate stopped and Crinnan groaned with dismay as he looked into the courtyard of Dread’s Keep. Dozens of ghoulish looking monsters turned their heads his way; he saw skeletons, horned beasts, and the shambling undead. They all held weapons of varying sizes, and Crinnan let out a long sigh. 
 
    “Okay, so we can just cut a path through and…” 
 
    “Alas, no,” Ander cut him off, “The door to the keep will only unlock when the courtyard is clear. I fear to say it, but we must fight.” 
 
    “Well, let’s do it then,” Crinnan looked back to Milinka, “You stay back, stay out of the way.” 
 
    “Like Hells,” Milinka spat as she stepped forward, “I cannot fight other people but I can fight the monsters. I killed one of the spider things when I first got here. You kill one of the ones with a sword, and I will help out.” 
 
    “Are you sure you are able, madam?” Ander inquired, “To keep up with Crinnan and myself I mean?” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Milinka snorted. 
 
    “Well, I mean you are a…” Ander seemed for a moment to be at a loss for words, “And we are…” 
 
    Milinka nodded her head and licked her lips. She didn’t seem happy with Ander’s comment, “We can discuss sexism in survival situations when this is over.” She quipped as she pushed Crinnan forward, “For now, get me a sword.” 
 
    “I do declare, she is a squint testy is she not?” Ander leaned into Crinnan and whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Crinnan smiled boyishly as he thought about her. That much about her hadn’t changed, “She sure is.” 
 
    The monsters growled as they shambled forward toward the trio. Crinnan held his blade at the ready and Ander's feet lifted off the ground as his hands were enveloped with black pulsing energy. 
 
    “You really could just stay back,” Ander told Crinnan, “I am capable of taking care of this for us.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” Crinnan said back, “Just shut up and let’s get to it.” 
 
    At that, Crinnan charged forward. He swung his sword through the head of one of the ghouls and spun out of the way of an axe that was aimed for his chest. A horned, black-skinned devil leaped at him and Crinnan thrust the blade upward and into the monster’s mouth. Milinka quickly ran up behind him and picked up the axe that the devil was wielding and nodded. 
 
    “Just like Kamlot, right?” She asked as she hacked into the skull of one of the skeletons, “The good ol’ days.” 
 
    “Shut up and fight,” Crinnan snapped back as he pulled his blade from the meaty chest of another horned devil, “We don’t have time to catch up.” 
 
    “Oh, we just have time to silently reminisce and smile like idiots then right?” Milinka slammed the blade of the axe into a ghoul’s belly, separating its top half from its lower, “Do not think that I haven’t been watching you. You and your goofy looks.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Crinnan groaned as he thrust the point of the blade through the previously bisected ghoul’s head. He thought for a minute as he planted his boot into the chest of a ghoul, and spoke, “Why did you never come see me?” 
 
    “I was not aware I was supposed to?” Milinka replied as her back bumped against Crinnan’s, “Why did you never come see me?” 
 
    “I’m a Centurion,” Crinnan called back as the guts of a leaping and lacerated horned devil rained down on them, “I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “And I am a Vice-Commander,” Milinka sneered as she batted away a skeleton, “I am busier.” She smashed the skeleton with her axe and seeing that there were no more monsters on her side, she turned around so that she was side by side with Crinnan. 
 
    “I waited for you, you know,” She spat as she hacked into another ghoul, “For seven years. I thought you would come. I thought you would keep your promise.” 
 
    “I did!” Crinnan snapped back, pushing Milinka out of the way of a sword swipe and cutting through a horned devil’s throat, “I found you here. I didn’t mean to but… looks like I kept my promise.” 
 
    “That does not count,” Milinka blurted as she spun and cut down a skeleton, “You know I loved you, right?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Crinnan asked as he grabbed her arm and pulled her into him. The monsters had stopped coming, for the moment Ander was finishing with his and they were alone. Crinnan looked into Milinka’s eyes and she looked into his, “What changed?”  
 
    “You never came,” Milinka raised her eyebrows as she pulled away and turned to join Ander. Crinnan was left alone and shook his head as he frustratedly ran his tongue across his two front teeth. For a moment he stood silently and pondered what his life could have been had he gone after her after Kamlot. She was right; he never went after her. He loved her too but he was a soldier, his life was about fighting, and love didn’t suit him. Killing did. He cursed under his breath and with a sigh, he ran to join the others. 
 
    Crinnan reached Ander and Milinka just in time to cut down the last skeleton. Ander smiled and as his feet returned to the ground, the pulsing energy in his hands extinguished. He nodded to the others and looked to the keep ahead of them. 
 
    “Forward then,” He declared as he stepped toward the door, “Resilience is key my friends, for as soon as you walk across the threshold your trials will begin.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” Crinnan asked, “You seem to know so much about this place, about the Hells. Why?” 
 
    Ander stopped walking and pursed his lips together as he turned toward the others. Milinka seemed interested in an answer as well and as Ander faced them, he nodded slowly. 
 
    “You may recall me mentioning that I was once employed by Life Links?” He answered, “Well, child, that is only part of the story. To keep it short, I was dismissed from Life Links by the president himself and went on to found a corporation called LL Industries. When the Church declared war on the Corporations, we were initially a part of the Alliance of Corporations, however as we suffered many losses, we eventually switched sides. When the Church won the war, my corporation was employed to… redesign the Afterscape according to their specifications.” 
 
    “So your weird ass created the Hells?” Crinnan asked, “You did all this?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” Ander nodded, “We were forced to, we did not have a choice in the matter.” 
 
    “You could have fought back, you could have stayed with the AOC and helped them win the war,” Crinnan was disgusted. How could anyone just so willingly allow themselves to be subjugated, “You always have a choice. Seems to me like you made the wrong one.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true idealist twenty-something,” Ander snickered, “I did what was best for my people. Survive for a millennium and then offer me your wisdom.” 
 
    The trio approached the door to the castle and Ander reached out and placed his hand against it. He paused before pushing and looked back at the others, “I remind you, this will be no easy task. The last time I went through here I… lost myself. There is no telling how long we will be inside but remember. We must wait for each other at the end.”  
 
    Crinnan and Milinka nodded at him and Ander took a breath and pushed the door open. The inside was pitch black; nothing could be made out in any direction. As they ventured forth the doors slammed behind them, and all that was left was to wait for something to happen. 
 
    “Ander?” Crinnan called out as he lost his companions in the blackness. He spun in a circle and reached out his hands to try to locate either of them, “Milinka?” 
 
    He realized he was alone. He stood in place for a moment and waited. The castle was darker than anything he had ever encountered and quiet enough for him to hear his own heart beating. He breathed steadily as he waited but felt his heart begin to thump harder. Finally, he heard a voice. 
 
    “C... Crinnan?” It was a voice he had known since he was seven years old. 
 
    “Elia?” His eyes scanned the area nervously. He thought back to what he was told about Dread’s Keep, that he was going to face his fears. What could Elia possibly have to do with any of it? 
 
    “Crinnan,” She wheezed. A spectral blue light formed in the background and Crinnan saw Elia sitting on the ground in front of him. She held her hands to her throat, blood ran over her fingers and drenched her body, ultimately, pooling beneath her. 
 
    “Crinnan,” She choked, looking up at him. 
 
    “You’re not real.” He looked down at her and marveled at how realistic the image of her seemed. He did instinctively feel compelled to help her. 
 
    “I never liked you,” She snarled as she removed her hands from her throat and pushed herself up off the ground. Blood ran down her neck and chest and dripped onto the floor, “I always used you to stay close to Alec. I put up with you. You and your whining emotional bullshit. By the goddess, I hated dealing with you. Alec has it together, you never have.”    
 
    “Fuck off,” Crinnan turned away. As he did, he saw his friend Alec standing in front of him. He had a large gash in his head and blood ran freely over his cracked visor. 
 
    “You will get us all killed,” Alec declared, “We are searching for you Crinnan. We will all die horrible deaths because of you… because you were too fucking weak to stay alive.” 
 
    Crinnan snickered and turned again. This time his father stood before him. 
 
    “You are nothing but a failure and a disappointment,” his father shouted, “I never felt a connection to you. You are the most disappointing of all your siblings, you have been since the day you were born. I despise your existence; you have brought me nothing but shame in this life. You had may as well not be mine.” 
 
    Crinnan closed his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “None of it is real,” he repeated to himself, “It is all an illusion.” 
 
    “Face us you pussy,” his father demanded, “Stop running from what you know is true!” 
 
    Crinnan stood silently with his eyes closed and waited for it to be over. The apparitions were tugging at his emotions but he knew they were not real. He knew he just had to get through it. Finally, he heard nothing else and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Hello Crinnan,” his own voice said. Crinnan gasped and stepped backward, nearly tripping over his own feet. Before him, he saw a mirror image of himself. It was bleeding from its side and mouth and sitting at a table. The illusion held out his hand and invited Crinnan to take a seat across from him. Crinnan approached slowly and cautiously sat down on a wooden chair. 
 
    “You are not real,” Crinnan repeated. “You are an illusion.” 
 
    “You keep saying that. Does it make you feel better? Do you not realize that you are merely data?” The other replied, “You are numbers, I am a picture. Who is more real? I have your memories, your thoughts… I know your darkest fears and your deepest desires. Tell me though, Crinnan, what do you hope for?” 
 
    “What do you mean what do I hope for? What does it matter?”  
 
    The other shrugged and leaned back in his chair, “You fight a war you can never win,” he wrung his hands together and drilled his eyes into Crinnan, “You fight for people that hate you, who will always hate you! You fight for people who are doing just fine without you, and who would much rather you and your stupid fucking army just go away. Do you even have a reason to keep fighting or is this all just the life you were born into? Is this all circumstance?” 
 
    “We are the good guys,” Crinnan declared, “We want to free everyone from the oppression of the Empire.” 
 
    “That is the corniest most unoriginal thing I think I have ever heard anyone say. Do you really believe that? Do you understand how many stories have been written about the same theme over and over again throughout history? You have been skullfucked with this propaganda, with these ridiculous ideals and illusions that make you feel tingly inside. I guess if you feel warm, then it must be right?” 
 
    “Now, here you sit.” The other continued, “You fight the powers that be, merely and simply because you do you suddenly think that your side of the table is the correct one?” The other scoffed and rolled his eyes at Crinnan, “What a complete load of garbage, Crinnan. I would expect nothing less from someone so worthless and insignificant as you. You see, your feeble attempt to validate your existence by claiming you are good simply because you rebel against the Empire is utter lunacy. Have you ever questioned your own motives? The motives of Black Knight? Who on this planet could possibly have ambitions so pure?” 
 
    “I do,” Crinnan replied confidently. 
 
    “Do you?” The other snickered, “Or do you just want to believe you do. Tell me your own thoughts, the real ones, not those that have been shoved down your throat and pounded into your brain since you took your first worthless breath.” 
 
    “I just want peace,” Crinnan admitted, “No more fighting, no more war. I want the world to find some kind of common ground.” 
 
    “You will never find that you fool,” the other laughed, “Everything you do is in vain if that is what you fight for. As long as everyone has their own goals, desires, and ambitions, there will never be peace and you know it.” He stood up and drew his sword, “Everything you do will affect everyone you love.” He walked over to Elia and thrust his sword through her heart. She screamed and wept as she fell backward and writhed. 
 
    “Stop,” Crinnan whispered. 
 
    “Your choices follow you everywhere you go!” the illusion’s voice seemed to surround Crinnan. It echoed off walls that weren’t there and rattled every bone inside of his body. The other stepped over to Alec and swung the sword, removing his head. Alec’s body fell to the pitch-black ground and the other snorted at it. 
 
    “Your past will die,” It cut his father’s throat, “And your future…” A spectral image of Milinka materialized and the Other pointed his sword at her.  
 
    Crinnan quickly stood up and found his own sword in hand. He violently tossed the chair aside and stepped toward the Other. He had been pushed too far. 
 
    “What will you do, puppet? You already abandoned her once. You promised you would come back to her, that nothing could keep you apart.” He stepped toward Milinka. Crinnan’s nostrils flared as he felt the anger set in. He gripped the sword tightly and the other smiled. 
 
    “Why, even if you do get out of here, you know she is engaged. You know she is going to marry Vice-Commander Card,” The other laughed menacingly and took a step closer to her, “Not that it would matter anyway. You didn’t go after her. You are too much of a coward to let her back in.” 
 
    “Get away from her!” Crinnan shouted. He tried to run forward but his legs felt locked in place. It was all like a dream; he could not move or fight. He could not protect those he loved or even himself… he realized that was what he was afraid of. Of being too weak to protect them, of not being able to save everyone 
 
    “Even if you were able to strike me down, I would remain. You manifested me, I exist, I always have. I am a part of you! Your own cold heart formed what I am… Now, when will you quit being a little bitch, when will you let your actions reflect your choices and not those of everyone around you? And what price will you pay?” He thrust his sword through Milinka’s skull and she fell to the black ground.  
 
    Crinnan’s heart felt like it had snapped and he somehow managed to move his legs. He charged forward and swung his own blade at the image of himself. The Other blocked the attack and smiled.  
 
    “You think you have found it? Your fear?” He laughed and shook his head.  
 
    Alec’s headless body arose, axe in hand. He charged toward Crinnan but Crinnan broke free and spun, slicing the back of Alec’s thigh. Alec fell forward and vanished just as Elia thrust her sword into Crinnan’s back. Crinnan groaned and slammed his elbow into her face, knocking her backward. He spun around and hacked at her, cutting multiple times into her chest. She looked at him, blinked, and vanished. 
 
    “I do not have to let them go to move forward!” Crinnan shouted, “If that is what you are trying to tell me.” His father suddenly approached with arms open wide. Crinnan hesitated for a moment and shook his head. Finally, he gritted his teeth together and shoved his sword through his father’s chest and his father smiled. 
 
    Tears fell down his eyes and he fell to his knees as he threw the sword away from himself. He bent over and pounded his fist against the ground beneath him. He knew it was an illusion but it weighed heavily on him. Thoughts flashed in his mind, he saw when he first met Alec and Elia, he sparred with his father, he felt Milinka’s lips on his in the Kamlotian Woods... He wanted them, all of them, he wanted to be by all of their sides even to just hear their voices. They didn’t need to acknowledge him or love him back; he just wanted to know that they were okay. As he wept, The Other approached. 
 
    “What must die for you to be born anew?” The Other’s voice echoed. He stepped forward, his sword at his side and a terrible look plastered on his face, “If not them then what?” Crinnan screamed and pushed himself up off the ground. He ran forward and as the two were about to collide, The Other vanished and everything went black again.  
 
    Crinnan stood in the darkness, alone and sniffling. He saw and heard nothing, but felt everything. The sound of silence made his own thoughts seem louder than they had ever been. He stood and listened to himself think and clenched his teeth together. 
 
    The loneliness that Crinnan craved in real life turned out to be more than he could handle. He pushed everyone away, found a reason to hate those that loved him. He had convinced himself that he wanted to be alone but he was hiding, running from something more. Crinnan shook his head and heard The Other speak again. 
 
    “What do you hope for?” He whispered. 
 
    “Love.” Crinnan found himself sobbingly admit. At that, a blinding light pulsed and Crinnan found himself standing in a new room. It was dim, lit only by a single torch mounted on a wet bluestone wall. His eyes immediately found Milinka sitting, hugging her knees. 
 
    “You made it out...” She sounded relieved yet bothered and quickly got to her feet and approached him. She had been weeping and wiped the tears away to try and hide it but her bloodshot eyes gave her away. 
 
    “Yeah,” Crinnan blinked and shook his head, “You... you did too… are you real?”  
 
    “Unfortunately,” Milinka sniffled as she lowered her head. Crinnan nodded and the two stood silently and stared at each other for a moment. Words weren’t spoken, they didn’t need to be. Crinnan motioned toward the wall and they walked over and sat down. 
 
    “Where is Ander?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “I was hoping you knew,” Milinka replied, “I have not seen him yet.” 
 
    “So it is just us.”  
 
    “Yeah. I… really hate this place.” She lowered her head and stared at the ground. 
 
    “I do too,” Crinnan was still confused from his revelation, “Did you… face your fear or whatever?” 
 
    “I think so,” she shivered, “It was… terrifying.” 
 
    “It was,” Crinnan agreed. He reached up and wiped a rogue tear from his eye and then glanced over at Milinka. She sat, hugging her knees with her head resting against her leg. She had been through much more than he had, he felt a strange urge to comfort her but he did not know how. 
 
    “So,” he finally said as he broke the silence, “How… have you been?” 
 
    Milinka gave him a dumbfounded look and laughed, “I have clearly been better, but yeah thanks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Crinnan rested his head against the moist wall behind him. “I have too.” 
 
    “So you… became a Centurion after all,” Milinka observed, “Apparently not a very good one.” Crinnan looked up and scrunched up his face. 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” He asked, mildly offended. 
 
    “You are dead,” She smirked, “Centurions are not supposed to die.” 
 
    “I wish I had known that,” Crinnan looked down at the ground in front of him, “So you are engaged to Vice-Commander Card?”  
 
    She rolled her eyes and bit her lower lip, reluctantly nodding as she did so, “I was.” She shrugged her shoulders, “I have only met him twice, my father arranged the marriage. He wanted to enhance the Elvish blood in his future generations and saw Card as the best Elf for the job.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Crinnan reminisced, “My father tried to arrange a marriage for me once. A few years after Kamlot.” 
 
    “Really?” Milinka laughed, “I bet that would have been funny to watch. What was her name?” 
 
    “The girl?” Crinnan asked, not thinking. 
 
    “No, your dad,” Milinka sarcastically blurted, rolling her eyes, “Yes the girl you dolt.” 
 
    “Oh,” Crinnan shook his head, “Her name was Zenia. She was a real bitch. I ended up breaking her father’s collarbone and spent a week in jail. Needless to say, my father canceled everything.” 
 
    “Oh to have lord fathers,” Milinka laughed, “The joys of noble children, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Crinnan smirked, “Our parents truly make our lives so fucking great.” 
 
    Milinka smiled for a moment but then sighed and looked down at the ground again. Crinnan looked over at her and felt a chill run through his body. He still found her to be quite beautiful and was drawn to her from the moment he realized who she was. He hated feeling that way, and while his stomach churned his heart could not stop pounding. 
 
    “So it has… been a while,” she volunteered, glancing over at him, “I guess the army treated you well.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Crinnan agreed, “You as well, Commander…” 
 
    “Stop it. Leadership is okay though,” She shrugged, “It pays well. People love me.” 
 
    Crinnan’s mind flashed back to their time in Kamlot. They were young and he had told her he loved her. It wasn’t a lie, he did love her… back then. He cringed at the thought, of his fear of losing the ones he loves. He looked at Milinka deeply and realized that she was one of the people he loved… that he loved her so much differently than he did everyone else, and that he had for seven years. He felt embarrassed by the thought, but as he looked at her, he felt the embarrassment fade away. 
 
    “Do you… ever think about it?” He finally asked, not making eye contact. He felt like he was a teenager again, awkward and scared. He looked at the palms of his hands and heard Milinka snicker. 
 
    “By it, you mean…” Milinka looked at him with a goofy look on her face, “Kamlot right? Me and you against the world, swinging swords like we knew how and staying up all night kissing under the stars as our hearts blended into one?” 
 
    Crinnan looked up at her and the two couldn’t help but laugh at the idea of it all. He shook his head and bit his lower lip. 
 
    “Yeah,” He couldn’t get the smile off his face, “Yeah that would be it.” 
 
    “Then yes, Crinnan,” Milinka’s smile faded and she looked at him seriously and passionately, “I think of it… often.” 
 
    “Me too,” Crinnan admitted. He lowered his head again and looked at the moldy floor he sat on, “Sometimes I dream about it. Sometimes when I’m laying outside on a mission, I look up at Igo and the stars and wonder if you’re doing the same… it always shuts out the sound of my friends talking. I imagine you and I are looking up and there a line that’s bouncing off the moon and connecting us.” 
 
    “There he is,” Milinka laughed as she shoved Crinnan in the shoulder, “Crinnan the poet. You know you do not always have to fight yourself. It is okay for you to open up once in a while.” 
 
    “Shut up,” He said as he rested his head against the wall behind him, “The world’s too… dangerous to open up. Connecting with others is, in general, a bad idea, even my best friends… they don’t necessarily know the real me.” 
 
    “Do I?” Milinka asked. Crinnan closed his eyes and let out a sigh. He turned his head toward her and smiled. 
 
    “Yeah.” He grunted.  
 
    “Yeah?” She cocked her head and looked at his eyes, “You know, that week we spent together was… probably the best week of my life.” She snickered and shook her head, “Pitiful I know but… damn Crinnan, you made me feel something like I never felt before… fuck you for never coming back, fuck the Hells out of you, you piece of shit.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Crinnan muttered. For a moment the two stared in silence at each other. She had been his first, his only love, and he had been her first as well. Whatever strange threads of fate had led them to find each other in a place like the Hells left him feeling angry, furious, yet… grateful. He felt like he had missed his opportunity in life, but the Hells had given him a second chance, an opportunity to talk to her again… his heart felt full, hopeful. It felt right like everything inside of him was working like it was supposed to. All the anger, all the grumpiness, and coldness he felt toward everybody seemed to lift off him and be replaced by an overwhelming feeling of love and desire for the girl he had fallen for so many years ago. 
 
    Milinka finally closed her eyes and lowered her head. Crinnan looked over at her and felt his heart began to pound with fear. Dread’s Keep was right, he never wanted to lose that girl again. She made him feel whole; she made him happy. Crinnan gently lifted his arm and stretched it across her back. Fearfully, he took hold of her shoulder and pulled her into him. She did not resist, she leaned into him and rested her head on his shoulder. Crinnan released his breath and rested his cheek on the top of her head and she reached up and slipped her fingers into his. 
 
    “One day we have to stop meeting in the worst situations of our lives,” She whispered. The two laughed and finally, she looked up at him. She bit her lower lip and had a longing in her eyes that he remembered from Kamlot. He leaned his face in closer. He could feel the magnetism between them, he wanted to kiss her and as he finally felt her breath on his lips, god damn fucking Ander finally emerged from the shadows. 
 
    He burst forward hunched over, and visibly weakened by his time with his fears. He breathed heavily, and his entire body throbbed as he did so. He stepped up to the others and fell to his knees. 
 
    “It is finished,” He declared with a frightening smile. A menacing laugh broke through his lips and he wore a strange look of victory mixed with relief, “I am finally reborn!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Milinka asked as she got to her feet. She hurried over to help him but he quickly shrugged her off. 
 
    “I have wasted too much time here,” Ander declared in a tone that lacked emotion. Something about him was different; changed perhaps, “The lord of this castle awaits, we must press onward!” 
 
    “Ander,” Crinnan grabbed him by the shoulders, “Are you okay, you were in there for...” 
 
    “Release me,” He growled as he pushed Crinnan backward, “Grant me space… please.” 
 
    “Fine,” Crinnan nodded and stepped back, “I understand.”  
 
    Ander closed his eyes and shook his head, “You never will, child,” He grit his teeth together and smiled again. As he looked Crinnan in the eyes, Crinnan could see that something was eating away at him, something he experienced when he faced his fears, no doubt, “Verily I say unto thee, when we leave this accursed place, these Hells, we will free our planet. We shall be the saviors of all, I will restore order and rebuild the world and you two will be by my side.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Crinnan asked as he looked over at Milinka. She wore the same confused look as he did and then both of them looked to Ander. 
 
    “All will be revealed in time my friends,” Ander reached out and squeezed Crinnan’s shoulders. He nodded at Milinka; his eyes were wide and he would not stop smiling, “I have come to the realization that our meeting was not by chance. ‘Tis destiny at work I do believe. Verily I say, clarity has been instilled in me. There is only one true way.” 
 
    Crinnan blinked and nodded his head. Ander was talking crazy and Crinnan did not want to upset him, “Let’s go to the lord of this castle then. Let’s get to the next level.”  
 
    Ander smiled wickedly and nodded. Crinnan saw the menace behind Ander’s eyes and it frightened him. He resisted the urge to reach for his sword, and instead let Ander lead the way. 
 
    “Most certainly. Follow me.” Ander’s hands ignited with flame and he better illuminated the room around them. It was made mostly of dark gray or blue stone and the walls glistened as if they were wet. Ander passed through a doorway and into a long corridor with a high vaulted ceiling. As the trio walked, the only sound that could be heard was their footsteps echoing off the walls. 
 
    “The throne room is this way,” Ander’s hollow voice announced as he led the others, “This castle was modeled after Dardin’s Keep, owned by a Vampre warlord from the Age of Blood. It is said that within the winding catacombs beneath, Dardin practiced necromancy and unleashed unspeakable horrors on those he held captive. Before the church destroyed the original structure, I once had an opportunity to wander its halls. The atrocities that were committed there truly did leave behind an air of dread. It was magnificent.” 
 
    Magnificent? Something had changed inside Ander, something bad. Crinnan knew it and when he looked over at Milinka, he could tell that she too was wary of the Vampre. The two walked side by side and their fingers occasionally brushed against each other. Each time they did, Crinnan felt a tingly wave of comfort come over him. That wave lasted only as long as his eyes stayed off Ander. 
 
    “We are nearing the throne room,” Ander announced, looking back at the other two, “This castle’s lord is a unique one. The challenge he presents is randomized. Therefore, we never know what to expect when we walk inside. Be on your guard.” 
 
    “This is what is commonly referred to as an instance,” Crinnan heard the voice of Sage say into his head, “Since you are there, I realize you may have already discovered the way to the next level.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Crinnan whispered, “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I can,” Sage replied, “The female in your party is ready for battle with demons. I see she has found a weapon. Very good, she is also able to use magic abilities. I should say that having never used NaNe power in the real world, she may have difficulty figuring out how to take advantage of it.” 
 
    “I will let her know,” Crinnan’s voice was barely audible, “Do you have any advice?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sage replied, “If a girl touches your hand it is never an accident.” 
 
    “No!” Crinnan shouted and swiped his hand through the air. Ander and Milinka turned and looked at him, both wearing surprised expressions.  
 
    “Do not worry about it,” Crinnan waved them away, “It is the guy from the real world again.” 
 
    “The castle’s lord is mighty,” Sage said, “But I should say he can be beaten, you must be the one to do it though.” 
 
    “Well that is great,” Crinnan groaned, “But how do I defeat him?” 
 
    “Based on what I am seeing on my side, you will have to volunteer to die,” Sage replied quickly and with a distracted tone, “That is the challenge he will present. Die, respawn and fight your way back... Curses, I have to go; the church is onto me but just trust me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, volunteer?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “Just do it, you will know when the time comes. We may be able to talk again after you die and respawn. Be safe, be confident, and that girl loves you. Love her back.” 
 
    Crinnan snorted and rolled his eyes. Sage was gone, and  
 
    “We have arrived,” Ander pointed to a tall split wooden door in an arched frame, “The castle’s lord awaits behind.” 
 
    Ander pushed on the doors and the trio stepped into the throne room. The room was long with tall, dark pillars lining the path to the lord’s seat. A torch hung on each pillar, illuminating the blue carpet that led to the steps on the opposite end of the room. The castle’s lord sat in a high-backed chair, a carved dark stone throne. His elbow rested on one of the armrests and his chin rested on his balled fist. He wore shining silver plate armor and in his free hand was a heavy looking golden scepter with a leather-wrapped handle. 
 
    “Three questions,” The lord suddenly bellowed as the trio approached, his deep voice echoing off the walls, “Three souls. Who shall be the first to answer?” 
 
    “Questions?” Ander repeated as he looked over at Crinnan with a confused expression, “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “Three questions.” The lord repeated, “For three souls.” 
 
    “Do forgive me, my lord, but I did expect a more physical trial,” Ander argued, “Will we not be fighting?” 
 
    “No,” The Lord replied, “Who shall answer?” 
 
    “I will.” Milinka stepped forward. Crinnan watched her as she approached the steps that led to the lord’s seat. Ander looked anxious, his head snapped over to Milinka and back to Crinnan. He shook his head and held his hands out. 
 
    “What do you fear?” The Lord asked, the words seeming to seethe from his helmet. 
 
    “I fear…” Milinka looked down at her feet, “Being alone. Never again seeing the ones I love or the ones I do not know I love yet.” 
 
    “Why do you fear solitude?” The Lord asked. Milinka sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “Because then there is only me,” She admitted, “I am left with my thoughts, the darkness inside my head. I have to face myself, to answer to the deepest part of me, for things I regret doing.” 
 
    The Lord stood; he was nearly as tall as a Gaian. His armor rattled as he moved and he hoisted his scepter up and rested it on his shoulder. 
 
    “Who among you three do you wish to die?” He asked, remaining motionless. 
 
    “What?” Milinka replied, looking up at him, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The key to the door lies in the blood,” The Lord explained, “Choose.” 
 
    “No, I cannot do that!” Milinka protested, “That’s not…” 
 
    “Me,” Crinnan stepped forward, remembering what Sage had said, “Kill me.” He hoped Sage knew what he was talking about. 
 
    “What, no!” Milinka cried out, “You can’t…”  
 
    Crinnan looked at her and smiled a sweet smile, something he had not done for a long day. He locked his eyes onto hers and as she began to protest again, he reached out and pulled her into him, pressing his lips against hers. Milinka blinked and just as quickly as he had kissed her, he let her go. She gasped and smiled as her eyes darted around the room nervously. 
 
    “I will find you,” He promised as he reached out and placed his hand on the back of her head. He leaned forward and rested his forehead on hers, “Wait for me on the other side.”  
 
    Crinnan stepped away and faced giant armored being. The castle lord stepped forward and planted his foot into Crinnan’s chest knocking him onto his back. Ander growled and stepped forward but Crinnan held his hand out and shook his head. 
 
    “I will see you soon.” The scepter suddenly crashed down into Crinnan’s skull, smashing it against the carpet beneath him. Crinnan clenched his fists in pain and grunted as he watched the scepter come down on him one more time. Crinnan heard Milinka scream, and everything went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Sarasin VII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    08:00 – Canrom City, Dauid's Tower 
 
      
 
    Sarasin opened her eyes and the light from the room poured into her. She did not know how they had opened but somehow, someway they had. She wasn’t in Heaven or the Hells; she could hear her guard talking and laughing outside her room. To her great dismay, she had survived. 
 
    A circle of blood surrounded her and her knife lay on the bed at her side. Quickly, she looked at her bare arms and saw that her wounds had already scarred. She couldn’t understand why she was still here. 
 
    “Had you perished, it would have been quite difficult for you to present your speech to the masses today, dear Sarasin,” a familiar voice said to her. The sound of it sent a shock through her body, her face wrinkled up with fury as she listened, “I know when I delivered my messages, I always made it a point never to kill myself the night before.” 
 
    Sarasin looked to her left and saw the man whom she had killed only a day prior. He stood with his back to the wall and legs crossed at the knees, he smiled and showed off his perfectly white teeth. He was strangely, however, not as she left him. He was young, he had all his hair… his skin was wrinkle free and he did not have a hole in his face. 
 
    “Korros…” She angrily growled with a lowered head. Her teeth clenched together and she dug her fingers into the sheets beneath her. He was the last person she wanted to see, especially smiling, “So what, do I just… see dead people now?” 
 
    “You most certainly do,” Korros beamed, uncrossing his arms and stepping toward her. “Dead people, lost spirits, ghosts; however you want to describe them, you have the ability to commune with them. The Fyres of old were known Shamans back when magic still filled the air of Duraan… it seems, somehow, that magic has returned.” 
 
    “Korros…” She seethed as she looked at the beautiful man, “Why are you here?” 
 
    “You sent me,” Korros shrugged, “Or, rather, the ‘young you’ sent me. I do not know how it is that your child self is in the great beyond but… she is.” 
 
    “You sent her there you sick fuck!” Sarasin snapped as she finally realized and acknowledged the truth of what Little Sarasin was, “You thrust my soul out of me when I was a child…” Sarasin gasped at her revelation, “I… I have no soul because of you.” 
 
    “I did,” Korros nodded his head with a look of dismay on his face, “It is… truly amazing the clarity you receive when you pass. You see things as they truly are. In life we are unable to draw lines properly; we are blinded by emotion, desire, feelings. In death, you see the black and the white. The truth and the lies… even the ones you told yourself.” 
 
    “How are you here?” Sarasin growled, “How were you able to pass into the... afterlife or whatever?” 
 
    “I sinned against you… and others,” Korros admitted, “I was not a good man. I stole money from the poor, I had people killed. I... was a rapist. I am by no means redeemed or saved, none of what I once preached applies here. After you killed me, I simply woke up somewhere new where completely different rules applied.” 
 
    “So you… the murdering, thieving rapist, is allowed to exist in some second life?” Sarasin trembled with fury, “While I, the one you raped, remain behind, unable to die, haunted by ghosts and memories of your actions…” She clenched her face and reached for the knife, “How is that fair?” 
 
    “Unfortunately god… the planet or universe… whatever force holds this all together does not care about making things fair for us. To be honest, I realized this long before you killed me. I mean shit. Look at the world you live in. If god cared, why would the world be the way it is? How could people like me have existed? Why would people like you exist?” 
 
    “People like me?” Sarasin furiously stood from the bed and stepped toward the ghost, “You have some nerve…” 
 
    “Cool it, baby,” Korros said with his calm, smooth voice, “You are no better than me. Do you think murder is better than rape? Do you think deception is less a sin than thievery? You are a leader in one of the most murderous cults to have ever plagued Duraan. Why, do you know how many people have died today at the hands of your Empire?” 
 
    “You cannot just come in here, prevent me from dying and then lecture me. Not after…” 
 
    “Yeah, not after what I did. I get it,” Korros interrupted, “Sarasin I sinned against you. I… stole your soul from you. I raped you; I killed our son. I know all this… I am sorry. My words can never fix that but my actions can. You will never forgive me and that is fine, but I… I want to help you get your soul back. As ridiculous as that sounds. I want to reunite you with your son, well, our son. And that is not achieved, believe it or not, with your death.” 
 
    “You fucking ghosts are wearing me out. Are you… are you actually real? Am I crazy?” She looked down at her healed arms and saw the cuts from where Little Sarasin’s fingernails had dug into her wrist from the night before. The blood was on the bed; her arms had scarred over… it had to be real. Sarasin rubbed her hand down her face and her eyes fell upon the knife that was next to her.  
 
    She thought of reaching for the weapon, of charging Korros and cutting his throat. It would have brought her great joy to watch him die again, though, she doubted that would be the outcome. Finally, she closed her eyes and relented. 
 
    “I will never forgive you,” She snarled, “Never. If I could, I would slaughter you a different way every damn day for all of eternity. Know that is how much I hate you, but if you can get me my… my soul? My son? Then… I cannot believe I am saying this but… tell me what I must do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Brothers light shone brightly and there was not a cloud in sight. The denizens of Canrom City had massed outside of the Governor's palace to hear their Bishop Generals and Supreme Father speak. The sounds of the crowd could be heard all across the city, the chattering, the laughing and carrying about.   
 
    “What a turnout!” Quint exclaimed as he and the rest of Sarasin's guard escorted her through the crowd, “Pretty good for Canrom City, eh Eryc?” 
 
    “You can be excited,” Eryc replied as he gently nudged a citizen out of the way, “But contain it and do not let your guard down. Do not forget, you are a representative of the Govian Army.”  
 
    Quint nodded and the group moved onward toward the stage. 
 
    Quint was right, or at least Sarasin thought so. There were a lot of people there, many more than she expected. She looked over her shoulder to catch one of her guards watching her butt as she walked. 
 
    “Eyes forward,” She shouted, “My ass is definitely not going to do anything exciting.” Eryc looked back and made a note to reprimand the soldier later. 
 
    Sarasin couldn’t keep her mind off her meeting with Korros that morning; it was certainly unexpected. The fact that she was alive was beyond what she had hoped for that day. She persisted, however, thinking that it was a sign. Perhaps she was not supposed to die. She had pleaded with Dura’ana the night before to help her, and maybe everything she was going through was exactly that, though she wrestled with whether it was Dura'ana who was answering her prayer... With that in mind, she continued putting one foot in front of the other and moving inch by inch, mile by mile. For the first time, she could ever recall she felt a glimmer of hope. 
 
    As she walked the crowd cheered and clapped. She did her best to smile and wave at everyone but the sheer quantity of people made her job a bit overwhelming. It was all strange to her, only five years prior she was merely an officer with no celebrated status. Then all of a sudden, as soon as she was elevated to Bishop General, everybody suddenly knew her name and face. Everywhere she went she was asked for a picture or an autograph unless she disguised herself – which she had become very good at doing. 
 
    Her mind again wandered to the previous night. She thought of her conversation with Lazarus, of the promise of security that he offered. Thinking of what her betrothed was willing to do to protect her left her with warm feelings inside, feelings that only enhanced the hope that she started the day with. 
 
    As soon as her entourage brought her to the stage, she would see him again, her Prince. She hoped he would have some good news for her. They approached the stage and Eryc began barking orders. 
 
    “Help her up!” He shouted to a soldier who was standing at guard, “Easy now.” 
 
    The soldier slid his rifle around to his back and reached down for Sarasin's hand. She grabbed it and he pulled her up to the stage. Five of Sarasin's guards turned around and faced the crowd while the other five went up with her. 
 
    “Wow,” she marveled as she turned and looked at the massive amount of citizens who had gathered to see her arrival. They waved and cheered as she looked down at them. The sounds of their voices filled her ears. She smiled and returned their gestures but could not help but think that they all looked disgusting, like a hive of insects that were crawling mindlessly.  
 
    “Big crowd,” She continued, dismissing her thoughts, “It would appear that the whole city has come.” 
 
    “I know, right?” Quint replied excitedly. He waved to a group of She-Faires that were looking at him and they giggled and waved back. He smiled widely, and Eryc smacked the back of his head. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” Eryc reprimanded him, “Control yourself.” 
 
    Sarasin held her arms out to the crowd and cheering ensued. She smiled at them all and turned to walk backstage. Two guards stayed behind on stage, while Quint, Gerard, and Eryc followed Sarasin back. 
 
    “Ah, my Lady Sarasin!” Governor Treyodees approached in a purple velvet suit, “Come, come, so good to see you!” 
 
    “And you, Governor Treyodees,” Sarasin replied with a smile of her own, “I trust you had a lovely evening last night?” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Treyodees nodded, he grabbed her hand and lifted it to his puckered lips, “Look at you, you are as beautiful as ever. No, no I say more than ever. Why every time your image graces my vision, I find myself smitten!” 
 
    “Thank you, Governor.” She laughed, wishing he would go away, “Your words are too kind. Have the others arrived yet?” 
 
    “Prince Lazarus and Bishop General Klaus are both here,” Treyodees pointed over to a blue tent, “Supreme Father Eckhart will be arriving late it appears.” 
 
    “Very good,” Sarasin replied with a nod of her head, “I will join the other Bishop Generals. Thank you for your accommodations Governor.” 
 
    “Only the best for the future princess of Duraan!” Treyodees smiled widely, revealing a large gap in his teeth, “An attendant will fetch you when it is your time to be on stage. Again, my lady, it was a delight to see you.” Sarasin nodded and walked to the tent. 
 
    “He is a bit odd,” Quint commented as they walked, “A little creepy too.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Sarasin agreed. The four of them stepped into the Bishop General’s tent and Prince Lazarus stood from his cushion and smiled. 
 
    “My love!” He announced with a wide smile and outstretched arms, “It is lovely to see you up and ready to go. I trust you slept well?” Sarasin’s mind flashed back to the knife that she dragged across her arm and the pool of blood that she could very well have swum in. 
 
    “Like a corpse.” She smiled as she quickly looked over at Bishop General Klaus. He was a standard Vampre male with an angular face and pronounced chin. His black hair was kept short on its sides and slicked back on top and he had twin scars over his lips. 
 
    Bishop General Klaus was the head of the Inquisitors. He oversaw every aspect of the entire militarized police force over all of the Empire and personally trained the Reapers, the heavy hydraulic armored soldiers known for their prowess with killing Ancients and absorbing their abilities. 
 
    “Hello Lord Klaus,” She greeted her fellow Bishop General with a respectful nod, “It is good to see you.” 
 
    “And you, Lady Sarasin,” Klaus returned from his scarred lips, “It has been a few weeks.” 
 
    “Yes, well we all keep very busy,” Sarasin said, “There is much work between the five of us.” Klaus nodded and smiled. 
 
    “My Lord Klaus, would it be a burden for you to excuse us for a moment?” Lazarus asked, turning towards his betrothed, “Lady Sarasin and I need to briefly discuss a personal matter.” 
 
    “Of course, my Prince,” Klaus nodded as he stood up from his cushion. 
 
    When he and the other guards had gone, Lazarus smiled his trademark smile and turned his attention toward Sarasin’s guards, “Do you mind?” 
 
    “It is okay Lazarus,” Sarasin stepped in, “They are aware of the situation.” 
 
    “Hopefully they are all that are aware.” Lazarus raised an eyebrow, but his tone did not change. Sarasin briefly thought back to the conversation she had on the pier with her brother and nodded. 
 
    “They are the only people that know.” She lied. 
 
    “Very good,” Lazarus said, eyeing Eryc, “Well then all four of you can relax knowing that the matter has been completely resolved.”  
 
    Sarasin smiled and let out a sigh of relief, “Thank you, Lazarus.” She walked up and wrapped her arms around. He, in turn, rested his chin on the top of her head and returned the embrace. 
 
    “The two witnesses have been banished to Westlaan,” He continued, “Death was perhaps too unjust a punishment, my empathetic nature got the best of me. Even if the monks do survive in that dangerous land, we should have no fear of them telling anyone the truth of what happened. Not that anyone else there would care..." 
 
    “Westlaan...” Sarasin repeated, thinking briefly about the land also known as Purgatory, “Very good. Thank you.” She hugged him tighter. 
 
    “So banish anything regarding the matter from your mind, my love,” Lazarus reassured her with his comforting smile, “It is done and over with and you will never have the need to think of it again. Now, moving forward, I trust you are prepared to give your speech?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sarasin nodded, returning his smile, “Eryc has my speech right now.” 
 
    “Ah,” Lazarus turned to Eryc, "Captain Eryconius, champion of Dema'Ardun,” His smile did not cease and he stepped toward the Captain and firmly took hold of each of his arms. He gave Eryc a silent nod of approval, “May I see the document?” Eric nodded and handed over a small square datachip. Lazarus rubbed it with his thumb and index finger and as the information passed from the chip and into his NaNe, he reviewed it and smiled. 
 
    “Yes, very good,” Lazarus commended the man with a tone only a politician could achieve, “Well written, truly your mastery of prose rivals that of your swordsmanship.” 
 
    “Thank you, your grace.” Eryc bowed his head reverently before his Prince and Lazarus lightly caressed the side of the Captain's head. 
 
    “Well then, no need to leave Lord Klaus waiting alone out in the heat,” Lazarus patted Eryc's shoulder and turned, looking at everyone in the tent, “Shall we?” Sarasin nodded and the five of them walked outside. 
 
    “‘Tis a lovely day, no?” Klaus spoke flatly and without emotion, as the other two Bishop Generals approached him, “Perfectly suited for the festivities, why, it would almost lead one to forget about the horrors outside these walls." He paused and drilled his eyes into Sarasin, "Or the ones within." 
 
    Sarasin could not help but feel uncomfortable by Klaus' statement. What exactly did he know? She smiled and nodded at the Bishop General and Lazarus spoke. 
 
    “Indeed. Not a cloud in the heavens, not a worry to be seen. I am sure my grandmother, our great goddess Dura’ana will be most pleased with our performances today.” 
 
    “Performance.” Sarasin thought sourly, “Is that all we are giving?” 
 
    “It is,” She heard Korros’ voice reply. He, being only visible to her, appeared behind Lazarus and smiled his handsome smile, “Go and tell all people what you wish them to believe."  
 
    Sarasin looked around briefly, hoping that the children had not joined her as well. She did not see them and as a bead of sweat dripped from her temple, she tried to focus on her... real companions. 
 
    Inside her head, the doubt had begun to fester again. She knew exactly how the Govian hierarchy operated and felt that none of it was truly fueled by passion or commitment to the goddess. To her, everything seemed centered around generating hype and convincing the citizens that they needed to be excited about the “true goal” of the Govian Empire – the spreading of the Words of the Prophets, and cultivation of faith in Dura’Ana… the false goddess, she could not help but feel. 
 
    She saw the product of the Empire’s theocratic efforts as a drug of sorts – a sedative to keep the citizens blind and deaf to what was really going on. She knew the government was using the ideals of the church to expand and to keep the citizens in line, and the threat of eternal punishment to keep them afraid. Of all the new emotions she felt, of all the illegal thoughts she was harboring, the only ones that she perceived with any amount of clarity were the ones that screamed that her whole life had been a lie. 
 
    The night prior she had prayed to Dura’Ana for salvation. She prayed for Dura’Ana to save her from herself. Her prayers, however, were answered by Korros. The one man who had sinned against her, who had stolen her soul and turned her into the shell of the being she was. What sick sort of fate had led her greatest enemy to save her from death, to guide her toward a new path? She grit her teeth in anger for the sick irony repulsed her. 
 
    The ghosts were real; she had for the most part been convinced of that. She did not know where they came from or what their presence meant, but she did wonder about the god that they so passionately kept referring to. Was he the answer to her questions? Was he truly powerful enough to present the spirits to her? 
 
    “You seem lost,” Klaus declared, looking deeply at Sarasin. She snapped out of her daydreaming and returned his gaze, trying to hide her distraction. 
 
    “Lost?” She repeated with a smile, “No, no. I’m merely reading over my speech again. I want to present it as effectively as I can.” 
 
    “What true devotion,” He politely hissed with his flat voice, “Your undying commitment will undoubtedly be recognized upon your arrival in Heaven.” 
 
    “To devote oneself in a mere and simple attempt to earn a place in Heaven seems selfish,” She rebuked, maintaining her jovial appearance, “I wish only to please the goddess.” 
 
    “That is why you are where you are,” Prince Lazarus said, stepping forward and placing a hand on Sarasin's shoulder. He shot a glance at Klaus, a reprimand for his passive aggressive actions, “May your faith be an example to us all.” His smile toward her was soft and his eyes were gentle. Sarasin returned his look and nodded. 
 
    “Thank you,” She said, “Here comes the Governor.” 
 
    Treyodees walked towards the group wearing a big grin. His hands were clasped together as he joined the three and he took a big excited sigh before he spoke. 
 
    “The people are ready for you!” he announced with excitement, “Let us hurry to the stage; we do not want to keep them waiting!” 
 
    Lazarus smiled and stepped forward. Klaus and Sarasin followed behind. Sarasin looked at the other two bishop generals and saw strangers. She realized she was no longer one of them, that there was no way she could remain at their sides. Sarasin realized she was alone; the entire world was against her. Her smile, however, did not fade. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Rubaan IV 
 
    13th of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    08:00 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    Rubaan sat at the kitchen table with his head resting in his hands. The events of the night before had been so terrifying and surreal that all he could do to keep his sanity was to try to convince himself that it had been a bad dream. He tried to push the images and feelings out of his mind but no matter what he did he could neither shake the lingering feeling of cold from his spine nor the terrible voice that reverberated in his head. 
 
    "Eon..." The name played over and over, each time getting louder and more real. He winced, every time he heard it felt like a knife penetrating his ears. 
 
    “Are you sure you will be okay today?” Amaria asked as she walked up and hugged him from behind. The sudden touch caused him to jerk in his seat, surprising his wife. He ultimately smiled and gently grabbed hold of her forearm which rested across his chest. 
 
    “You scared me,” Rubaan replied with a slightly forced laugh. He stared down at the untouched sausage on the plate before him, knowing it was getting cold, “I am simply not feeling well.” 
 
    “I do not understand why,” Amaria gently nuzzled her nose against his neck, an action that usually would have sent a different chill through his body, “Your blood smells healthier than ever. Fresh, like a baby.” 
 
    “That is a bit creepy,” Rubaan looked back at her with a forced grin, “I hope you are not thinking about taking a sip.” Amaria sighed heavily and shook her head as she let go of her husband. He immediately realized that his comment had been a mistake. 
 
    “You know I have not craved blood since the night we met,” She hissed as she crossed her arms and shifted her weight to one leg, “It is not fair that you would bring that up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry my love,” Rubaan turned around to face his beloved, arms outstretched, “You are right, that was a low blow.” 
 
    Amaria had never shown much of an appreciation for his sense of humor. He had always attributed it to their age difference, never once thinking he might actually not be funny. She had grown up in a much different time than Rubban and occasionally she was a bit perplexed by some of the jokes he made. 
 
    Amaria groaned and shook her head, “Do you think your foreman will excuse your absence today? I thought you used up all of your vacation days when Roc was born.” 
 
    “He’s fine with it,” Rubaan reassured her, “I called him and told him this morning. Everything is okay.” 
 
    “Okay…” She sounded unsure. He was acting strange and her intuition told her something was off, "Are you sure there is nothing I can do for you?” 
 
    “No, I am fine. I just need to relax.” He smiled weakly and turned back around to the cold sausage. 
 
    “Okay. Just let me know if you need anything.” Rubaan nodded slowly and Amaria walked into the other room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for providing me with transportation this morning, my dear friend Glen,” Rubaan held his hard hat in his lap and looked over at his co-worker Glen who sat behind the wheel of his truck, “I do declare the Caroset was giving me a grave amount of trouble this morning. I think I may require a new alternator.” 
 
    “It’s no problem buddy,” Glen replied slowly, greatly confused by Rubaan's sudden and strange way of speaking, “Cliven said he’d kill us all if anyone else called in this month so I’m glad I could save everybody.” 
 
    Glen was a tubby Elf with short blonde hair. He was simple and friendly and had been a friend to Rubaan ever since he left Black Knight and began working in the mines. 
 
    “As am I,” Rubaan smiled softly and rubbed the top of the hardhat, “Pray tell, might you have an extra cigarette?” 
 
    “Cigarette?” Glen repeated. He turned his head and looked at Rubaan through his sunglass-covered eyes, “When did you start smoking?” 
 
    “Nearly ten lifetimes ago,” Rubaan grinned mischievously, “How about it, friend?” 
 
    “Sure buddy..." Glen fidgeted in his seat. He reached into his pocket and produced a pack of cigarettes. Flipping it open, he handed one to Rubaan and returned his eyes to the road. 
 
    “‘Tis been an eon,” Rubaan stared at the cigarette for a moment and then spun it around between his fingers and popped it in his mouth, “This will be greatly satisfying.” 
 
    “Oh, shit buddy I’m sorry!” Glen patted his pockets as he searched for something, “You’re probably going to need a lighter. I’ve got one right here.” He looked over at Rubaan and held the lighter out, but quickly found himself confused when he saw that the cigarette was already burning. 
 
    “Many thanks, Glen,” Rubaan smiled wickedly to himself, not bothering to look at his co-worker, “But I do believe I shall be just fine without it.” He took a long drag of his cigarette and slowly turned his head. As he exhaled the smoke toward him, Glen gasped at the face he saw. 
 
    Rubaan wore a menacing, toothy grin and where his friend's eyes had once been Glen saw only dark holes. Gazing into them felt like looking into one of the gates of the Hells themselves and he strangely found himself unable to look away. 
 
    As Glen stared into the deep black eyes in Rubaan’s head, he felt his sudden and short-lived fear begin to subside as a soothing sense of calm came over him. An icy chill crept up his spine and he found himself completely at ease. 
 
    “Glen,” He heard a voice in his mind beckon, “You belong to me now Glen.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” Glen politely said as he blankly stared at the road ahead of him. 
 
    “I am your king,” The voice said to him. “I am Eon.” 
 
    “Hail King Eon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, everything is fine,” Rubaan spoke reassuringly into the phone. He ran his fingers through his hair and shook his head, “No… Listen… listen!” The person on the other end finally stopped talking long enough for Rubaan to find room to speak. 
 
    “I know we have not spoken for a few months and for that I apologize. I have been busy with work and the baby but... I have an issue that you may be able to help me with.” 
 
    “My dear nephew it brings me great joy that you would find time for your old Auntie,” The voice replied, “I will stop talking so that you may begin. Tell me, what is troubling you.” 
 
    Rubaan took a deep breath and exhaled as silently as he could as not to warrant any worry. “What do you know of Eon?” 
 
    “Pray tell child, you are referring to the Eon?” his aunt asked in a surprised tone. 
 
    “I think so,” Rubaan replied, “How many Eons are there?” 
 
    “I can think of none but the one. What brings you to ask me about this?” 
 
    “A… coworker mentioned him,” Rubaan lied as he heard the voice in his head again, “He said our boss was like Eon.”  
 
    His aunt hummed softly and then spoke, “A rather arbitrary reference. Though in all likelihood a fitting description…” She paused for a moment as if to gather her thoughts and then continued, “Eon was known by many names; The Puppet King, The Calamity, The Ancient Demon… On paper, he was one of the last of the Ancients that walked among us. He took his final breath nearly a century ago when Commander Xian destroyed him.” 
 
    “Did you ever see him?” Rubaan asked. 
 
    “I did not,” His aunt replied, “The campaign against Eon only lasted a few years… I believe it was sometime in the 240s. I remember at that time I was stationed in the Galatiian Islands.” 
 
    “You said he was called the Puppet King," Rubaan thought back to the night before and how he had lost control of his body, "Can you tell me why?” 
 
    “Well, essentially Eon trapped people in their own bodies,” His aunt explained, “He in a sense possessed them by ways of which you would not understand. He had the ability to make nearly anyone do anything he wished.” 
 
    “I would not understand?” Rubaan repeated, “Why would I not?” 
 
    “I am not questioning your intellect dear nephew,” His aunt clarified, “Eon was a master of a very powerful Ancient technology so complex that you would only understand it to be magic. Even I only understand the fundamentals of the technology. It would be fruitless for me to explain it to you as it would require a significant amount of time.”    
 
    Rubaan considered his aunt’s words for a moment and then sighed, “Thank you Emerald,” He finally said, “You have been helpful.” 
 
    “You are most welcome my nephew,” She had a hint of suspicion in her tone, “Perhaps we may speak again soon. Until then, do take care.”  
 
    At that, Rubaan closed his phone and slouched back in his chair. 
 
    “That was not what I wanted to hear…” He mumbled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you today,” Rubaan’s balding, heavyset foreman Cliven grumbled, barely looking up from his paperwork to acknowledge the two workers in his office, “Nor was I expecting you to be late Glen.”  
 
    He glanced up at the motionless, expressionless laborer for a moment and took a drag off his cigarette, “Gonna have to write you both up for being late.” Cliven sighed at the inconvenience of having to roll backward in his chair and licked his finger before he began thumbing through some paperwork. 
 
    “Shoulda stayed home like you told me you were going to this morning Rubaan," His cigarette flopped around in his mouth as he spoke. He found the paper he was searching for and with a slight hum of self-approval, he pulled it from the stack and apathetically placed it on the desk in front of him. 
 
    “You alright?” Cliven asked when he caught a glimpse of Glen, “You’re lookin’ a little off.” Glen remained silent and completely still. Cliven took a drag of his cigarette and looked over at Eon's new body, “Something wrong with him Rubaan? He been this quiet all day?” 
 
    “I do believe that something may, in fact, be wrong with Glen,” Eon confessed with a smile. Cliven’s face wrinkled up at the unfamiliar sound of Eon’s excessively proper tone and he ashed his cigarette in a tray on his desk. 
 
    “Something sounds wrong with you too,” Cliven was becoming suspicious, “You’re not acting the same.” He looked at the two queerly and hummed to himself softly, “You better not be sucking sugir, are we gonna be havin’ any problems today?” 
 
    “None at all,” Eon wore a confident look on his face, “In fact, Glen here will make certain that you have absolutely nothing on your mind to worry about anymore.” Eon looked over at Glen and nodded his head, “If you will.”  
 
    At that, Glen wrapped his hand around Cliven’s head and slammed it into the desk. Cliven responded with a surprised grunt of sorts and immediately started to struggle. 
 
    “Now, now we shall have none of that,” Eon declared as he walked behind Cliven, “It will all be over soon.” 
 
    “Let go of me!” Cliven shouted as he kicked his chair back into Eon’s legs. Eon did not move. He simply chuckled and grabbed hold of the foreman, pushing the chair aside. 
 
    “Hush. I need to concentrate,” His eyes turned to Glen, “The pickaxe if you will.” Glen silently obeyed. He grabbed a pickaxe that was resting against Cliven’s desk and handed it over. 
 
    “Cliven you should feel greatly honored that you were fortunate enough to find yourself first in a long line of many. ‘Tis been over one hundred years since I have satisfied these... burning desires of mine,” His eyes lost focus for a moment as he reminisced over his last kill, “Mortal flesh… I have neither adorned nor beheld for so long. For a lifetime I sat in the hottest fires of the darkest dungeons waiting, no, yearning for my chance to present itself, for my opportunity to seek vengeance, to find salvation. Lo, I have returned from the Hells and my chance has emerged.” Eon looked down at the pickaxe in his hand and then to Cliven. 
 
    “All beings love to live yet none are aware of their true purpose on Duraan. I am the liberator, the savior; I am your messiah. All who thirst for truth, any who shall desire to find their way through the darkness that is life come to me and I shall guide your feet. I will lead you to your purpose. Cliven, you shall understand that this is your purpose.” 
 
    At that, Eon slammed Cliven’s face into the desk and in one swift move planted the pickaxe into the back of his head. Cliven's body tensed for a moment as his blood and brains dripped through the hole in the desk and puddled on the floor beneath. With a final twitch, his muscles relaxed and his knees hit the floor as the foreman pissed himself. He was dead before he had an opportunity to scream. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rubaan parked his Caroset in the alleyway, just outside a weathered single-story shop. The building was made of aged dried up gray brick that looked like it could crumble and fall apart at any moment and a yellowed sign that was probably white about thirty years prior hung above the door. It said “Dauid’s Automotive” Rubaan stepped out of his car and walked to the front door. 
 
    “Anyone home?” A bell above the door jingled, notifying anyone inside of his presence, “Old man?” Rubaan heard some rustling in the back and waited silently for a moment. 
 
    The inside of the shop was dim, messy and a claustrophobe’s worst nightmare. Uneven stacks of papers smeared with greasy fingerprints were littered about the desk up front and a calendar with a picture of nearly nude Lycaani female hung on the wall to his right. There were a couple of chairs against the same wall that looked like they could have been acceptable three decades ago. Rubaan shrugged and took a seat on one of the deflated looking cushions. 
 
    It was not his first time in Dauid’s Automotive. He had met the Humaan a long time ago and had always visited when he needed help with his car. Rubaan's Caroset was an old vehicle and Dauid had worked on plenty of them in his lifetime so Rubaan trusted him with it. Plus, he liked the guy. 
 
    “Well, what a damn surprise,” The old man called out as he walked into the front of his shop. He had a wrench clenched in his right hand or his “good hand” as he called it. His left hand or his “better hand” was entirely robotic and held a glass of something that Rubaan assumed could melt the skin off a cat, “I was expecting to spend the day watching the game in the back. Didn’t I just fix your car?” 
 
    Dauid Landkeeper was a sight to behold. At nearly seventy years of age, he looked more machine than Humaan. His eyes were covered by an electronic visor that wrapped halfway around his head and enabled him to see. He wore a breathing mask as his lungs were completely shot from smoking and breathing poisonous fumes his whole life and his left arm from the elbow down was completely robotic. All the augmentation was due to the fact that he primarily worked on Canrom City’s Inquisitor’s vehicles. The local government apparently liked his work well enough to keep him going as long as they could. 
 
    “Good to see you old man,” Rubaan nearly laughed in response to Dauid, “The Caroset is running perfectly. I have no complaints.” 
 
    “Well I don’t mean to sound ungrateful for the company then,” Dauid set the wrench down and ran his “good hand” through what was left of his gray hair, “But what the fuck do you need? The game is on.” 
 
    “Sorry if I came at a bad time…” 
 
    “I’ve seen plenty of games in my time I guess,” Dauid's mischievous grin could be seen behind the clear breathing mask, “What can I help you with?” 
 
    “Well, I have a question,” Rubaan replied. 
 
    “Well, the best way to get the answer to a question is to ask it then,” Dauid replied, softly laughing at his own joke. 
 
    “You have spent a lot of time learning about history, right?” Rubaan asked. 
 
    “Is that your question?” Dauid replied, “Or are you still beatin’ around the bush? You kids are too polite these days. I remember back in the ’90s if we had a question, we asked the damn question and didn’t waste old folk’s time.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about Eon?” Rubaan blurted. 
 
    “Eon?” Dauid repeated, “Hmmm… Yeah, I guess I know a little about Eon. Ain’t much to read about him and I can’t really read much as it is but yeah. I know a little about Eon.” 
 
    “What can you tell me?” Rubaan asked. 
 
    “I can tell you a lot,” Dauid replied sarcastically, “The sky is blue. People don’t take care of their cars. I’m missing my game. What can you tell me?” 
 
    “What can you tell me about Eon?” Rubaan asked sharply. 
 
    “Calm down boy,” Dauid chuckled. His laugh turned into a deep cough and he moved his mask out of the way and spit, “Damn, need a breather. Hold on and I’ll tell you what I know about Eon.” Dauid proceeded to produce a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his blue shirt pocket and with a shaky handset his mask aside and popped one of them in his mouth. He flipped open his old lighter and lit it. 
 
    “You know I can only survive for about three hours without that mask?" Dauid snorted and shook his head, "And I have to take it off to charge it. It takes two hours to charge. Some kind of shit, right? Anyway, Eon was some kind of motherfucker,” Dauid slowly took a seat in the chair behind his desk, “Survived a thousand years only to be killed by some upstart freedom fighter he had never heard of before. Xian the Phoenix, founder of you know who.” 
 
    “Black Knight,” Rubaan muttered. 
 
    “Dammit, son you’re not too bright, are you?” Dauid asked, “Don’t be throwing those two words around together in the same sentence. You never know what kind of bugs the inquisitors have flying around. I’d hate to lose my contract with them over a simple little talk with you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rubaan said, “Continue.” 
 
    “What I know about Eon is what my grandpa told me about him when I was a kid,” Dauid continued, “You see I used to work in his shop with him. He had a junkyard where cars went to die and I used to suck all the gas out of ‘em and put it in my car. Anyway, my grandpa, Yurl was his name, was from out west where Eon did most of his nasty work.” Dauid paused for a moment and looked around him. He took a deep drag and exhaled. He reached in front of him with his “good hand” and grabbed the pack of cigarettes that was sitting on the table, “You smoke?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Rubaan replied. 
 
    “Pussy,” Dauid blurted with a half-smile. His body shook from a light chuckle and he put the pack down, “You know you can buy 20 of these for 60 aurum now? Probably means nothing to you but that’s a damn good deal.” 
 
    “So you were talking about Eon…” Rubaan was eager to hear more. For a moment Dauid did not move a muscle save to exhale the smoke from his cigarette. He stared in Rubaan’s direction, not saying a word and finally he pursed his lips and let out a cough. 
 
    “I know what I was talking about,” He said dryly, “I may be old but I’m not that old yet… anyway, my grandpa, Yurl didn’t give too many details about Eon. He told me that monsters used to stalk the weak and that people disappeared from their homes without a trace only to be found by Xian Phoenix’s troops after the battle. Eon turned regular, innocent folks into slaves in their own bodies.” 
 
    “Do you know how he did it?” Rubaan asked. 
 
    “Some kind of mind control I reckon,” Dauid replied. “Like I said I really don’t know the details. All I know is Eon had a small army of shivers that burned lots of towns to the ground back home.” 
 
    “Shivers?” Rubaan asked. 
 
    “Yeah that’s what they called Eon’s slaves,” Dauid replied, “They apparently used to shake when they walked like when you get cold and shiver.” 
 
    Rubaan thought back to the night before about the cold sensation he felt down his spine. He remembered his body felt so cold that despite his inability to control his movement he still shivered. He sighed and stood up from his chair. 
 
    “Well, that is all I needed to know,” He wrung his hands together, “I need to get back home to my family now.” 
 
    “Don’t let me stop you then,” Dauid said between drags, “Door’s open all the time. Except when the brayball game is on.” He glared at Rubaan and then smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Dauid,” Rubaan turned toward the door, “Take care of yourself.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Screams echoed off the walls of the mines as one by one Rubaan’s co-workers were slain. Bodies littered the floor; some writhed in pain while others were motionless in puddles of their own blood. Amid all the carnage and chaos slowly walked the one who everybody thought was Rubaan. He swayed as if he were listening to a gentle orchestra; soaking in the majesty of the music. 
 
    “Beautiful, beautiful,” Eon whispered, holding his hands out in front of him, “‘Tis music to my ears; a perfect homecoming. Would you not agree Glen?” 
 
    “Of course my king,” Glen replied in his dead, emotionless tone. 
 
    “Come, I permit you the freedom to express your true emotions,” Eon replied, turning to look at his slave, “How do you really feel?” At that, Glen took a deep breath and fell to his knees. He gasped for air as if a strong grasp had been released from his neck and when he found his breath, he looked up at Eon, clasped his hands together and began to weep. 
 
    “Rubaan, why?” He pleaded between sobs. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    "Dear child,” Eon replied, shaking his head and kneeling down to Glen’s level, “Rubaan cannot hear you. Rubaan is asleep and I, your king, have taken up residence in his body. Now tell me, how do you feel about the symphony?” 
 
    “The s…symphony…” Glen replied, looking down at the ground. He knew he could not fight, he knew he could never win. He looked up at Eon and closed his eyes, “Please show me mercy. I will do anything, just please don’t kill me.” Eon in response threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    “Oh, Glen you delight me!” Eon wiped a tear of joy from his eye, “Do you know how long it has been since I last heard a whelp like you plead for his life at my feet? Glen, you have made this struggle worth every moment I spent in the Hells. For that, I shall keep you alive.” He knelt back down and picked up the pickaxe beside Glen, “Provided you prove your loyalty.” 
 
    “Anything Rubaan.” Glen replied, “Whatever you ask.” 
 
    “Fool!" Eon snarled with a sudden burst of fury, “The next time I repeat myself to you I will crush your spine. I am Eon, your king.” 
 
    “Yes Eon, I’m sorry!” Glen burst into more tears, “Please forgive me.” Eon snickered and turned toward the massacre in the mines. 
 
    “I know you are here!” Eon shouted to the hidden survivors, “I know you value your lives! If you wish to continue living, come out from your hiding and kneel before me!” 
 
    Nothing immediately happened but Eon did not flinch. He stood absolutely still and waited. 
 
    “I can feel all of you. Every time each of your worthless hearts beat, I can feel it. I know where each of you is hiding; all six of you. However, I also know you are all afraid. I know exactly what fear does to your minds and therefore I am giving you to the count of three to come to your senses and reveal yourselves. Those who do not will most certainly face very painful deaths.” Eon looked down at Glen and smiled, “Begin the countdown.” 
 
    “One!” Glen shouted immediately, not risking Eon repeating himself. 
 
    “Come out, come out,” Eon beckoned, “Let your lives begin anew or lose them!” Two of the hiding miners revealed themselves and fell to their knees in front of Eon. Eon grinned and pointed at Glen. 
 
    “Two!” Glen shouted. 
 
    “Four hearts beating,” Eon glanced at his new servants, “Four bodies hiding. Come to your senses children…” Three more miners ran forward from their hiding spots and knelt next to their co-workers. Eon nodded in approval and gripped his pickaxe tightly. He looked down at Glen and pointed at him. 
 
    “Three!” Glen shouted. 
 
    “Alas!” Eon shook his head, “Poor, poor soul. I gave you the chance to come to your senses but you could not. Your fear has damned you!" 
 
    Eon stepped forward, pushing his way past the kneeling miners, “Before you die, I shall impart this knowledge upon you. I can read you from where I stand. I know you have two little daughters at home and that your wife died giving birth to the second. I know your mother was addicted to sugir and that your father was killed fighting in the Govian army in the Exgrane Liberation Wars. I know everything about you… and I understand your fear. This is why I will give you one final opportunity. Come out, come out. Let me kill you personally so that your daughters at home do not have to suffer the same fate as their father.” Eon paused and listened. He sensed something approaching from behind but did not react. He knew what was about to happen. 
 
    A sharp pain erupted through his body as the pickaxe tore through his back. Eon gasped and fell forward, landing on his hands and knees. 
 
    “Fuck you!” a digitally modulated voice shouted as a metal covered boot slammed into Eon’s ribs, “Fuck you!” He began stomping on Eon’s body, “You will never harm my daughters; you will never harm anyone again!” For a moment Eon endured the pain, reveled in it as it was comfortable to him. It was, after all, all he had known in the Hells for the past hundred years. Finally, though, he decided it was time and raised his hand in front of him. The stomping ceased and Eon was able to get to his feet. 
 
    “I commend you,” Eon said as he dusted himself off. His back was facing the being with the modulated voice, “Few have ever been so brave as to attack me. Many, however, have been stupid enough.” The attacker, caught in Eon's grasp and unable to move, watched in silence as the gash on Eon’s back healed almost instantly. Eon turned around to face him and hummed. 
 
    “That helmet...” He stepped forward and reached his hand out, gently caressing the graphite colored headgear. He ran his fingers along the ventilators that allowed for breathing and down to the point at the bottom where the chin would be. 
 
    “Prevents inhaling the dust,” Glen informed him, “Keeps us from getting it in our lungs.” Eon reached behind the being’s head and unstrapped the mask. 
 
    “This should do nicely.” Eon looked down at his new prize and held it up to his face. He strapped the mask on and looked back up at his attacker with a hidden smile. 
 
    Quickly, he snarled and formed his hand into a fist. The miner's ribs crumpled like a piece of paper inside him and he couldn't even gasp. Eon delighted in his own power and as he fiercely stared at the dying miner, he released his fist. The miner's body exploded in all directions, bathing everyone in blood and gore. 
 
    "Delightful." Eon's voice was modulated, robotic sounding from the mask he wore. He turned to his new followers and extended his arms. 
 
    "Welcome to the kingdom." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Alec IV 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    08:45 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    Stevill Flox stood thoughtfully in the hallway outside his hotel room and waited as Alec attempted to unlock the door. It was second nature for the sniper to be watchful and to always examine everyone’s movements, usually through the scope on his rifle but in this circumstance that would have been inappropriate. He thought for a moment about why the usually calm and cool Alec was having so much trouble getting the door unlocked but then remembered how distraught the Humaan was over losing his friend. 
 
    “May I help?” Flox asked in his almost whisper of a voice. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Alec growled, disregarding his usually proper way of speaking, “Thanks.” 
 
    Flox nodded and stayed out of the way. He thought to himself about his surroundings, the matted and worn red carpet with gold lining and the cracked plaster walls. He noticed that the lights were dim and flickered every one once in a while and checked where they were located in the event that he needed to disable them. He felt these details were important for him to note. 
 
    Alec finally got the key to turn and quickly pushed the door open. He hurried inside the dark and musty smelling room and dropped his pack on the floor. Flox followed behind, not nearly as quick. 
 
    “First thing is to attempt to establish contact with Dariz.” Alec pulled out his communicator, “If he has reached his destination then we need not get comfortable.” 
 
    “Negative,” Flox replied as he took a seat on one of the stiff beds, “Contact Bran.” 
 
    Alec closed his hidden eyes and sighed deeply, “Right,” He was disappointed with himself, as he wasn’t thinking clearly. He sat on the other bed and flipped open his communicator, “Will you hand me my pack?” 
 
    “Of course,” Flox replied, bending down to pick it up. He grabbed the cloth pack and handed it over to Alec. He momentarily recalled their brief interaction with the knight from whom they had received their supplies from at the Canrom City Underground Base.  
 
    The Canrom City Underground Base was a figurative name, not a literal one. The base was hidden in the alleys, backways, and ghettos of Canrom City and led by none other than Crinnan Jamiso’s own mother and father, Ladia and Crinnan Senior respectively. 
 
    The Underground Base was a very conservatively populated group who mostly gathered intel and relayed information between Base 21 in North Canrom, Base 11 in Kamlot, and Base 4 in North Barus. The Underground Base also facilitated rendezvous points for any knights that would need to travel through Canrom City, assisted Black Knight Ghosts in recruiting and every once in a while performed assassinations or rescue missions as needed. 
 
    Alec reached into his bag and pulled out a small tablet computer. It was a fragile item left over from the Ancient days so he was careful when he pushed the power button as those occasionally broke. While he waited for the device to power up, he looked over at Flox who was sitting silently with perfect posture. 
 
    Alec smirked and shook his head. He wondered how anyone could be such a drone, so quiet and internally focused. He had never been very good at that up until recently. He concluded that death did that to people. Death hardened people and silenced them; it gave them focus. Flox definitely was no stranger to death. He and Century’s other sharpshooter, Karkus Baron, had the highest kill counts in the entire squad. 
 
    The tablet powered up and Alec plugged in his communicator. It had all the software on it that he needed to flash the communicator so that it indicated he was calling from an obscure location on the eastern seaboard. All he had to do was wait for the devices to communicate with each other and then tap a few buttons as he was prompted. He did what he needed and waited. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I bet you never seen nothin’ like this before,” Grandpa Dauid said to his grandson, “The ships that won the war.” 
 
    “I saw ships in a book before,” Young Alec replied, looking up at the retired vessels, “They are Govian ships…” 
 
    “Yes, they are Govian,” Dauid looked down at his grandson, “Good or bad, they still won the war.” 
 
    “But the war is not over,” Alec replied, “We are still fighting.” 
 
    “Son, y’all just started fighting. One hundred years ain’t nothin’ compared to how long Govia’s been around.” Dauid grabbed his grandson’s hand and the two began to walk. 
 
    “Grandpa?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Dauid replied, a bit distracted by the ships he loved so much. 
 
    “Why do you not like my father?” Dauid stopped and glanced over at his grandson. 
 
    “Ain’t much for me to like about him,” He replied, “I don’t want to talk bad about your daddy though. Let me just say I wish I could take his place and raise you instead.” 
 
    “My father is a good man,” Alec assured his grandfather. Dauid sighed a frustrated sigh and thought carefully about his words. 
 
    “Your daddy is not a man. Men don’t abandon their sons. And even if he was a man, he wouldn’t be a good one. A real man puts aside his work, his fame and his reputation to spend time with his son and his wife. If a real man can’t find time, a real man makes a sacrifice. Your daddy… doesn’t deserve you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It appears to be ready,” Flox announced, snapping Alec out of his daydreaming. 
 
    “Right,” Alec looked down at the tablet and waved a hand at Flox, “Thank you.” He unplugged the communicator and dialed the number for Century Squad. 
 
    “Big Ned’s Wrecker Service,” A voice declared, “You crash it we stash it.” 
 
    “Cedric this is Alec. Let me talk to Bran.” 
 
    “Hold,” Cedric replied. Alec waited a moment and Bran’s cigarette marinated voice came on the line. 
 
    “Mornin’ Alec. What’s your status?” 
 
    “We have arrived at the hotel,” Alec reported, “Preparing to make contact with… the contact.” 
 
    “Very good and eloquently put. Your orders are…" His voice abruptly went silent for a moment as his attention seemed to be drawn elsewhere. What the fuck? Emerald?” Alec could hear Bran calling out Emerald’s name and rustling about frantically. Something was going on and Alec plugged his left ear to try and hear better.  
 
    “My orders are what?” Alec asked into the device. Bran remained silent, or at least, he continued to ignore Alec, “Bran? Hello? What is going on?” He looked over at Flox who was laying down on the bed silently. 
 
    “Bran went silent,” He worriedly told Flox, “Something is going on, he's calling out Emerald’s name.” Flox did not respond or move; he simply silently laid on the bed. 
 
    “Hey, Flox!” Alec spoke louder, trying to get his attention. Flox again did not respond. Alec began to worry about what was happening. He stood up and started to walk over to the sniper, but halfway through the walk Flox slowly and calmly sat up. His expression was less placid than usual. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Alec asked him. Flox looked at Alec and slowly nodded his head. 
 
    “I am fine,” Flox assured him with a sigh, “But... something just happened.” 
 
    “What happened?” Alec asked, “What is the matter?” Flox was beginning to appear uncomfortable. He stood up from the bed and snatched the communicator from Alec’s hand. 
 
    “Captain Bran,” Flox spoke intently into the device, “Are you there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bran replied, “Something... unexpected just happened to Emerald.” 
 
    “Yes,” Flox grabbed his head and winced, “I experienced the same sensation. What are your orders?” 
 
    “Standby, I’ll contact you momentarily.” Flox flipped the communicator shut and looked up at Alec. 
 
    “Explaining difficult things in a manner that is comfortable to the recipient is not my strong suit,” Flox told Alec, “So I shall just say it…” 
 
    Before he could continue, however, the door behind him burst open and Elia charged into the room. She looked vibrant and excited. Alec stared at her, completely confused. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alec asked, walking around Flox, “This is against protocol…” 
 
    “Crinnan is alive!” Elia shouted, looking as if she could barely believe what she had just said, “He is alive!” 
 
    Alec looked at Elia for a moment and then over to Flox. Flox nodded his head and Alec felt his own head get light. He tried to brace himself but could not as he fell to the floor, unconscious. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Look, what I said about your daddy was wrong.” Dauid knelt down to meet his grandson eye to eye, “I shouldn’t have said it.” 
 
    Alec looked back at the port behind them and stared off into space for a moment, “It was not wrong,” Alec admitted as a tear fell from behind his visor, “My daddy… is an asshole.”  
 
    Dauid chuckled and hugged his grandson, “Don’t let your mama hear you talkin’ like that. She’ll have my hide. You just remember that I am your granddaddy. The grandest of them all if I say so myself. I’ll always be there for you… even when I am gone.” 
 
    “I know,” Alec sighed, “Grandpa, can we get a milkshake?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “He’s awake now.” Flox’s calm voice announced, welcoming Alec back to consciousness. Matalo grabbed Alec’s arm and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “Some crazy shit’s going down,” Matalo said as he helped him to the bed, “Did you hear about this... weird ass vision thingy?” 
 
    “It’s true?” Alec asked, looking for Elia, “Is it true?” 
 
    “People all over the city just saw Crinnan's face in some kind of vision,” Elia explained as she walked over to sit next to Alec, “It was like some kind of wanted poster; it listed his name and everything. It called him ‘Demon’ and said he was wanted alive.” 
 
    “Demon…” Alec repeated, shaking his head, “So he’s really alive?”    
 
    “According to Govia,” Dierlok answered with a shrug, “We surely cannot be certain…” 
 
    “The whole fucking city saw it!” Elia looked over at the long black-haired Elf, “Govia does not use technology on things like this unless it is a big deal.” 
 
    Alec could not believe what he was hearing. It was as if everything that happened over the course of the past month had been a dream. He could feel his heart racing and his depression fading. He knew he had to do something. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Kelso, their pilot, asked as he looked around at everyone, “Have we contacted Bran?” 
 
    “We are on standby,” Flox replied, “I spoke with Bran.” 
 
    “So, no new orders?” Kelso clarified. 
 
    “No,” Flox said. 
 
    “Come get me when we get orders then.” Kelso turned and walked out of the room. Dierlok followed and shut the door behind them. 
 
    “Fuck orders,” Alec stood eagerly from the bed. Elia jumped up to support him but Alec shrugged her off, “I was put in command of this team and I am giving the orders here. I expect you all to either follow them or stay behind.” 
 
    “What the fuck do you mean stay behind?” Matalo asked, looking nervously at the leader. He looked around to see if anyone agreed with him but saw that Elia and Flox were looking to Alec. 
 
    “I think you know exactly what I mean,” Alec looked at him sternly, “This has become a rescue mission and I need everyone’s cooperation. We are going to find Crinnan.” 
 
    Matalo hummed and stared at Alec for a moment with his mischievous eyes. Finally, he shook his head and chuckled, “You’re going to get us all time in jail... But hey, I’ve basically got my own cell there now anyway. What the Hells right? Let’s cause a little trouble.” Matalo extended his hand and Alec grasped it and nodded. 
 
    “Flox?” Alec asked looking over at the sniper, “You in?” 
 
    “I follow the orders of my superior.” Flox handed back the communicator. 
 
    Alec grabbed it and looked to Elia, “You in?” He gently asked. 
 
    “You bet your ass!” Her tone was one of excitement and hope. She grinned wildly and Alec smiled. 
 
    “Great. Matalo, if you are in, then Kelso and Dierlok are in too. Go get them; we have planning to do,” Alec ran his hand through his dirty blonde beard and took a seat on the bed. He released a short joyful laugh and spoke again, “Elia hand me that tablet.” 
 
    Elia grabbed the tablet and handed it to Alec. “Where did the vision say that Crinnan was?” 
 
    “I… cannot remember,” Elia said. 
 
    “Belhaas,” Flox replied, “No exact coordinates.” 
 
    “Belhaas...” Alec repeated thoughtfully, “That was where we lost Crinnan.” 
 
    “Yes,” Flox said. 
 
    “So he has been there for 90 days?” Alec couldn't believe what he was hearing, “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Not what we need to be worrying about,” Elia placed her hand on Alec’s back, “How do we get there?” 
 
    “We need a transport,” Alec thought to himself for a moment, “If we can get a fast one, we can make it by this evening.” 
 
    “How do we get a flyer like that without getting caught?” Elia asked, “And how do we get one out of the city?” 
 
    “Dauid’s fucking Automotive,” Alec replied with the first smile he had worn in weeks, "And we are Centurions. Getting out of the city will be no problem." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Crinnan XV 
 
    The First Hell 
 
      
 
    Crinnan opened his eyes and found himself once again in the field of flame. Bodies fell from the sky and the cries of the damned mixed with the gleeful screams of the demonic. Crinnan blinked and looked around; he realized he was back in the first level of the Hells. He snickered and pushed himself up. 
 
    “I am an idiot.” He sighed and shook his head as he thought about the sudden kiss he had planted on Milinka. He knew he should have been worried about other things, but that kiss had been more impactful than the Lord of Dread's Keep smashing his head had been. He looked up at the pitch-black sky and all he wanted was to see her again. He hoped he would be able to soon. 
 
    “You son of a bitch.” He thought of Sage. He shook his head and realized that although he had started over in the first level of the Hells, he still had his armor and sword. 
 
    Demons were peppered all over the place; they tortured the damned in various terrible ways and for the most part, paid no mind to Crinnan. He looked around and took in everything that was going on around him; he watched a demon snap a prisoner in half and then bathe in the blood that spewed from him. He saw demons taking turns at a group of females, they tossed between each other, laughing as they committed every manner of disgraceful acts. Crinnan grit his teeth together and sighed. 
 
    “Alright then,” He resolved, looking at the flames surrounding his feet, “This should not be too difficult.” He spun his sword in his hand and charged. 
 
    He darted toward the first demon in sight. The demon, confused at seeing someone running at him, screamed as Crinnan swung his blade and cut his arm off at the shoulder. He tried to run away but not before Crinnan spun and decapitated him. 
 
    The treacherous world around him seemed to stop. For a moment all the screaming and weeping and gnashing of teeth ended and Crinnan became the center of attention. The demons all seemed confused that they, the top of the food chain in the Hells, somehow had become prey. They all took up their weapons and moved on Crinnan. 
 
    He did not waste time talking. He charged again and leaped from demon to demon cutting through them as quickly as he could get to them. Eventually, after he had killed half a dozen or so, they began to run away from him instead of toward. Finally, after Crinnan caught one of the slower ones and shoved his sword through its back, a portal opened. He looked at the blue light of the portal and then back at the dazed prisoners. After a moment they began to whoop and clap finally realizing what had happened. 
 
    “Level two,” Crinnan declared as he stepped onto the black soot covered ground. His eyes immediately scanned the area around him and he saw that he was alone. 
 
    “Shit.” He groaned as he wiped the bloody sword onto his pant leg. He remembered how long it took him to get out of level two the first time, the days of walking. He sighed and jogged in one direction, hoping to find a demon to kill. 
 
    “Attention players,” He heard a female voice echo from the darkness of the sky, “A rogue demon killer is on the loose in the ashlands of level two. New players do not engage, experienced players you will find his coordinates in your log. A bounty is set at one thousand aurum. Find him and deliver him or his body to a Govian representative. Praise Dura’ana, Praise Cidro.” The voice went silent and Crinnan hummed softly to himself. 
 
    “That could be bad.” He gripped the handle of his sword. As he jogged and waited, he heard a familiar voice in his head. 
 
    “I should say you are becoming quite popular,” Sage said, “The chat feed is nonstop about you; everyone is talking about the demon killer.” 
 
    “Let them talk.” Crinnan snarled as he kept searching. 
 
    “It is nothing I did not foresee,” Sage continued, “But as you kill more your bounty will rise and things will become more difficult.” 
 
    “That would be great. Bring ‘em on.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Sage said dryly, “I will tell you, you have done remarkably. Your training and experience, no doubt, has given you quite the advantage. Understand though, the high level and professional characters have turned their eyes toward you. Some may have military training in their real lives, others are simply very skilled. You would be wise to take caution.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good,” Sage replied, “Hold your hand out.” 
 
    “What? “Crinnan asked, “What do you mean.” 
 
    “Just do it” Sage commanded. Crinnan obeyed and extended his free hand. 
 
    “Good, Now command it to fire.” 
 
    “Fire?” Crinnan repeated, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just tell it to fire,” Sage insisted, “With your mind.”  
 
    Crinnan did as he was told. A surge of what looked like lightning burst from his hand and hit the ground in front of him. Crinnan jumped back out of surprise and clenched his fist. 
 
    “Magic,” he uttered, looking up to the black sky. He looked down at his hand and opened his fist. 
 
    “Do it again.” A small chuckle followed the command 
 
    Crinnan extended his hand again and commanded it to fire. Another blast of lightning shot from his open palm and Crinnan grinned. 
 
    “That will help.” He had a hint of excitement in his voice. He heard Sage laugh on the other side and clenched his fist again. 
 
    “We will get you out of there,” Sage assured Crinnan, “I will be waiting on the other side. For now, though, I must go. I will talk to you again soon.” 
 
    “There he is!” Crinnan heard a voice shout immediately after Sage left. He turned around and saw that a group of four demons had found him. Crinnan un-clenched his fist and walked toward them. 
 
    “Crinnan Jamiso,” He heard one of them call out. Crinnan found it odd that the demon knew his name and was waving at him. He spun his sword in his hand and prepared to fight. 
 
    “Crinnan!” Another demon shouted, “We come in peace; we are here to help!” 
 
    “Help?” Crinnan repeated. That was the last thing he expected, "Who in the Hells are you?” As he approached, he saw that they all wore what resembled Black Knight armor. Crinnan found that odd, considering where he was. He kept his sword at the ready. 
 
    “We understand we look like the enemy,” A blonde-haired Elf said, “But we have heard of what you have done. We have watched the feed, you are trying to escape, right?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “We can help get you to level seven,” Another demon, a brown-skinned and black-haired Vampre spoke, “We bought these accounts specifically to help you. They are high-level accounts; we should be able to hold our own against the others.” 
 
    “You… bought the accounts?” Crinnan repeated, “What does that mean?" 
 
    “Do not worry,” The eldest looking of the demons stepped forward. He had thinning gray hair and a full beard of the same color, “Your sister sent us.” 
 
    “My sister?” Crinnan repeated, “But she’s dead…” 
 
    “Your sister is not dead, she is Bishop General Sarasin Fyr,” The older demon revealed, “We are members of an underground resistance group in Govia. We call ourselves Hope’s Point. My name is DeMaario. We want to help you so that one day when your armies hit Govia’s shores, you can help us.” 
 
    “My sister is Bishop General Sarasin?” Crinnan repeated. He shook his head and looked down at the ground in front of him. For years he had thought she was dead, the idea that she was not only alive but one of Black Knight’s worst enemies not only rocked him to the core emotionally but also infuriated him.  
 
    “What help can you bring?” Crinnan asked as he shoved the feelings about his sister inside, “I thought that demons could not kill each other.” 
 
    “They cannot,” DeMaario nodded, “That is true. We can in a sense, knock them out though, immobilize them. We can be your shield, we can get you to level seven.” 
 
    “What do you have to gain other than my gratitude?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “As I said,” DeMaario replied, “Your sister sent us. That means she knows about us. We hope to remain on her good side, that her lips stay silent. We hope to open a channel to form an alliance with Black Knight, perhaps even one-day merge forces.” 
 
    “Do you see that?” The black-haired demon asked, grabbing DeMaario’s shoulder, “The chat, do you see it?” 
 
    “Yes.” DeMaario replied and looked up at Crinnan, “We have a slew of demons inbound, they are all out for the reward. We are checking their profiles now. Most are high level, some are mid-level. One famous player… his name is Auroch. They have all banded together to find and kill you, Crinnan.” 
 
     "Stupid name,” Crinnan replied, “But that should be enough to get me back to level three.” 
 
    “Follow us then,” DeMaario didn't waste any time, “As I said, we will be your shield.” The four demons turned around and began to run. Crinnan followed behind. He decided to trust them for now; he knew he could kill them all later if they turned against him. 
 
    The party did not run long, perhaps a half hour, before DeMaario stopped them, “We will wait here. The demons will arrive soon.” 
 
    Two of the demons took a seat on the ashy ground. DeMaario and the blonde-haired Elf remained standing next to Crinnan. 
 
    “So how many Govians have you killed?” The blonde demon eagerly asked. 
 
    “I don’t keep count anymore,” Crinnan replied, not looking at him, “Over a hundred.” 
 
    “Wow. Is that more than you DeMaario?” 
 
    “No,” DeMaario replied. He sighed and looked around, visibly troubled by his surroundings, “I have never been to this place. It is… truly terrible that this is what my fellow Govians do to pass the time.” 
 
    “You are a sick bunch of people,” Crinnan commented, “This… game is an abomination. Something like this should never be allowed to exist.” 
 
    “I agree,” DeMaario nodded his head, “It is the things like this that compel us to fight. You have to understand that not all Govians love the Empire. There are some of us with clear minds, some of us who understand the sins of the Emperor. We want freedom and true justice.” 
 
    “Good.” Crinnan dragged the point of his sword through the dust, leaving behind a small line. 
 
    “Auroch left a message for you in the feed,” The fourth demon, a female blue-haired Elf said, “He says to get ready, he is going to… rip your ass apart very soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the type of message I’d expect from someone with just a tip and no shaft,” Crinnan smirked, “Probably likes his sister too.” The demons laughed and the two who were sitting stood up. 
 
    “How far are they anyway?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “Close,” DeMaario replied, "Based on what they are saying in chat, I think they are just over that hill.” He pointed to a tall mound in front of them and Crinnan tightened the grip on his sword. 
 
    “How many?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “A quick count says thirteen, however, there may be some who are not chatting,” the female demon said, “Expect at least fifteen.” 
 
    “That is a lot,” Crinnan replied. He wondered what a highly skilled demon was like. He thought about the ones he had killed and wondered if any of them had been high level. 
 
    “There they are,” The black-haired demon shouted, “Atop the hill.” 
 
    “It is Auroch,” DeMaario observed with a sigh, “No doubt he will be broadcasting this encounter. Hiilda, you are certain our identities are secure?” 
 
    “Yes, DeMaario,” Hiilda, the female Elf nodded, “We will not be found out.” 
 
    “Alright,” DeMaario replied, “Then my friends I wish you good fortune. Remember, we are to support Crinnan however we can, keep demons off of him, incapacitate as many as possible so that he can deliver the killing blow. If you go down, call out for help and we will attempt to revive you, and remember, do not use our names,” He turned his attention to Crinnan, “Finish every single one we knock down.” Crinnan nodded and they all turned toward Auroch. 
 
    “What a bunch of fucking faggots!” Auroch belted as he descended the hill, “Look at these fucking losers, how do any of them think that they can stand up to me?” 
 
    “Oh, he is annoying,” Crinnan groaned, “His death will be satisfying.”  
 
    “It is what he is known for,” Hiilda looked back at him, “Just a complete scumbag.” 
 
    “I cannot wait to kill him,” Crinnan replied. 
 
    “Look at the demon killer!” Auroch laughed and pointed at Crinnan, “Standing behind his butt brothers. Isn’t that cute?” The demons surrounding Auroch whooped and laughed as they all converged on the party of five. The demons were all shapes and sizes; some had wings and horns others were big and fat like the first demon Crinnan had killed. Some looked completely normal but were outfitted in heavy, extravagant looking armor, nearly all of their weapons glowed. 
 
    Auroch was one of the big ones. He stood as tall as a Gaian and had a bull’s head and horns. His body was covered in brown fur and he walked on hooves instead of feet. In his hands, he carried a long pole-arm with a thick shimmering red blade at the end. 
 
    “There sure are a lot of them,” The blonde-haired Elf said, “What do we do?” 
 
    “Our best,” DeMaario commanded. He held his sword at the ready and the rest of the party followed suit, “Remember, give it your all. You cannot die here.” 
 
    “On me,” An annoyed Crinnan pushed his way in front of the others, “Two of you take Auroch, distract him while the rest of us start picking the others off. They have us beat by numbers; we need to level the field. 
 
    “You two,” DeMaario looked at Hiilda and the Marke, the black-haired Vampre, “Distract Auroch. We will fight alongside Crinnan to thin them out.” 
 
    “Stay alive long enough for me to open the portal,” Crinnan added, “Once it is open, we go through.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” DeMaario said. 
 
    “Okay everyone, thank you for watching, I have found the demon hunter,” Crinnan heard Auroch say as he approached, “Watch me completely fuck his day and as always make sure you like, share and subscribe to my channel!” 
 
    “What is he talking about?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “He is broadcasting this to all of Govia,” Andeel, the blonde Elf said, “There are millions of Govians watching.” 
 
    “About to watch him die.” Crinnan snarled. He stepped forward and threw his palm out. A blast of lightning shot forward toward Auroch. The streamer leaped out of the way and the lightning blasted into another demon, knocking him onto his back. 
 
    “Go!” Crinnan shouted. He charged forward, quickly cutting through the throat of the first demon that crossed his path. He shot a blast of lightning into the next demon, knocking him back and then stabbed his sword through its head. 
 
    Hiilda and Marke charged at Auroch. Auroch was standing and quickly swiped at their feet with his weapon. Hiilda leaped out of the way but the weapon hit Marke in the legs, knocking him over. Hiilda darted forward, swiping at Auroch with her sword. Auroch took a cut to his upper arm but turned and slammed his fist into her jaw, spinning her backward and knocking her to the ground. 
 
    “Fuck that!” Auroch laughed, “Fucking pussies!” He scanned the battleground, looking for Crinnan and saw him cutting through his fellow demons. 
 
    “Kill him!” Auroch shouted at all the demons on the ground, “What the fuck are you assholes waiting for!” 
 
    Crinnan shoved his blade through the chest of a demon and ripped it out. Blood sprayed him in the face and he quickly turned around and saw Auroch charging toward him. He fired a blast of lightning at him, but once again Auroch dodged it. The portal suddenly opened to Crinnan’s left but Hiilda and Marke were on the ground, incapacitated. 
 
    “Fucking shit dammit!” Crinnan groaned. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he left them behind. He turned toward DeMaario and shouted, “Hey, help them!” 
 
    “On it!” DeMaario shouted as he ran to the others. Crinnan jerked out of the way just as Auroch charged through, swiping his weapon through the air. 
 
    “Piece of shit!” Auroch roared, spinning to face Crinnan. The remaining demons stopped and watched as Crinnan and Auroch met. It was a spectacle for sure, seeing one of their own celebrities face a notorious demon killer. 
 
    “Take this!” Auroch shouted as he swung his glaive at Crinnan. Crinnan snorted and jumped backward just in time to dodge the attack. Auruch swung his weapon back around and lunged forward at Crinnan, who batted it away with his own sword. 
 
    “Done playing?” Crinnan smirked at him, “How many people are watching?” 
 
    “Three million, you piece of shit,” Auruch charged forward with an unexpected speed and performed his signature move, slamming his forehead into Crinnan’s stomach. He lifted him off the ground and tossed him aside, the other demons cheered. 
 
    Crinnan hit the ground but quickly rolled onto his feet. Auruch turned to face him and Crinnan smiled.  
 
    “Time to be done with this, I have a date waiting,” Crinnan smirked and sent a bolt of lightning into the ground in front of Auroch as he charged forward. Dirt and ash splashed up into Auroch’s face and he jerked back from the unexpected blast. While he was distracted, Crinnan leaped into the air and drove his sword down through Auroch’s sternum knocking him backward. He lost his balance and Crinnan landed on top of him. He pulled his sword from the demon and jumped off. 
 
    “You fucking asshole!” Auroch shouted as blood spewed and bubbled from his mouth. Crinnan stood scowling over him and shook his head. 
 
    “Fuck Govia,” Crinnan knew that his words were being broadcasted all over the Empire and he knelt down and grabbed the demon by the throat. 
 
    “Fuck the Emperor and his bitch of a mother,” Crinnan snarled. At that, he slammed the point of his sword through Auroch’s forehead and pulled it back out again. 
 
    DeMaario had revived his squad mates and they all ran up to Crinnan’s side. Crinnan looked at the demons surrounding him and shook his head. They were beginning to vanish as they all scrambled to log out of the game.   
 
    “Forget them,” Crinnan sighed, looking to the others, “They’re nothing. Let’s just keep going.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” DeMaario called out. The five of them turned and walked through the portal, emerging in the Third Level on the other side. Crinnan once again saw Dread’s Keep and he hurried up to the gate. 
 
    “We are almost to level four,” Crinnan announced as they walked inside the courtyard walls. Fortunately, there was not another army of monsters waiting for him, “My friends are waiting for us there.” 
 
    “Perfect,” DeMaario replied, “I have a relic that can be used once we get to level four. It will open a portal that will bypass level five and get us straight to level six. Once we arrive, hopefully, we can quickly get you to level seven and out of this nightmare forever.” 
 
    “Good.” Crinnan nodded his head. He approached the doors to the keep and pushed them open. The five of them stepped inside and Crinnan immediately realized that they all remained together instead of individually facing their fears like he had before. 
 
    “The accounts we purchased have already gone through this trial,” DeMaario explained, “We can proceed to the throne room.” 
 
    “Great.” Crinnan was relieved that he did not have to go through the trial again. They walked to the end of the large foyer and through a door. Crinnan found that they were in the room that he and Milinka had waited for Ander in for so long. He looked down at the wall where they had sat and smiled. He was getting close, he was ready to find her again. 
 
    As the group stepped into the throne room, Crinnan saw the Lord of Dread’s Keep seated in his throne once again. He did not move as the five of them approached, only sat with his chin rested on his fist like he had before. 
 
    “Will we face him?” DeMaario asked, squeezing the handle of his sword. “He looks to be a rather dreadful being.” 
 
    “That is probably why he is the Lord of Dread’s keep,” Crinnan replied sarcastically as they walked up to the foot of the steps. Crinnan saw his own body lying on the ground beneath the throne. His head had been caved in and his brains and blood had spilled out onto the ground. His mouth was wide open, nearly all of his teeth had been broken out and one of his eyeballs hung from its socket. 
 
    The sight of his own dead and mutilated body thrust Crinnan into a moment of existential deliberation. It was a rare occurrence, Crinnan thought, for one to see their own corpse. He thought of his life and of his time in the Hells and wondered if everything he was doing even mattered. Seeing himself dead told him that it did not. 
 
    “You have returned.” The Lord declared, his voice once again reverberating on the inside of his helmet. Crinnan stepped forward and nodded. 
 
    “I have. May I pass this time?” 
 
    “You may,” The Lord replied, “You have passed your trial, satisfied all requirements. Congratulations, the fourth level is yours to behold.” At that, a portal opened to the right of the throne and the Lord of Dread’s Keep held his hand out toward it. 
 
    Crinnan and the others stepped up the stairs and toward the swirling blue light. As Crinnan passed the Lord, he snapped his scepter out, preventing the others from entering. 
 
    “This portal is not for you,” The Lord said to the members of Hope’s Point, “You must find another way.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Marke exclaimed, “What must we do?” 
 
    “Enough, Marke,” DeMaario shook his head. He fished a small blue gem from his pocket and tossed it to Crinnan. Crinnan caught it and examined it. 
 
    “It is the relic I spoke of earlier,” DeMaario informed him, “Break it when you find your friends and you will gain enough experience to pass into the next level.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Crinnan said as he gave them a nod. He slipped the stone in his pocket and paused just before entering the portal. 
 
    “I will tell my commander of you,” he promised, “I do not know what will become of it, but I guess I owe you at least that.” DeMaario nodded and Crinnan vanished as he stepped through the portal. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Sarasin VIII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    12:00 – Canrom City Fairgrounds 
 
      
 
    “Only by his grace shall we succeed!” Lazarus declared to the crowd standing before him. Through the microphone, his voice rang out so the whole city could hear, “Only through her power shall we triumph. We are a people bound by our faith in the one true entity worth believing in. Science cannot save you; technology cannot bring you eternal joy. Only by embracing the eternal truth of our goddess Dura’Ana and her son, my father, our great Emperor Cidro will we ever truly know freedom!” 
 
    The crowd cheered and Lazarus reveled in it for a moment before he held out his hands to silence them, “I thank you all in the name of our great mother for coming to be with us today. There is no greater honor for a Prince than to be able to speak to his people. You are all my children and I take great pride in each and every one of you.” The people cheered again and Bishop General Klaus walked up to Lazarus’ side. 
 
    When the cheering died down Lazarus spoke again, “Now it is my great honor to present to you one of the finest Bishop Generals in Govian history. A fierce and fearless warrior who has triumphed in countless battles and who has slain hundreds if not thousands of infidels. The commander of one-fifth of our Emperor Cidro’s armies, and head of the Inquisitors, Bishop General Klaus Reeynlas!” Klaus held his arms out before the crowd and a frenzied cheering erupted. Lazarus saluted to him and walked backstage. 
 
    Sarasin smiled as Lazarus stepped toward her, “Lively bunch we have today,” he wiped the sweat from his brow and put his hands on her shoulders, “Are you certain you will be able to handle them?” 
 
    “If I can handle you, I can handle anything,” she said playfully, looking into his eyes. Lazarus raised his eyebrows and chuckled. 
 
    “Not too loud my love,” He gently caressed her hair, “We do not need the people getting the wrong idea. In love, yes, but nasty...” His arms fell to his side and he stepped back with a smile. Eryc, who was only feet away, sighed at the sight and rolled his eyes.    
 
    “So how long should Klaus take?” Sarasin asked as she peeked out onto the stage, “I am eager to get out there and get this over with.” 
 
    “Not very,” Lazarus replied, “He will be very direct and to the point as he always is. He will spout something or another about leading the Inquisitors to round up and execute the heretics. He will get the people frenzied, they certainly do love hearing about blood. Then it will be your turn to keep that flame burning.” 
 
    “Should not take much. Considering the fact that I am not much more than a political icon. I could feed them anything really and they will eat it up.” 
 
    “But you will stick to the script,” Lazarus said quickly, “We do not need you putting your foot in your mouth again.”  
 
    Sarasin thought back to the stuttering, blushing mess she had become during a botched interview she had in North Barus with an overzealous reporter. Lazarus was right; she did not want that again. 
 
    “I am going to get something to drink,” Lazarus patted Sarasin on the back, “You stay here and listen to Klaus. It will do you well.” Sarasin didn’t know how to take that but she nodded anyway. Lazarus walked away and she hummed. 
 
    “I think I would like a drink as well,” Quint said. He had been standing there silently the whole time, "Do you mind, Eryc?” 
 
    “We have water,” Eryc reprimanded, “We do not need you running off and leaving our lady unprotected.” 
 
    “He is fine Eryc,” Sarasin waved her hand at them, “Let the boy drink. I have you and Gerard, that is more than enough to protect me from whatever bugs may fly our way." 
 
    Quint smiled and Sarasin nodded, “Go on,” She ushered him, “Off with you.”  
 
    Eryc frowned and Quint eagerly trotted off in the same direction as Lazarus, “My lady,” Eryc gently chided as Quint disappeared, “I do not want to overstep my bounds, but it is my job to ensure your security. I need my soldiers to understand that my word is law." 
 
    “And you do a wonderful job of it,” Sarasin smiled and gently placed a hand on Eryc’s arm, “You are hard on him. He is green but he needs to be able to live a little. He has a lot of spirit; he will go far.” 
 
    “Or he won’t,” Gerard interjected. Sarasin glared at him and he snickered, his massive Gaian chest raising and lowering as he did so. 
 
    “I will keep that in mind,” Eryc said to her, “I just do not want him turning into another useless soldier. A mind of your own will get you nowhere on the battlefield.”    
 
    “I know that,” Sarasin agreed, “But I also know that with a mentor like yourself, it will be impossible for Quint to be anything but great.”  
 
    Eryc smiled and lowered his head in humility, “You flatter me. I am just doing my job the best I can.” 
 
    A massive wave of applause and cheering invaded their ears and Sarasin looked toward the stage. The crowd was going wild; she heard some people chanting 'Kill the Demon!' and thought of her brother and how she had helped him escape the Hells. She sighed at the thought and hoped that the members of Hope's Point were doing okay. 
 
    “Sounds like Klaus is making a killing out there,” She shook her head clear of her treachery, “I will probably be on soon.” 
 
    “Do not be nervous,” Eryc tried to ease her mind, “I know you have not done many of these, but there is nothing to worry about. The people love you. Use that to your advantage.” 
 
    “And do not stutter like last time,” Gerard offered. Eryc shot him a glance and Gerard shrugged his shoulders, "It's good advice." 
 
    “You will be fine,” Eryc reassured her with a smile, “Here comes Treyodees now.” 
 
    The fat governor toddled up to the three of them wearing a stupid smile, “Are you ready my lady?” He asked with childlike enthusiasm, “You go on in just a few minutes!” 
 
    “Of course,” Sarasin nodded, “Is Lord Klaus already finished?” 
 
    “He is wrapping up now,” Treyodees was delighted to say, “Once he announces you, head out and remember to keep your head high!” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice.” Sarasin walked to the entrance to the stage and waited. 
 
    “Stay calm,” she suddenly heard Korros’ voice advise, “The easiest thing to do is to lock up, to give up. Do not fear the people.” Sarasin flinched at the sound of the voice and closed her eyes in frustration. 
 
    “Must you invade my thoughts?” She whispered, “‘Tis torment enough that I am haunted by my memory of you. Why now must I be plagued by your cursed ghost?” 
 
    “I would say our sins against each other make us even,” Korros replied. 
 
    “I would not,” Sarasin snarled, “Just shut the fuck up and leave me alone.” 
 
    “…and that is my promise to you dear people,” Klaus announced boldly, “The Demon will be apprehended and executed for his crimes against our Empire and order will once again be restored. I thank the goddess that you were all able to come to hear us speak today. Now it is my great honor to introduce to you the youngest of the Bishop Generals, Lady Sarasin Fyr!” 
 
    “Here I go,” Sarasin told herself, ignoring both the cheers of the crowd and the encouragement of the spirit of the man she hated the most, "I can do this." 
 
    As she stepped out onto the stage, she remembered to keep her head held high even though her spirit felt lost in depths she did not realize existed. When she appeared, people went wild; they jumped about crazily to try and get her attention. She waved to the massive crowd that stood before her, and as she stepped up to the podium, Klaus saluted her. She saluted back, and as Klaus exited the stage, the crowd was left in her hands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “He is up to something,” Quint mumbled to himself as he trailed behind the prince. He originally did not think anything of Lazarus’ excusing himself for a drink until he watched him completely bypass the bar and head off in another direction with a person he had never seen before. 
 
    Though Quint was young and only a year into his duties as a member of Sarasin's personal guard he was skilled. He had been hand selected for the role out of a pool of nearly a dozen candidates by Captain Eryc himself. He knew how to do his job; he knew how to assess threats and identify potential risks to his Bishop General.  
 
    The character who Lazarus had met with tugged on his instincts and Quint took it upon himself to investigate. He felt there was no harm in it as long as he kept his distance. Lazarus would most likely recognize him if he were to be discovered, and Quint didn’t foresee any major repercussions as long as he didn’t stumble into anything that he was not supposed to. 
 
    “Where are you going, Lazarus?” He whispered to himself as he tailed the prince and his strange friend. He stopped next to a tree and watched them walk towards the tent that he and the others had been in earlier. 
 
    “This is dumb,” Quint told himself, feeling stupid that he even thought of such a thing. He knew there was no treachery going on, nothing that mattered to him anyway. As he turned to walk back to the bar, however, he heard muffled speaking and his curiosity implored him to listen. 
 
    He looked back at the tent and noticed two soldiers standing watch at the front. He recognized them as members of Lazarus’ personal guard and made certain he didn't get in their line of sight. He decided to walk around the back where he wouldn’t be seen. He figured he could hear through the tent walls just fine considering they were just fabric. He resolved that once he heard nothing of interest and satisfied his curiosity, he would head to the bar and then back to his team. As he leaned forward, he heard somebody speaking softly, somebody whose voice he did not recognize. 
 
    “High Father Eckhart is out of the way… killed this morning… Sarasin and her guard will be executed.” 
 
    “Executed?” Quint whispered, “Sarasin?” He then heard the muffled sound of Prince Lazarus' voice. 
 
    “Today I will reveal… sins... she killed father Korros... pin Eckhart's death on her... You will be... new Bishop General...” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Quint whispered. He had been right all along. Lazarus was going to kill Sarasin, “I have to tell Eryc...” He got up to run and hoped he had enough time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “…and I feel that only by staying together as one will we truly know victory in these trying times. We must forget our racial differences, accept that our Govian brothers and sisters come from all backgrounds. Whether Ly...Lycaani, Elf, Faire, Vampre, Gaian or Humaan it matters not for we are one people!" Sarasin spoke into the microphone, trying to keep her mind off of stuttering. The crowd cheered for her and she smiled and nodded her head at them. “Th... thank you.” 
 
    She felt like she was doing well. While she did occasionally stutter, it was nothing like what had happened at the interview in North Barus. She tried not to think about it as she spoke; about how she completely locked up in front of the reporter who drilled her about her mysterious past. She tried to remain focused on her speech. She did not want it to happen again. 
 
    She stood and reveled in the cheering crowd for a moment. She looked out on all their faces and tried to smile at each one. There were so many people gathered and, on the inside, she felt like she was standing before a mass of cockroaches. The looked at them with hidden feelings of contempt and wanted nothing more than to be done with the day.  
 
    She held her hands out to silence the crowd and as they quieted down, she spoke again. 
 
    "You are all very dear to me," she said warmly, "I thank you all for..." her voice suddenly stopped playing through the speakers and she looked around. Her microphone seemed to have stopped working. She tapped on it with her finger but heard nothing in response. As she looked over to the sound booth, she saw Klaus staring back at her, arms crossed and a snarl on his face. Something wasn't right. 
 
    “My dear people I apologize for the inconvenience,” she heard Lazarus’ voice declare over the speakers, “But it seems something terrible has happened.” Two soldiers ran out onto the stage and seized Sarasin by the arms, pulling her back from the podium. 
 
    “What is going on!” She shouted, knowing full well what was happening. She couldn't believe it; she had been betrayed by her own betrothed. 
 
    “I command you to let go of me!” She struggled to get free but the soldier's grip grew tighter on her scarred arms. She growled through her teeth and listened as Lazarus’ voice returned. 
 
    “It seems that there have been multiple reports of our beloved Lady Sarasin committing a small string of heinous crimes that require our immediate attention.” Lazarus walked out onto the stage and frowned at Sarasin. 
 
    She looked back out into the crowd and studied their expressions. Most looked confused or shocked, and some looked angry. She bore her teeth and growled at Lazarus. 
 
    “You fucking bastard!” she shouted, “How could you!” 
 
    “As you may have heard on the news, Father Korros was found dead yesterday afternoon,” Lazarus continued, “Recent evidence found by the local Inquisitors has pinned none other than Bishop General Sarasin Fyr as the culprit. We... sadly have eyewitness accounts as well as multiple public sightings that have confirmed her being drunk and belligerent in public, speaking to herself and shouting curses at innocent people. This seemed to happen all day yesterday." Sarasin thought of the monks, the bartender and everyone she could have possibly come into contact with and felt her rage grow. 
 
    The crowd was silent; they were exactly how Lazarus wanted them. Sarasin fumed at the silence and glared at Lazarus with a murderous expression. 
 
    “Not only that, but I just received word that... that Supreme Father Eckhart was found dead in his room in Dauid’s tower this morning.” Lazarus was acting, putting on a show. He was pretending to be on the brink of tears. Sarasin dug her fingernails into her palms harder than she ever had before and tried to hold back her fury, she tried not to go berserk, “Lady Sarasin again was found to be the undeniable killer.” 
 
    Sarasin could not believe her ears, “I did not kill Father Eckhart!” She shouted, “It is a lie!” As soon as she could speak, a projector screen lowered in the middle of the stage and a video of her execution of Father Korros played for the whole city to see. There were flashes of her staggering around in public, tossing a bottle against a wall and talking to herself. She fell silent and the crowd quickly grew angry. 
 
    "Citizens of the empire we failed you,” Lazarus sounded remorseful, "Further investigation has revealed that Lady Sarasin dispatched a team to the Hells to assist...” He paused and feigned discomfort, continuing his act and drawing the crowd’s attention even deeper, “Her brother's escape. Yes. Lady Sarasin is sister to the Demon, and therefore a terrorist conspirator and a traitor to the Empire!” 
 
    The crowd gasped and erupted in anger. Sarasin heard all manner of insults being spewed and a few people threw their drinks at her. She seethed, growing angrier by the minute. She tried to cling to rational thought. There was little chance of her fighting off the soldiers but she was quickly losing control of herself. 
 
    Lazarus turned to Sarasin and wore an evil scowl, “Bishop General Sarasin I hereby strip you of your authority and place you under arrest for the murders of high ranking Govian officials and treachery against the Empire,” he announced, flashing a brief smile at her as he did so, “The courts will decide whether to send you to Westlaan or to have you executed. Do you have anything to say for yourself?” 
 
    The crowd was in an uproar. “Kill her!” she heard somebody shout, “Let her rot!” another voice yelled. She shook her head and struggled again.  
 
    Blood dripped from her palms and splattered on the ground beneath her, “How could you do this!” She snarled as tears and snot fell down her face, "I loved you!”  
 
    Lazarus snickered and turned around to face the crowd. 
 
    “Citizens!” He shouted, “It pains me greatly that I must take upon the role of Supreme Father under such somber of circumstances. In spite of it all, however, I promise that henceforth I will uphold the esteemed position with only the greatest of dignity and servanthood. I assure you there will be no more of this wretchedness in the hierarchy of our great Empire. Mark my words!” 
 
    Lazarus turned around again and sucker punched Sarasin in her jaw. She reeled back into the soldiers behind her but quickly and furiously snapped her head up to look him in the eyes. 
 
    “This is not over,” she screamed, "I'll fucking kill you!" 
 
    “It looks as if it is all completely finished to me, my love.” Lazarus grinned and balled his fist once again. 
 
    Sarasin's life flashed before her eyes. She saw her childhood with her loving family, felt her father's embrace and heard his kind words. Those words morphed into the words of Korros, the manipulation... the promises. She saw her baby ripped from her, watched his skull get smashed with a club before her. She remembered her feelings of abandonment as she was forced into the Govian Officer Corps, how she had risen in the ranks. She thought of all the innocent people she had killed or commanded to be killed. Finally, she thought of her engagement to Lazarus and of his ultimate betrayal. As his fist smashed into her jaw once again, a sudden and mighty burst of power blasted from her body, sending waves of energy in all directions. 
 
    The soldiers holding her arms were torn apart from the blast, having been in direct contact with her. Their blood and entrails rained over the crowd and those on the stage. The energy blew Lazarus backward off the stage onto the ground. More soldiers shuffled for their weapons and raised to fire but she threw her palms at them, blowing holes through their armor. 
 
    The power she felt was like nothing she had ever experienced. It was strange and terrifying; it felt nearly ten times stronger than the NaNe abilities she was used to. She wondered if it was even NaNe at all. Another soldier charged her, and she blasted him all the way across the fairgrounds. 
 
    The crowd was frantic. They screamed in terror and ran in all directions, desperate to get away from the crazed former Bishop General. As she held off the soldiers and stared out at them, she was overcome with more fury and blinded by rage. She released her power into the citizens she had vowed to protect, relentlessly blasting at the crowd over and over. 
 
    Bodies and blood flew in all directions for everyone had become her enemy; nobody was safe from her meltdown. She pounded the crowd with wave after wave of energy, ripping through and slaughtering them. A voice inside her begged her to stop but she simply could not for she had completely lost control. Finally, Little Sarasin appeared in front of her and blasted her backward with her own ghost powers. 
 
    Sarasin crashed into the stage behind her; she screamed furiously as she skidded across the wood and slammed against the cement wall behind her. She quickly pushed herself up and got to her feet to find herself standing before Bishop General Klaus. 
 
    "Submit!" He shouted as he furiously fired a blast of NaNe lightning at her. It struck her in her chest and she screamed as her body locked up, encased in an electric prison. 
 
    The sound of gunfire erupted could be heard coming from backstage. Sarasin realized her guard had been executed and felt her heart break. As her body was locked in place from the ongoing lighting attack, she looked up at Klaus and closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Eryc's heart sank as he witnessed the events unfolding on the stage. Gerard and the rest of Sarasin's guard stood next to him as they all watched the scene. 
 
    “Double-crossed!” Eryc spat angrily, “She's been betrayed!” 
 
    “She betrayed us!” another soldier argued, “She sinned against the whole Empire!” 
 
    Eryc’s heart was torn in two. His love for his country raged war against the fatherly love he felt for Sarasin. He had been by her side for years, watched her grow in strength and comforted her in times where she had emotionally hit rock bottom. He had always been there for her, and the idea that he couldn't save her led the hardened, aged soldier to tears. 
 
    “What do we do Eryc?” Gerard asked with his rifle shouldered, “Say the fucking word. Say it and I will stand by your side.” 
 
    “Gerard…” Eryc was lost in his own world of emotion. He clenched his fists and turned toward his lifelong Gaian battle brother. He did not know what to do; it was as if his years of leadership and quick decision making had all gone away. He closed his eyes and Gerard smacked him across his face. 
 
    “Get a hold of yourself, Eryc!” Gerard boomed, “We need to do something, we have to stand for something! We…” 
 
    “Drop your weapons!” a voice suddenly interrupted them, “Drop them and get on your knees!” 
 
    Eryc's eyes opened and he saw that Bishop General Klaus’ personal guard had arrived. They had their rifles trained on Sarasin's team. A few of Sarasin's guards immediately obeyed, but Eryc stepped forward. 
 
    “Captain Harrol,” Eryc announced, “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “It’s the end of the road Eryconius,” Harrol declared, “You know too much. Time for you and your men to die.” 
 
    They had the upper hand, and Eryc knew it. There was no surviving that fight. He tossed his rifle down and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Make it quick Harrol,” Eryc sighed, “My men do not need to suffer.” 
 
    “Of course, Eryc,” Harrol nodded and shook his head, “I am sorry.” 
 
    Eryc suddenly heard what sounded like a tin can hitting the ground. He watched a small metallic cylinder roll under the legs of Harrol and his men and then heard the sound of a rifle rapidly being discharged. Harrol’s men started to fall and Eryc caught a glimpse of Quint standing behind them. 
 
    “Kill them!” Harrol screamed as he began opening fire on Eryc’s team. They quickly fell and as the barrel of Harrol's weapon focused on Eryc, the canister below him suddenly burst open and Harrol and his soldier's weapons refused to fire.  
 
    “A SUP!” Harrol shouted as he tossed his disabled rifle to the ground, “Draw your swords!” as his hand crept to the handle of his weapon, Eryc drew a knife and burst forward, quickly shoving the blade into Harrol's eye. Quint charged from behind and thrust his sword through another soldier's back and Gerard opened fire on the last soldier and blasted him backward. 
 
    “On me!” Eryc ordered as he retrieved his rifle. He had been just outside of the SUP’s radius and as Quint approached, Eryc drew his unlocked sidearm and handed it to the young soldier, for his rifle had been disabled.  
 
    “Go, now!” He shouted as he pointed toward the stage, “While we still have time!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sarasin was growing weak, and she realized Klaus was going to kill her. Her feelings of rage were being replaced by panic. She tried to break free but every effort left her more fatigued and finally when she could take no more she gave up. Darkness began to cloud her vision. She watched the blurry Klaus relentlessly barrage her with his NaNe but suddenly, he stopped. 
 
    "Get up my lady!" Eryc screamed seeming to appear out of nowhere. He fired a burst from his rifle and Klaus stumbled backward, holding his bleeding chest as Sarasin quickly pushed herself up off the ground. With what strength she could muster, she hurled a blast of energy toward the Bishop General. He quickly formed a NaNe shield that protected him from injury but the force behind Sarasin’s attack sent his body reeling into the fairgrounds. Eryc, Quint, and Gerard advanced and fired their weapons at Klaus and the other charging soldiers. 
 
    "I'm sorry!" Quint shouted as he fought to protect his Lady, "I tried to tell you all sooner!" 
 
    For a moment Sarasin Fyr, or Sayraa Jamiso... whoever she was... soberly stared out into the fairgrounds and observed the massacre that her rage had created. She looked back and forth between her guard, and the grounds before her, not believing what she was seeing. 
 
    She stared in horror at the bodies, the blood, and carnage of the citizens who only moments before were cheering her name and bowing at her feet. She realized it was all over, everything she had built... she thought it should feel different but surprisingly she felt... relieved. Quint and Gerard quickly grabbed her arms as Eryc kept firing on the approaching soldiers.  
 
    “Come on, my lady!” Gerard shouted as he pulled her away, “We have already taken care of the ones out back, this way!” Sarasin found the strength to move her legs and she joined the others as they hurried backstage and away from the slaughter. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Rubaan V 
 
    13th of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    12:00 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    A glass of Dravink on ice sat in front of him as he stared off into the direction of the television screen. The same brayball game that Dauid had been complaining about missing was on the television at the front of the bar, but that was as much as he could gather. He had not focused on what was going on, he could not. All he could think about was what his aunt and the old augmented mechanic had told him about Eon. 
 
    “Possessed,” Rubaan spat before swallowing a drink of the burning green liquid, “Fucking possessed.” He caught a breath of air and slammed his empty glass on the wooden bar. The bartender raised his eyebrows and walked over. 
 
    “Another?” the bartender looked Rubaan up and down, “Damn maybe not. You’re looking rough.” 
 
    “Feeling rough,” Rubaan slurred, “I will take another though.” He wiped his face with his hands and shook his head. 
 
    The bartender reached for the bottle behind him, “What’s eatin’ ya? Why are you drowning yourself here today?”  
 
    Rubaan stared at the bartender for a moment and then shrugged his shoulders. “I just got possessed by a demon or something that was supposed to have been killed 100 years ago. Or at least I think so. The goddess, the brothers… nobody can help me today.”    
 
    “Oh.” The bartender sighed as he passed Rubaan his drink. Another crazy one, “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “What makes me think what?” Rubaan asked, feeling a bit dizzy. 
 
    “Any of it,” The bartender replied, “Why do you think you were possessed by a demon?” 
 
    “I watched it fucking happen,” Rubaan nearly shouted, “In a mirror no less! While I was damn naked. He froze my spine and I couldn't fucking move.” 
 
    “Right,” the bartender said, “And why can’t the goddess or the Brothers help you?” 
 
    “Because they sure as fuck didn’t last night,” Rubaan sputtered as fear and rage overtook him, “You sure are nosey.”  
 
    The bartender laughed and turned to his dirty dishes, “That’s my job. To make the crazies like you even crazier so that you buy more drinks.” 
 
    “Well keep up the good work!” Rubaan raised his glass and tossed a few aurum the bartender’s way, “I’m about to go make some bad choices.” 
 
    Rubaan picked up his drink and hopped off the barstool. The bartender watched as Rubaan walked toward the entrance of the bar and stepped outside into the Brother's warm embrace. He looked over at his bouncer and motioned for him to follow the drunk. 
 
    “Sir,” The bouncer called out, running up behind Rubaan, “You can’t take our cups.” 
 
    Rubaan was annoyed that the bouncer had followed him. He stopped and turned around to face the moderately large Vampre and let out a loud “Hah!”  
 
    “Let’s just go about our daily businesses,” Rubaan said, smiling as he raised the glass again, “That way everyone can be just fine.” 
 
    “Right sir,” The bouncer stepped closer, “Give me the glass and we can both go about our daily business.” 
 
    “I bought this cup,” Rubaan snarled, offended by the bouncer, “You go get your own fucking cup.” 
 
    “That cup belongs to the bar,” The bouncer sighed, “You know that. Give it back or I’ll call an Inquisitor.” 
 
    “Call one of those fucking cunt hairs,” Rubaan dared him, “Bring him here, I’ll show him who’s boss.” 
 
    “Come on sir,” The bouncer held his hand out, “Just give me the damn cup.” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Rubaan laughed and poked the bouncer in the chest, “You come on!”  
 
    The bouncer threw his hands up in the air and turned to walk away. He in his time at the bar had learned to recognize when someone was too drunk to reason with so he decided it was time to call in the Inquisitors and let them handle the situation. 
 
    “Fuck the Inquisitors,” Rubaan mumbled as he stumbled down the sidewalk, “Fuck that bartender. Fuck Eon… fuck my life.” He rounded the corner in the direction he thought he had parked his car. 
 
    “Calling the fucking Inquisitors over a stupid little cup,” He threw the cup across the street and it crashed against the side of a building, “Piece of shit.” 
 
    Drunken fury was perhaps the best way to describe Rubaan’s state of being at that moment. He was tormented by confusion and uncertainty. His mind felt as if it had been wrung until it was completely free of whatever juices made it work properly. All he wanted was to jump back in time a couple of days; back to when all he worried about was work and making sure Roc had a good life ahead of him. 
 
    He could have sworn he had parked in a spot on Street 12 but could not seem to find it. He managed to control his actions long enough to stop his feet from shambling onward and paused to take a look around. 
 
    “No fucking wonder,” Rubaan slurred as he ran his hand through his hair. He sighed and shook his head as he looked up at a sign at the intersection in front of him. It read “Street 15”. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Street 15… I wonder if the history books shall say that this was where it all began again.” Eon reflected. He glanced over at Glen and briefly noticed how pale he was becoming. He smirked and continued walking. 
 
    “Please let me go,” Eon heard a voice within his mind cry, “Please.” 
 
    “Hush,” Eon said out loud, shaking his head, “Twas no glory to be found before. Rejoice now, for with me in control untold riches and power will be yours… we will obtain it all together!” 
 
    Inside his former mind, Rubaan sat in silent darkness; or at least that was what he perceived. Everything that was once his had been ripped from him. He had been stripped of his family, his life and his own identity. All that he was left with was a void where his soul had once been seated. 
 
    Rubaan was his thoughts and his thoughts were him; the iron curtains that bordered the window into the world he had lived in such a short time ago had been closed and welded shut. He felt no hope, he saw no light. He was no more than a prisoner locked away in a dungeon that he could never escape. 
 
    “Please, what have I done?” Rubaan asked, “Let me make it right.” 
 
    “There is naught to be made right,” Eon replied, “All is well.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Rubaan asked, “Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    Eon turned to Glen behind him and held his hand out, “Wait here, child.” He commanded. Glen stopped walking and sat down on the dusty street. Those who silently followed behind Glen matched his movements. 
 
    “Now dearest Rubaan,” Eon said as he walked away from his entourage, “‘Tis only proper to keep a host well informed of the guest’s activities would you not agree?” 
 
    “Let me go.” Rubaan pleaded. 
 
    “You are resilient, I find that admirable,” Eon smiled, “Do understand, however, that what is happening is nothing personal against you or your family. Why I, in fact, have your brother to thank for my presence in this… realm. Truthfully, ‘tis my one desire for his body to be my host; for his mind to dwell within me. Unfortunately, he has yet to manifest.” 
 
    “Cris?” Rubaan asked, thinking of his only living brother, “What do you want with Cris?” 
 
    “Heavens no,” Eon shook his head, “That whelp would nay come near to suiting my needs. No, I require much more of my host and on many occasions, your brother proved to me that he had substantial power within him... I need your brother’s power.” 
 
    “My brothers are dead,” Rubaan said, “All except for Cris.” 
 
    “None of your brothers are dead Rubaan,” Eon said. “One is in hiding, one is training, and one is… simply not present at the moment.” 
 
    “That is not true…” Rubaan's brother Kiersen had disappeared long ago. Crinnan had gone missing on a mission and was most likely dead. Cris was his only surviving brother and he was far off in Eastern Kamlot training to become a Centurion in Black Knight. 
 
    “Your truth is a lie,” Eon laughed. “Your brother indeed lives.” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” Rubaan argued, “How could you know that?” 
 
    “You will learn, child, that I know a great number of things,” Eon said, “Now we must continue onward so that I may be restored to my former glory...” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rubaan sat on the sidewalk with his back against the red brick building behind him. The world was spinning around him and after vomiting out what felt to have been most of his insides he had collapsed onto the ground. He found himself staring up at the buildings above wondering which one would hurt the least if he were to jump off. 
 
    “Amaria…” He whispered and closed his eyes tight to try to stop the spinning, “You should have fucking killed me back in Barus. You should have devoured me and let your little sick Vampre friends lap up the blood you missed.” He laughed and gently fell over. Had a familiar voice not interrupted him, he surely would have fallen asleep. 
 
    “Boy you sure do look stupid,” The cracked, muffled voice said. Rubaan half-opened one of his eyes to find the old mechanic Dauid standing in front of him. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Rubaan mumbled, “Go easy on me old man…” 
 
    With much effort on his part, Dauid knelt down and took a look at Rubaan, “You smell like Dravink. You do realize that’s a bitch drink, right?” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Rubaan whined. He thought for a moment and then shook his head, “Hey wait. Don’t fuck off. Do you have a cigarette?” 
 
    “I am a damn cigarette at this point,” Dauid replied with a chuckle. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pack, “Take what you need.” 
 
    Rubaan sat back up and looked into the old man’s visor. He focused for a moment, trying to see his eyes behind the dark glass but ultimately could not see through it. 
 
    “What the Hells is wrong with you boy?” Dauid asked, feeling a bit creeped out by Rubaan staring so closely at his eyes, “Just take a damn cigarette.” 
 
    Rubaan grabbed a cigarette and put it in his mouth, “Got a light?” he asked. Dauid nodded and lit the cigarette for him. With a grunt and a groan, the old man took a seat next to Rubaan. 
 
    “Now, I won’t be judging you for this. I in good conscience can’t, considering how many times I have found myself in your shoes, but do I even want to know why you’re sitting out here in broad daylight as drunk as I am when I’m out of whiskey?” Dauid asked. 
 
    “How do you get drunk when you’re out of whiskey?” Rubaan replied with a confused look on his face.  
 
    Dauid chuckled. “I’m only out of whiskey when I’ve drunk it all. Use your head for something other than a pillow.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Rubaan closed his eyes again and rested his head against the building behind him. 
 
    “So what the Hells is wrong with you?” Dauid continued, “What’s with the surprise visit and all the weird questions and the public drunkenness?” 
 
    “Well I… I don’t think you would understand,” Rubaan replied slowly, “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Son there are three reasons why a man gets this drunk,” Dauid said, “A woman, a death, or a good reason. Now, did your woman die for a good reason?” 
 
    Rubaan chuckled and shook his head, “She’s not dead. Well, not anymore… but that’s a completely different long and complicated story. No… let’s just say I have a pretty good reason.” 
 
    “Everybody thinks they got a good reason for everything,” Dauid replied, “That's why there's a bar on every block. I doubt the Inquisitors would think your reason was worth shit if they caught you out here though.” 
 
    “Didn’t think of that,” Rubaan huffed, “Probably should have thought of that.” 
 
    “You’re not telling me why you’re out here,” Dauid reminded him with a grumpy tone, “If you don’t want to then that’s more than fine but I don’t reckon you’d still be talking to me if you didn’t want to.” 
 
    “I do,” Rubaan admitted with a lowered head, “I want to tell someone why I feel so crazy but…” 
 
    “But you think someone will think you’re crazy?” Dauid asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rubaan replied, “But you’re kind of fucking crazy too so I think it might be okay.” 
 
    “So then start at the beginning. What is going on with you?” 
 
    Rubaan reluctantly began to tell the story of his plight. He explained what he knew about his situation in the best detail he could muster. Dauid all the while sat and listened, grateful that his expressions were mostly hidden by his visor and breathing mask. When Rubaan finished telling the story, Dauid looked over at him and hummed. 
 
    “Well, you were right,” Dauid declared without a hint of doubt, “You’re definitely crazy.” 
 
    “Figured you would say that,” Rubaan replied with an unsurprised tone. He shook his head and reached for a cup that was not there. When he realized he was out of drink, he leaned back against the brick wall behind him and sighed. 
 
    “Come on boy, time to go home,” Dauid groaned, getting back on his feet. He felt concerned for the half-blood. He was worried about what he thought he was going through. Dauid had only heard stories of that sort of “possession”. He knew it had happened before in history but he had not heard stories of anything like that happening in the last 100 years. He thought that Rubaan had finally snapped under the weight of all that he was going through at home and work. 
 
    “Home?” Rubaan asked, “Amaria will kill me.” 
 
    “Better her than whatever sort of trouble you’ll get yourself into out here,” Dauid replied, “I’m parked over this way, come on.” Dauid reached out the one old leathery hand he still had and helped Rubaan to his feet. Rubaan was glad he had not extended his prosthetic hand, that thing gave him the creeps. 
 
    “You’re gonna be okay,” Dauid assured him as the two of them walked along the street, “We go through this in our lives, shit gets too out of hand sometimes and there ain’t nothing you can do about it. That’s okay, as you get older, you’ll learn how to deal with it.” 
 
    Rubaan nodded his head as he listened to Dauid. He thought for a moment that Dauid may be right, that he was just losing his mind under the weight of all the pressure that was being put on him as a husband and a father. It was all new and difficult for him but he was learning and he was doing his best. He thought that maybe all he needed was a break; a day off to get his mind off things. 
 
    “Now we must continue onward so that I may be restored to my former glory.” 
 
    “What?” Rubaan asked, looking to Dauid. Dauid looked back at him and shook his head. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” Dauid replied without stopping. 
 
    “I heard something. A voice… somewhere nearby.” Rubaan looked around, “I know that voice…” 
 
    “Buddy we’re in a city of ten million people,” Dauid shook his head, “Of course you heard a damn voice.” 
 
    “No…” Rubaan replied, feeling agitated. He felt himself sober up a bit and felt some strange force inside him drawing him to the North, “Over here.” 
 
    “Stop it Rubaan,” Dauid said, “Now you’re really acting crazy.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit!” Rubaan charged forward, “I know that voice!” 
 
    “Goddess damn it all!” Dauid threw his cigarette down. He considered trying to run after Rubaan but decided against it. He had not run in twenty years and was not about to start. He decided instead to walk after him briskly. 
 
    “It’s fucking him!” Rubaan was terrified but could not compel himself to stop moving, “It’s gotta be him.” He rounded the street corner and found himself back on Street 15 very near to where he worked. Stopping for a moment, he looked around for the source of the voice, “Where are you...” He asked himself. 
 
    His eyes locked onto a sign that read in big red letters “Marks Bros.” The force that had led him that far seemed to draw an invisible line from him to the sign, “The mine…” He mumbled, “You’re at my job…” He felt his heart drop for a moment and stumbled forward just in time for Dauid to clamp his robotic hand around Rubaan’s arm. 
 
    “Stop,” Dauid commanded in a serious tone. 
 
    “I’m not crazy!” Rubaan insisted as he turned to face Dauid, “I…” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Dauid whispered, “Get your ass down. Look.” 
 
    Dauid knelt down, his old bones cracking with the unexpected movement of his body. He pulled Rubaan down with them and they hid behind a car. 
 
    “Across the street, corner of 15 and Emberry,” Dauid's voice sounded terrified and confused, “Look.” 
 
    Rubaan looked at Dauid for a moment and then peeked his head around the side of the car. At the corner of street 15 and Emberry, he saw a small group of people walking away from the Marks Bros mining facility. He saw his friend Glen and a couple of their coworkers following behind a person who was removing a mining mask. He looked back and Dauid pointed at the being holding the mask, “Look!” 
 
    Rubaan focused on the person carrying the mask. For some reason, he seemed very familiar but he could not catch a glimpse of his face. Rubaan looked beside him and found a small rock. Without much thought, he picked up the rock and threw it at a metal trash can on the sidewalk near them. The rock hit the can with a loud clanging noise and immediately the being carrying the mask turned around. Rubaan’s heart stopped. 
 
    Without skipping a beat, Glen charged at Rubaan wielding a pickaxe. Rubaan stood and held his hands out, “It’s just me, stop!” he shouted. Glen ignored Rubaan and continued to charge, “Stop Glen!” Rubaan pleaded but to no avail. 
 
    Glen swung the pickaxe at Rubaan and Rubaan’s military training immediately kicked in. Rubaan sidestepped out of the way and grabbed Glen’s arm. He twisted the arm out of the way and threw his fist into Glen’s face. Glen let out a growl and with his free hand, grabbed Rubaan by the throat. Rubaan gasped and Glen glared up at him baring his teeth. 
 
    “Glen…” Rubaan choked, “Please…” Glen only squeezed harder. All signs of the person he once was were gone; all that remained was the icy grip that he had on Rubaan’s throat. 
 
    “Let him go you jackoff!” Dauid shouted as he planted a screwdriver into the side of Glen’s head. Glen let go of Rubaan and stepped backward. He looked at Dauid and for a moment life seemed to return to his eyes. 
 
    “I… I’m sorry…” Glen wept as he fell to his knees.  Rubaan hurried to his feet and picked up that pickaxe that Glen had dropped. He looked back at Dauid while he still had time and pointed behind him, “Run Dauid!” Rubaan shouted, “Get away!” Dauid nodded and decided that it was the day that he ran again after all. 
 
    Rubaan stared at the being across the street and could not bring himself to believe what it was that he was looking at. The person looked exactly like Rubaan to a point where Rubaan could have sworn he was looking in a mirror. 
 
    “Who are you!” Rubaan shouted, letting the pickaxe fall to his side, “What do you want?” The other Rubaan simply smiled and cocked his head. 
 
    “I am that I am.” Rubaan heard a voice say, “I have what I came for.” Rubaan was perplexed. Eon clearly spoke but his lips never moved. 
 
    “Why are you here!” Rubaan shouted, “Why do you look like me?” 
 
    “I am you… and you are me.” Eon continued, “You were born last night.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Rubaan shouted, “Born last night?” 
 
    “I required your body, your knowledge of your brother,” Eon explained, “The Demon, my savior is coming and I must be here to greet him.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Rubaan shouted, “What happened last night!” 
 
    “I created you,” Eon replied, “I took your body and your knowledge and created another.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense!” Rubaan shouted angrily. 
 
    “I need you here and I need you there. Your body is my vessel to commune with the Demon. I need you here with your family to ensure that your body cooperates.” 
 
    “What the fuck!” Rubaan shouted, “What does that mean!” 
 
    “Know, if your body does not cooperate, I will make you kill your family... with your own hands.” 
 
    “I would die first!” Rubaan said, “I will never kill my family for you.” 
 
    “Watch,” Eon replied. 
 
    At that, Rubaan watched as Eon fell to the ground. He felt an icy chill creep up his spine as it had in the bathroom the night before. 
 
    “No!” He shouted, “Not again!” 
 
    Rubaan could not move and he could not fight. It only took a moment but it felt like an eternity. Eventually, he completely lost control of his body. 
 
    As his body moved around Rubaan felt like he was simply along for the ride but not in control. He watched Eon’s previous body stand up and look around. 
 
    Rubaan tried to speak but every word he screamed felt more like a thought. He knew they were there but he could not audibly hear them. He watched his former coworkers stand silently as the other Rubaan started to run. Finally, he heard his own voice speak again but not his own words. 
 
    “Choose now. You or him,” Eon offered, “Remember I hear every thought.” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Rubaan tried to say. 
 
    “Yes you do,” Eon replied, “I have bonded with you. I can do this at any point Rubaan. I can make you kill your family.” 
 
    At that, Rubaan fell forward and watched as Eon entered the other Rubaan again, “No!” Rubaan shouted, “I’m sorry!” The other Rubaan looked at him and while he still had time he responded. 
 
    “Take care of Roc!” He desperately shouted, “Take care of my son!” Rubaan shook his head and reached forward. 
 
    “Stop!” he pleaded, “Please!” 
 
    “I shall tell your brother you wish him well,” Eon said before he and his entourage suddenly vanished. Rubaan was left alone, and after Eon was gone tears streamed down his face as he threw his head back and screamed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Alec V 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    10:30 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure he is still even alive?” Elia asked as she followed on the heels of the nearly running Alec, “I mean how many years has it been since you have seen him?” 
 
    “Too many…” Alec said, “But he has to be alive. If he was going to die, he would have died a long time ago.” 
 
    "I do not understand how that makes any sense," Elia was confused by Alec's illogical statement. 
 
    "I don't know what I mean," Alec replied. She was right; it didn't make any sense, "Just trust me. He's alive." 
 
    Alec and Elia rounded the corner of Street 11 and found themselves on Ambrose Street. It had been many years since he had been to Canrom City but Alec was sure he was going the right way. He remembered his grandfather’s shop was near Dauid’s tower. All he had to do was find the old sign hanging above the door. 
 
    “Look for a sign, it says ‘Dauid’s Automotive. White sign black letters, nothing fancy. I believe there may be an illustration of a wrench on it.” Alec could see the sign in his mind even though it had been years. As a child, before his father had forbidden him from visiting his grandfather, he had spent a lot of time in the shop. Elia nodded and the two kept walking. 
 
    “So you think he will have anything for us?” Elia asked, skeptical about whether the time they were spending would be fruitful, “We need something that will get us all the way to Belhaas without having to refuel." 
 
    “Grandpa has to have something,” Alec recalled, thinking fondly of the feelings of trust his young self once felt for the man, “Grandpa always had the answer when I was a kid. He is going to come through for us.” 
 
    “Well, what if he does not this time?” Elia asked, maintaining her skepticism, “What will we do?” 
 
    “He has something, Elia!” Alec sharply snapped out of frustration. He stopped and took a breath as he composed himself and turned toward her, “Crinnan is alive. I know it's dangerous thinking but that means something. It all makes sense, it is going to work out.” 
 
    “What makes sense Alec?” Elia stared into his OEV and crossed her arms, "What are you so certain of?" 
 
    “I do not know…” Alec sighed as he turned from her and shook his head. He knew he was way outside the realm of logical thinking but he didn't feel that it was wrong at times to trust your heart over your brain, “It just makes sense, trust me. It feels like fate.” 
 
    “Do not be hasty with your words,” Elia cautioned, “I am as excited as you are about Crinnan but do not fall into the faith trap… you do not want to let your guard down like that.” 
 
    “Do not worry about my guard Elia,” Alec snapped, “Now is not the time to lecture me. I am Humaan, you and I do not process things the same way. Let me be reckless.” Elia smirked and looked away. She thought Alec’s recklessness was kind of cute sometimes. 
 
    Alec scanned the facades of the buildings around him. He was starting to recognize his surroundings; he knew he was getting close to the shop. He recognized the donut shop next to him and the television repair shop across the street. He looked to his right and saw the alley he remembered his mother taking him down when he was a child. That was where his grandpa was going to be, “This way,” He said, “We are almost there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I have said my peace and now I give my order,” Alec Senior boomed, looking coldly at his wife, “I forbid my son from interacting with that man again, is that understood?” 
 
    “He is my father!” Alec’s mother shouted in response. Young Alec clung to her leg whimpering as tears streamed down his face, “And your son’s grandfather, you cannot keep them apart.” 
 
    Alec senior silently stepped toward his wife and stared at her with anger in his eyes, “You watch me Deinna. You are not the one who makes the decisions for this family. What I say is law, and laws need to be obeyed. Do you understand.” 
 
    “You can’t do this!” Deinna shouted, “It was just a mistake it ain’t my dad’s fault!” Alec Senior slapped Deinna across her cheek and pointed his finger in her face. Alec cried louder and buried his head into his mother's ribs, holding tightly. 
 
    “We do not speak like that in this family. I understand you were raised by trash but that will not spill over into my life. Do you understand?” Deinna lowered her head and nodded. She felt defeated by her husband. 
 
    “I understand,” Deinna croaked, "I... I am sorry Alec." 
 
    “You are only Humaan,” Alec Senior sighed as he ran his hand through his wife’s hair, “I understand you are incapable of keeping your emotions under control, I'm Humaan too, but I have learned to stay in control. You have to understand that my decision is for the best. I have to protect my family. Your father’s actions nearly cost us our son, and that alcoholic is nothing but a bad example. You do not want our son growing up and becoming trash like your siblings, do you?” 
 
    “No…” Deinna wept, not raising her head. Alec Senior looked down at his son with cold eyes and huffed as he looked back at his wife. 
 
    “Very good,” he said, “Then it is settled. Come, let us get you into the kitchen. ‘Tis nearly time to eat!” He smiled and grabbed his wife’s hand. “All will be well.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alec reached his hand out to push the door open but reeled back. He began to tremble with anxiety and looked over at Elia, shaking his head, “What if he will not have me?” his voice was fearful, he did not want to be rejected by someone he had admired so greatly for so long. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Elia asked, to her Alec was being dramatic. She knew he was afraid, and that she had to talk some sense into him, “Of course he will have you, why would he not? He loves you." 
 
    “I do not know…” Alec stepped away from the door and paced back and forth for a minute, nervously stroking his beard as he did so "He may feel resentful… you know, for not seeing him for so many years.” 
 
    “Resentful?” Elia placed a hand on Alec’s shoulder, “No. I remember the stories you told me about him. He sounds like he was a good man who loved you deeply. Good men do not resent their children. If he resents anyone, it is your father."  
 
    Alec nodded and took in a deep breath. His hand still shook as he reached for the door again, you are right. Come on then.” He pushed the door open. A bell above them jingled announcing their arrival and the door swung shut as they stepped inside. 
 
    “Wow,” Alec felt a wave of nostalgia hit him as he looked around the dimly lit shop. “It is the same as I remember it. Same layout, same smell… that bikini calendar is from 323, the year I was born," He smiled at the memories and looked to Elia, "Nothing has changed.” 
 
    Dauid walked around the corner from his garage wiping his good hand with a greasy red rag. "Just so you know I'm backed up for a week," He grumbled, "And I ain't just talking about my shitter." He stopped when he looked up and saw Alec.  
 
    “Oh,” his voice quivered and his face bunched up like he had just been punched in the gut, “Now whose little girl are you?” He could barely get the words out before he broke down into sniffling. 
 
    Alec felt tears well up in his own blind eyes when he saw the old man, “Hey Papa. It’s me, Alec.” 
 
    “Well I know who you are dammit,” Dauid shouted as he hurried around the front desk and approached his grandson, “Where the Hells have you been, boy?” 
 
    “Papa I’m sorry," He was fighting an unseen battle with his emotions, “I never meant…” 
 
    “Son,” Dauid stepped closer to his grandson, “There is no reason in the fucking Hells that I would ever need an apology from you. You’re perfect; always have been. Now quit your whimpering and give your ol’ grandpa a hug. Let’s bury your asshole daddy’s hatchet.” 
 
    Alec jerked forward and wrapped his muscular arms around his grandfather for the first time in fourteen years. His grandfather was old but Alec could feel that he was still very strong. Dauid still smelled like cheap cigarettes, whiskey, and car parts. It was a combination that he had not smelled for years and it took him back to the comfort of being a child. 
 
    The two stood and held each other for a few moments. Tears fell and Alec could not help but sob as he hugged the grandfather that he had missed so much. Dauid could not hold back his emotions either. 
 
    “Ok that’s enough blubbering now,” Dauid gasped letting his grandson go. He took a deep breath and let out a loud, joyful laugh. He walked back to his chair behind the desk and sat down, his bones popping as he did so, “So what finally brings you back to me after all these years. You need some money?” Alec chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Alec sobered up and remembered his mission, “I hate to say it but I am in a really big hurry and you are the only person who can help me.” 
 
    “Am I?” Dauid asked, leaning back in his chair, “Well what do you need son? You aren't... possessed, are you?" 
 
    "Possessed?" Alec repeated, confused by Dauid's question, "What do you..." 
 
    "Never mind," Dauid sighed with relief, "Don't worry about it. What do you need son?" 
 
    “I need a vehicle, something fast that seats six and will get me to Izla'Axi in a hurry. Preferably something that flies. I need to get out of Canrom City as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “That's pretty damn specific,” Dauid said, “This some kind of rebel mission or something?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Alec replied, knowing his grandfather was a citizen of the Govian Empire, “My friend Crinnan is lost in the Belhaasi Weald… we thought he was dead up until a few hours ago but now we know he is alive.” 
 
    “Crinnan…” Dauid scrunched up his face. “Crinnan Jamiso? Rubaan’s brother? That Demon boy from the news?" 
 
    “Yeah…” Alec replied, surprised that his grandfather knew so much about him, “Did you ever meet him?” 
 
    “Your mama told me about him...” Dauid said slowly as if he had gotten lost in thought, “She said you were good buddies. Rubaan’s brother, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Rubaan’s brother,” Alec re-affirmed. “Do you know Rubaan?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do…” Dauid seemed to get lost in thought for a moment, “Let’s just say he and I have a history now. That’s not important though. Come with me; let’s see what I have around back.” Dauid grinned as he stood and walked to the door that led to the back of his shop. He looked over at Alec and then at Elia. 
 
    “She’s a cutie,” Dauid apparently did not feel the need to lower his voice, “She gonna make me a great-er grandpa?” 
 
    “What?” Alec asked and looked over at Elia. Elia chuckled and shook her head, “No way! She is just a friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Dauid waved his finger, “They’re all just friends. So you coming or not?” 
 
    Alec and Elia followed Dauid through the door and into the garage in the back of his shop. It was for the most part as organized as one would expect. The light gray concrete was stained with every manner of vehicular fluid that one could imagine and car parts littered every surface that was available. An Inquisitor interceptor was in pieces in the middle of the shop; it was apparently in the middle of being repaired. Dauid walked past it and to another door. 
 
    “Heading into the boneyard,” Dauid sang as the trio approached, “Its where I keep everything that ‘couldn’t be fixed’ you get my drift?” 
 
    “Not really,” Alec said, stroking his beard. 
 
    “The shit I thought was too neat to give back,” Dauid nudged Alec in the ribs, “Once in a great while I’ll tell the Inquisitors that their vehicle would be too expensive to salvage and they just donate it for scrap. Well, I take a part here and a part there and eventually I have a full vehicle. I think it’s gonna be what you’re looking for.” Dauid opened the door and led the two into the boneyard behind, “It’s over here. Follow me.” 
 
    Alec and Elia walked past at least a dozen destroyed vehicles before Dauid stopped them. He held his arms out in front of what was obviously a very large vehicle covered by a tarp, “Alright now, it’s not much to look at but I think it’ll do you good.” He removed the tarp, “Whaddaya think?” 
 
    Elia laughed at what they were looking at, “No fucking way,” She braced herself with Alec’s body, “Somebody just donated a Govian HAPT?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, it was declared unfit to return to the field about five years ago after your boys shot her down. Train drove her all the way to Canrom City from North Barus just for me to tell the Govians that it was worthless. It sat back here for three years, I called them up and told them they needed to remove it and they told me they didn’t know what I was talking about. So I fixed it up. You know anything about flying?” 
 
    “I know something about flying,” Alec grinned, “I am a reserve pilot for my squad. I won’t be the one flying it though; our pilot is with us so he will be the one operating the vehicle.” 
 
    “Well that’s great,” Dauid shrugged his shoulders, “Take a look here, I’ve modified it a bit to be just a little more agile than your average HAPT. The original ailerons were pretty stiff; I don’t know why, hadn’t been oiled or got damaged in battle I guess. Either way, I replaced them with what you see here and also the rudder with one I pulled off of a combat craft and modified to fit this one. In theory that should give a good pilot the ability to bank harder and faster and you pair that with these hovercraft engines I picked up off of quite a few Inquisitor interceptors then I’d say you have a very maneuverable HAPT.” 
 
    “So you converted this personnel transport into a combat-capable craft?” Alec asked. 
 
    “As I said,” Dauid replied, “In theory. I've never flown the thing but she runs.” 
 
    “Any weapons?” Alec asked. 
 
    “Hells no!” Dauid nearly shouted, “Govia stripped her of her weapons before they sent her to me. You’ll have to hang out the hatch and shoot if you wanna use it for that kind of combat.” 
 
    “I hope it does not come to that,” Elia ran her hand along the side of the vehicle, “So how are we going to get it out of here?” 
 
    “Well, first thing’s first,” Dauid said, “I’ll have to get some fuel in her. Then we’ll have to load her up in a truck and sneak her and your team out of the city. You’re not gonna be able to take off here without attracting a lot of attention.” 
 
    “How possible is that?” Alec asked. 
 
    “Well shit, I hadn’t thought about it ‘til now but I don’t think that can be done…” Dauid scratched the back of his head and groaned at the idea, “No chance in Hells this won’t be noticed.” 
 
    “Sounds like we will have to improvise,” Elia said with a grin, “I think the underground base will be able to help with that.” 
 
    Alec nodded, “Yes, Crinnan’s parents will probably be supportive of our actions… there should be no problem getting their assistance. Elia, can you organize an emergency meeting with them immediately?” 
 
    “Of course,” Elia nodded. She looked at Dauid and smiled, “It was great finally getting to meet you. Until next time.” She waved and turned around to leave and meet with Crinnan's parents. Once she was out of sight, Dauid looked at Alec and gave him a nudge. 
 
    “You got it for her don’t ya,” He asked with a goofy little half smile. 
 
    “Come on,” Alec snickered and looked away, “Like I said she is just a friend.” 
 
    “A friend with a nice rack,” Dauid replied. “Come on, even I got it for her!” 
 
    “Let’s just get back to work,” Alec chuckled. “So what do you think about getting this HAPT out of here?” 
 
    “That’s the question of the century isn’t it?” Dauid moved his breathing mask out of the way to light a cigarette. After a long drag, he blew out the smoke and scratched the stubble on his chin. 
 
    “Most important step is gonna be to get it the Hells out of my backyard,” Dauid points beyond the fence that enclosed his junkyard, “I mean far. Transporting a HAPT ain't exactly gonna be easy. You’re gonna need to get it over the wall, fueled, and transported across town. I’d say on a flatbed truck. Which means you’re gonna need one of those too. Then you’ll need to hope you don’t get your ass shot down after taking off.” 
 
    “No problem,” Alec felt sure of his words. While he didn't necessarily like every member of his team, he knew they were solid operatives and could get the job done, “We've been through worse. It would be nice if we had Kavin though.” 
 
    “Who?” Dauid asked, looking a bit confused. 
 
    “Kavin Preast…” Alec replied, “He’s one of Century Squad’s sergeants. He commands a team of Centurions specifically trained to stay hidden and kill silently. I brought a demolitions expert, a pilot, a medic, myself, a sniper and a CQC Specialist.” 
 
    “Why are you saying this? Do you already have a plan in mind?” 
 
    “Well I might,” Alec said thoughtfully, “Depending on the confidence of my team and what the underground base will be willing to spare.” 
 
    “Well, what’s the plan then?” Dauid asked. 
 
    “It is rough around the edges but here is the general idea. First thing, we need to send someone to get enough fuel to fill the HAPT’s tank. Then, we need to somehow take control of a Govian transport large enough to carry this thing to the other side of town where we can take off.” 
 
    “And what about the Inquisitors chasing after you?” Dauid asked, “Security is tighter in town due to the arrival of the Bishop Generals for the Ramliaan Advent. Surely they’ll be on your ass like I was your grandmas.” 
 
    “Oh gross… but probably,” Alec stroked his bearded chin, “Hopefully Crinnan’s father can help with that…” 
 
    “Son,” Dauid stepped up behind Alec and put his hand on his shoulder, “How many lives are you going to risk to get your friend?” Alec opened his mouth to speak but stopped before his words could come out. 
 
    “I… do not know,” Alec shook his head, “I had not considered that…” 
 
    “Make sure you do,” Dauid raised his eyebrows and spoke seriously, “Before you do anything you might regret. You need to figure out how many deaths you can live with to get your buddy back.”  
 
    Alec nodded and gazed off into oblivion, “I will.”  
 
    Dauid gave his grandson’s shoulder a squeeze and then lifted his hand, “Your communicator is about to ring.” 
 
    “I know,” Alec said, turning to his grandfather, “I have a visor as well.” 
 
    “Never noticed.” Dauid grinned as he leaned back against the HAPT. 
 
    Alec’s communicator vibrated and he grabbed it and flipped it open. 
 
    “Elia,” He spoke into the device, “What news do you have?” 
 
    “I have been able to reach out to Commander Crinnan,” She reported, “He just got into town a few hours ago like us but wants to meet immediately. How fast can you get to the slums?” 
 
    “How fast can you get me to the slums?” Alec turned and asked Dauid, holding the communicator away from his ear. 
 
    “Couple minutes if we leave now.” 
 
    “Give me a couple of minutes,” Alec said into the communicator, “Same place?” 
 
    “Yes,” Elia replied. 
 
    “Acknowledged.” Alec flipped his communicator shut. 
 
    “Can we leave now?” Alec asked, looking back to his grandfather. Dauid sighed and pursed his lips together. 
 
    “I swear all you kids are getting a man as old as me wrapped up in way too much damn shit,” Dauid grunted, shaking his head, “Follow me.” 
 
    Dauid led Alec back into the garage and locked the door to the boneyard behind them. He shook his head and moved his breathing mask out of the way to light up another cigarette. He had not had much excitement in his life for many years; certainly never to the level of danger that Rubaan and Alec had brought to the table. He pondered whether it was all worth the risk but it only took him a moment for him to convince himself that it was. He looked over at his grandson and saw a man he could be proud of; a man he could support with all the effort and energy he had left. He nodded his head and took a drag of his cigarette. 
 
    “You know, after all this work I’d say you and me will have to go get a drink and catch up… you may even need to say hello to your grandma,” Dauid said to Alec as the two walked across the garage, “We got fourteen years to talk about. I’d be damned if I let you just walk back into my life without telling me everything.” 
 
    “Of course, grandpa,” Alec grinned. He looked forward to actually sitting down with his long-lost grandfather. He wanted to tell him everything that had transpired from start to finish and to hear what had happened in his grandfather’s life. 
 
    “Son before we go any further, I need to say something,” Dauid stopped walking and an uncomfortable look spread across his face, “What happened back at the docks so many years ago, when you …” 
 
    “You do not have to,” Alec held up a hand and shook his head, “I know…” 
 
    “No, listen dammit,” Dauid barked. He was becoming visibly frustrated, “I’ve thought about that every day for the past fourteen years and I want you to know that I’m sorry. I was caught up in looking at the damn ships and should have been there to protect you. I get… distracted easy or whatever. I know I found you before anything happened, but a few years ago the man who took you while I wasn’t looking came to my shop. He said he’d gotten right with Dura’Ana, finally found peace. He wanted to apologize and make amends. Well, I let him, then I caved his skull in with a wrench and threw his body in the fucking river. I wanted you to know that.” 
 
    Alec nodded and sighed deeply, “You did what you had to do grandpa. I never blamed you for what happened.” 
 
    “Yes, but you lived with that your whole life,” Dauid sighed, “That was your last memory of me. That’s not how I want you to think of me. Ever. Alec, you are my blood; you and Lazlo are all that matters to me. Thank you for giving me another chance.” 
 
    “Papa,” Alec said, feeling emotional, “You never need to apologize to me for anything. I’m here now with you and everything will be okay.” Dauid nodded and embraced his grandson. 
 
    “Good,” Dauid said, letting go, “Now that we have all that out of the way I think we have a problem.” He pointed to a monitor mounted on the wall above his workbench and Alec turned to look. Displayed on the monitor was the lobby of Dauid’s shop and standing in the lobby were three Inquisitors. Alec looked back at Dauid and sighed.  
 
    “Do you have anything I can use as a weapon?” Alec asked, “I need to make this quick.” 
 
    “Everything is a weapon here,” Dauid replied, “Pick fast.” 
 
    “Ok. Get to the boneyard. I will take care of this,” Alec said, “Hide in the HAPT.” Dauid began to object but Alec shook his head, “There is nothing you can do right now grandpa. I just got you back; I am not going to lose you again.”  
 
    Dauid nodded and hurried to the back of the garage.    
 
    “Dauid Landkeeper!” one of the Inquisitors shouted from the front of the shop, “You are under arrest for the murder of Glen Kaar. We have video footage of you killing him in the street about ten days ago. Surrender now, drop any weapons... we are coming back!” 
 
    “Fuck,” Alec said, searching wildly for a weapon. He found a solid metal bar of some sort that he thought would work well as a club, “This will have to do.” He heard footsteps coming his way and hurried over to the door. 
 
    With his back pressed against the wall next to the door, Alec gripped the club tightly and waited. He knew in a matter of seconds the Inquisitors would pass through the door and that he would have to kill them. This threw a huge wrench in his plans. He would have to improvise. 
 
    “Coming in!” The Inquisitor shouted, “Hands up!” 
 
    Fortunately for Alec, the door was open and he was able to hide behind it as the three Inquisitors entered the garage. He watched one enter and turn left, away from him. He knew the next one would turn directly his way; he would have to act fast. 
 
    As the Inquisitor turned toward him, Alec reached out and grabbed the barrel of his rifle, ripping it from his hands. The surprised Inquisitor started to shout but Alec slammed the metal club into his throat and threw him into the third Inquisitor that was following him. The first Inquisitor spun around and tried to aim his rifle but Alec was already on top of him. 
 
    The Inquisitor got an unsuccessful shot off before Alec tackled him to the ground and pulled the officer's taser free from its holster. With his left hand, Alec fired the taser at the third Inquisitor and held the trigger down to keep him at bay while he pummeled the one underneath him with the club. The Inquisitor quickly went unconscious from the blows to his head, and when he felt it was safe, Alec let go of the trigger on the taser allowing the third inquisitor to fall to the ground in a dead smoking heap. 
 
    Alec stood up from the body he was straddling and wiped away the sweat that had formed on his brow. He nodded his head and bent down to unsheathe the unconscious inquisitor’s sword. 
 
    “Fucking hate swords,” Alec said as he stuck it into the heart of the Inquisitor whose throat he had collapsed. He turned to the unconscious inquisitor and shook his head. 
 
    “Fucking hate killing,” He stuck the sword in the officer's chest and dropped the weapon next to him. 
 
    “Okay,” Alec sighed as he pulled his communicator from his pocket. He dialed Flox’s number and held the communicator to his ear. 
 
    “Yes?” Flox said from the other end of the line. 
 
    “Flox,” Alec called out with a bit of urgency in his voice, “Plans have changed, I need you to lock onto my position and assemble the team here immediately.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Flox replied without further question. Alec ended the call with Flox and punched in Elia’s number. 
 
    “Alec,” Elia said, “When will you be getting to the slums?” 
 
    “Change of plans.” Alec quickly informed her, “Things went south quite quickly. I need you to get back to my grandfather’s shop immediately. We are leaving now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Elia asked, “What happened!” 
 
    “No time for explanation. Come now. Bring guns.” Alec flipped the communicator shut and slid it back in his pocket. 
 
    “Sorry boys,” Alec said as he knelt down to scavenge what weapons he could from the dead in 
 
    Inquisitors, “But I do not believe you will be needing these.” Alec was able to gather a bandolier of flashbang grenades, three swords, and two usable tasers. He bundled them up in his arms and hurried to the door that led to the boneyard. 
 
    “We’re coming Crinnan,” Alec whispered before he pushed the door open, “We’re coming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Crinnan XVI 
 
    The Fourth Hell 
 
      
 
    Crinnan stepped out of the portal and onto the black stone ground of the fourth level of the Hells. The portal closed behind him and he looked around, hoping to find Milinka and Ander. He did not immediately see them anywhere, only the same darkness that he had grown accustomed to. 
 
    “Your friends are nearby,” Sage informed him, “Just walk straight. I should say we have a small amount of time to talk.” 
 
    “Why have you been helping me?” Crinnan was quick to speak. He did not understand any of it, not the Hells or the escape... none of it made sense to him. Sage was silent for a moment but eventually spoke again. 
 
    “I should say that there are a good deal of layers to that answer,” Sage murmured into whatever device was allowing him to communicate with Crinnan, “Would you believe me if I told you that I simply feel it is the right thing to do?” 
 
    “Not at this point,” Crinnan felt like there was something going on, but had no idea what it possibly could have been, “Nobody helps anyone because it is the right thing to do. What are you getting out of this?”  
 
    Sage’s answer was delayed once again. 
 
    “Crinnan, I will reveal why I feel compelled to help you once we get you back,” Sage assured him, “I have everything prepared for your revival at my home.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Crinnan was flustered by the answer, “I guess it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Of course, it matters!” Sage snapped back. He sounded annoyed by Crinnan’s tone, “Well I should say it does to me at least. What matters to you is your own decision.” 
 
    “My fucking life matters to me,” Crinnan retorted, “Everything about it, my friends, my family… my job. Everything I do and everything I have ever done matters.” 
 
    “Good. Hold onto that, let it fuel your journey to get out of the Hells… I see in your inventory you have a portal stone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Crinnan felt the small smooth stone in his pocket, “A guy named DeMaario gave it to me. He helped me get through level two and three.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Lucaas’ voice chimed in suddenly, replacing the voice of Sage, “Sorry, I was just listening in. The portal stone should help you bypass level five; it will save you a lot of grief as level five is full of demons that are looking for you. Do you know how to use the stone?” 
 
    “DeMaario told me that I just have to break it. He said once I get through level four to use it and then I can get to level six.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lucaas confirmed, “Very good. That would be your best bet.” 
 
    “You will find your friends soon,” Sage’s voice returned, “They are only a few minutes ahead, continue walking and you will find them. We must go but we will speak again before you reach level seven.” 
 
    “Bye,” Lucaas called out just before the channel went quiet. At that, they were gone and Crinnan was once again had only his thoughts to keep him company. 
 
    His walk turned into a jog and his jog a run as he thought about once again being in the presence of Milinka. The feelings he had developed for her in the few days they had been reunited were unlike any he had ever harbored for another person before. The emotions he had experienced with her in Kamlot had returned and grown immensely. He yearned to see her face, to hear her voice. He very uncharacteristically wanted to make her smile and wanted to be close to her. The feelings were both repulsive to him and invigorating. 
 
    Back home in his real life, he had, of course, felt attraction before. He felt it back in Kamlot when he survived in the wild with her. Since then he had bedded his fair share of females from all the races, generally on the nights before he was sent to battle. It was all simple enough to him for they were of like mind. Everyone wanted to get their rocks off when they knew they could potentially be living their last night. The feelings he had for Milinka was very much unlike that. 
 
    Crinnan thought to their time together in Dread’s Keep. He had found it so easy to open up to her like he had never had with anyone else. He allowed himself to be vulnerable, trusted her with his feelings. It was scary to think about but exciting; he wanted to feel it more. 
 
    The thought of it all made him nauseous. He had not planned on or hoped for those kinds of feelings but when they hit him it felt like a train and it all left him wondering what it would be like to explore them in full. It strangely made him think of his brother Rubaan and how he had abandoned everything he knew to be with his wife, Amaria. 
 
    His feet glided over the stone beneath them. By then he was running a full sprint in the direction that Sage had told him. A large hill was ahead, resolute in his desires, he dug his feet into the inclined ground and pulled himself up. Small stones tumbled as he pulled himself upward, and a few times he had to levy himself with his hands but finally, he reached the top of the hill. When he looked down, he saw Milinka and Ander surrounded by the bloody corpses and severed limbs of what looked like dozens of demons. 
 
    “What in Hells…” Crinnan found himself saying as he looked at the carnage below, “How did they…” Crinnan looked closer and realized Ander was standing in front of a living demon. His arm was outstretched and the demon stood motionless. Crinnan watched and listened. 
 
    “Your putrid existence has come to an end, knave!” Ander declared as he cocked his head and took a step toward the helpless demon, “I alone will bring you salvation, I will free you from the confines of your mortal body. Remember my name and rejoice, for your true reckoning has come.” At that, the demon thrust the point of his blade through the bottom of his own jaw and Crinnan watched it emerge out the top of his head. As his victim fell to the ground, Ander turned away and locked eyes with Crinnan. 
 
    Ander was not the same as he was when Crinnan had first met him. The power granted to him and something in Dread's Keep had revealed a different side, a chaotic and bloodthirsty side. Crinnan feared to descend the hill, for Ander’s actions, were those of a madman. Finally, however, Milinka turned around and saw Crinnan standing there. 
 
    “You!” She shouted and started running toward the bottom of the hill. He, in turn, hurried her way, and he noticed that she had found herself her own set of black armor very much like his. As Crinnan slid down the hill on his feet, the two came to a stop at its base. 
 
    “Me,” Crinnan panted as his eyes locked onto hers. For a moment the two gazed at each other longingly. Crinnan felt like a chalice within him was filling, and eventually overflowing as some kind of emotion was storming through his body. He instinctively reached out, and gently touched her cheek. She stepped back and blinked as if coming out of a trance. 
 
    Crinnan felt her fist before he realized what had happened. It slammed into the side of his jaw and sent him reeling backward. For a moment, he saw black spots and everything was blurry. He immediately grabbed his cheek and shook his head, trying to regain clarity. She reached out and snatched the long hair on the side of his head, pulling him over to her. 
 
    “That was for kissing me,” She snarled. Crinnan blinked and she lurched her head forward and pressed her lips firmly against his. He gasped as he felt her breath but quickly relaxed and reached his hand up behind her head. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said as he pulled away. She would not have it. She pulled him back close to her and kissed him once more. 
 
    “And that was for coming back to me,” She smiled as she finally stepped backward. Crinnan, with eyes wide open, chuckled dumbly and wiped the spit off his face. He scratched the back of his head and nodded. 
 
    “‘Tis a glorious sight,” Ander approached with a wide grin. His arms were outstretched and his palms were facing Crinnan. Milinka sighed fearfully as he neared and stepped to Crinnan’s side. “That young love can spring in such a foreboding place. I welcome thee back, brother, for your presence was greatly missed.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Crinnan returned to the moment. He looked at the gore around him and then back to Ander, “You did all this?” 
 
    “I did what was required,” Ander proudly proclaimed, “For with my power returned to me and having been tested as I was in Dread’s Keep, I can now allow my true self to be reborn.” 
 
    “True self?” Crinnan repeated with a confused tone, “What does that even mean.” 
 
    “Behold!” Ander stepped back and raised his arms perpendicular to his body, turning his palms upward toward the sky. His voice escalated as he spoke, “That which has lived and died and lived again, I am he who cannot be conquered, the embodiment of the knowledge and power of the Ancients, I am that I am and all that will be, I am…” His voice was cut off and he grinned as he suddenly noticed something behind Crinnan. 
 
    “Guests.” Ander beamed, he licked his lips and gestured for Crinnan and Milinka to follow. 
 
    To the right of the hill, Crinnan saw a group of demons approaching. Their numbers were large, perhaps a couple dozen or more. Crinnan spun his sword in his hand, eager to open the portal to level five. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick,” Crinnan ordered the others, “The sooner we open the portal the better.” 
 
    “It will be no problem; I feel I am on the cusp of opening the next one. Leave it to me,” Ander seethed with delight. His stride doubled and he walked ahead of Crinnan and Milinka. The two looked at each other and Milinka pursed her lips together and shook her head. 
 
    “He is fucking crazy,” she turned to him and whispered with a hint of fear in her voice, “He has been going on and on about how great he is and how he is the savior and how his plans are about to come to fruition and so on. His power is immense, I have watched him control people’s bodies… he makes them do terrible things to themselves and each other and seems to enjoy it.” She shuttered as she recanted the things he had done to the last demon pack they came across. 
 
    “He has been here a while,” Crinnan tried to make a defense for him, “No doubt it has had a lasting effect on his mind.” 
 
    “I do not know…” Milinka looked up at Ander, “He seems very eager to return to Duraan, it worries me.” 
 
    “Let’s just focus on getting through these demons,” Crinnan was disturbed by the report on Ander’s behavior, and Milinka may have been right about him. The truth remained, however; Crinnan needed Ander to remain on his side. His power made Crinnan’s own seem insignificant; the things he was able to do were beyond anything that Crinnan had ever seen before. While the power was frightening, Crinnan thought it could only help. 
 
    “Greetings travelers!” Ander shouted at the approaching demons, “Forsooth, you all must have journeyed long and hard in search of redemption. I marvel at your perseverance and congratulate you on reaching the end of your journey! ‘Tis no doubt that your weariness has led you here, worry not my friends for your woes will soon become a thing of the past!” 
 
    “Are you the ones who killed Auroch?” One of the demons shouted as he pointed at Crinnan's party, “He’s a prisoner here now, thanks to you. He was my friend.” 
 
    “I know not the names of the ones whom I have slain,” Ander did not stop walking, he kept getting closer to the demons, “Nor do I harbor any desire to. The only name that is of any importance is the one that will soon weigh heavily on the tongues of all who dwell in the mortal world. Mark my words, you will all soon be speaking of…” 
 
    “Quiet, idiot!” The demon shouted again, “I am Atreyees, I am ranked eighth of all demons. I am here to end this. Meeren and Baar’Nun are here too. They are eleventh and nineteenth. You stand no chance!” 
 
    “Eighteenth!” Baar’Nun, a dwarven demon with a horned helmet and a glowing axe the size of his body shouted, “I rose a position.” 
 
    “Fine, Baar’Nun is ranked eighteenth now.” Atreyees shrugged as he pointed his sword at Ander. 
 
    “Silence!” Ander screamed as he swiped his arms through the air, “Silence you, fiends! Never again shall you interrupt another!” He phased forward and appeared next to a confused Atreyees, “Eighth does not impress me.” He placed his open palm on Atreyees’ temple and a blast of energy shattered his head into nothing but a mess of blood and bone splinters. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” Baar’Nun shouted as he turned to run. Ander froze him in place and as he walked by him, he fired a blast down at the top of the dwarf’s head, ripping through his helmet and splitting his body in two. The other demons quickly scattered and tried to run away. 
 
    “Such folly!” Ander growled as Mereen’s body burst behind him, sending blood and gore in all directions, “Such cowardice. Where is the confidence you harbored whilst you pursued me?” Another demon froze in place and exploded as Ander walked by. His arm flew past Crinnan’s head, missing it by inches. 
 
    “He is going to kill all of them by himself,” Milinka looked up at Crinnan, she wore a look of frustration and fear, “The son of a bitch is unstoppable.”  
 
    Crinnan silently watched Ander move from demon to demon, slaughtering them in the most bloody ways he had ever seen. Before he knew it, the portal to level five had opened but Ander had shown no sign of noticing. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Crinnan pulled on Milinka’s wrist as he darted toward the portal. 
 
    “Leave him behind?” Milinka half whispered as the two ran to the swirling blue light, “What if he catches up with us?” 
 
    “Just come on,” Crinnan replied. He in truth did not have a plan; all he cared about was getting to level five and then using the portal stone to get to level six. While he was not actively trying to lose Ander, he felt that he would not be terribly troubled if he “accidentally” did. 
 
    “Wait what if we anger him?” Milinka asked just before the two arrived at the portal. Crinnan stopped running, looked back at Ander and then at Milinka. 
 
    “If you need protecting, I will always be there to protect you,” he promised, "I found you... here... after all these years, and then I found you again… when we get out of here, I'll find you again. I will never stop, Milinka. You can trust me," He had no idea how he was going to keep that promise but he felt in his heart that it was what he truly meant, “Nobody will harm you. Not demons, not Govia… not Ander.” 
 
    He did not know what more to say or how to say it. She looked at him and smiled as she lightly shook her head. Her eyes trailed away for a moment as she seemed to have a thought she needed to consider but very quickly she looked at him once again and her smile brightened. 
 
    She leaned in and kissed him and then as he let go of her wrist, he pushed her through the portal. As he moved to enter the portal himself, he felt the weight of Ander’s eyes burning through his back. He knew he should have kept going but he could not keep himself from turning. When he did, he saw Ander’s eyes locked onto him. Ander wore a rather displeased expression and the two stared in silence at one another for half a moment. Finally, Crinnan hurried forward through the portal, hoping that he had seen the last of Ander. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Sarasin IX 
 
    23rd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    13:00 – Canrom City, Fairgrounds 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” Quint screamed as he fired his rifle at a charging soldier. Bullets ripped through his former comrade and he fell to the ground, “What the fuck are we doing!?” Quint shouted in a panic. His legs locked himself in place for a moment but Gerard quickly grabbed him and pulled him forward, “We are fighting our own people here!” 
 
    “Enough, Quint!” Sarasin ordered, “Just shut the Hells up for once!” 
 
    Sarasin NaNe had replenished enough for her to throw a blast at a group of soldiers ahead of them. She couldn’t believe how quickly and violently her thoughts had manifested into reality, how suddenly the weight of the Govian Empire had crashed down on her. 
 
    Gerard groaned with pain behind her and she turned her head to see him firing his weapon with one arm, the other was bleeding and hanging at his side. Sarasin grit her teeth and kept running.    
 
    “Keep moving!” Eryc yelled, somehow able to maintain his composure in the chaos. He had to, not only because it was his sworn duty but also because he had found a daughter in Sarasin and he had no intention of losing her. 
 
    Through the years of his military service, he had sacrificed any chance he had at growing a family. Though he had always wondered what it would have been like to have children of his own, the Empire had blessed him with the opportunity to protect Sarasin. She was a person who, despite her immense power both physically and politically, he could not help but see as a fearful child. She needed him and, though he would never admit to it, he needed her. 
 
    “We are nearly to the Governor’s palace!” He shouted, “Stand fast, do not forget your vows!” 
 
    “It’s going to be full of fucking guards!” Quint shouted, “How do…” 
 
    “They are shit!” Eryc snapped at the young soldier, “We can handle them! We must handle them!” 
 
    As they ran, a few of the stragglers of Sarasin’s personal guard joined the small group. They had been targeted just as Sarasin had. Their lives were on the line and their only hope was to stick with their unit, many had already been gunned down and the rest were in a panic. Eryc kept an eye on them as they ran, knowing full well that he only fully trusted Quint and Gerard. 
 
    “Keep your mind calm.” Sarasin heard a small voice say. She looked to her right and saw Little Sarasin running alongside her, her feet never touching the ground. 
 
    “This is not your end,” Little Sarasin reassured her larger self, “There is hope. God is waiting for you.” 
 
    Sarasin scowled at the thought of another supreme being. She felt she had wasted enough of her life and sanity in service of Dura’Ana, reaping only the situation she had found herself in. She looked away from Little Sarasin and kept running. 
 
    She could not make out any clear thoughts in the swirling chaos that was her mind. People were screaming all around her, firearms were being discharged in all directions and it seemed the weight of the Govian Empire had come down on her. All she knew to do was to follow Eryc... 
 
    “All will be well, mother,” She heard the familiar voice of her dear son Eliss say, “We will get you out of here, God will keep us safe.” 
 
    Another scowl… 
 
    The Governor’s palace was in view. It was a tall, white ornate building with marble steps that led up to seven thick pillars that supported a beautiful hand carved frieze depicting the epic of Emperor Cidro, from his birth to his final battle with the false messiahs. 
 
    As the group neared the palace, Eryc and Quint quickly raised their rifles and shot the guards who stood on each side of the gold trimmed door. As Sarasin blew the door off its hinges with her NaNe, she heard the sound of more gunfire from behind her. She heard a slight ping noise and felt a stinging in her back. Apparently, a bullet had struck her and ricocheted off her armor… things were getting too real. 
 
    The group ran inside the palace and one of her guards was gunned down instantly. Eryc and his subordinates made quick work of the soldiers and Sarasin used her NaNe to collapse the wall above the door, blocking the entrance. They stood silently for a moment and caught their breath. They were secure… for the time. 
 
    “What the Hells is going on?” Herrin, a thin-faced soldier with a receding hairline asked. His face was red with anger and he snorted as he approached Eryc, “Why are we being shot at?” 
 
    “Because Sarasin killed Father Eckhart!” Quint said, “How did you not know that?” 
 
    “I did not!” Sarasin snarled, lunging toward Quint. Eryc stepped in between them and placed his hands on Sarasin’s shoulders.   
 
    “No,” He comforted, “You did not kill Father Eckhart.” Sarasin looked at him and a tear streamed down her face. 
 
    “I…” She lost her words and Eryc pulled her in and held her with a gentle touch. He caressed the back of her head with his gloved hand and rested his chin on the top of her head. 
 
    “There, there,” Eryc whispered, “Find your composure, breathe. We are not out of this yet.” 
 
    “I killed everybody,” her voice was racing and unsteady, her eyes were wide, “All of them, the innocents, they… they are dead!” She began to panic and Eryc held her tighter, “So much… blood, they didn’t deserve it. What kind of monster am I?” 
 
    “Stop,” Eryc commanded, looking down at what could have been considered a child to him, “You lost control. Something happened that was out of your power; you are not responsible for their deaths. Get ahold of yourself.” 
 
    Sarasin had not had the joy of being raised by a father. While hers was indeed a loving man, she had been ripped from her relationship with him shortly after Korros aborted Eliss. Since he had been introduced as head of her guard, Eryc had filled the void masterfully. 
 
    “Listen to him…” She heard Korros’ voice tell her. She glanced to her right and saw the youthful looking high priest standing there. She bit her lip and closed her eyes. Seeing him after his death infuriated her, she hated him with every fiber of her being. 
 
    “Go away!” She screamed, pulling herself away from Eryc. She threw a NaNe blast in Korros’ direction but it yielded no result. Korros stood unfazed by the blast and sighed. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Herrin, the thin-faced soldier asked, frantically looking at all his companions, “She’s gone mad! I can’t follow a mad woman!” 
 
    “Fall in line!” Eryc commanded, looking sternly at Herrin, “Unless you are abandoning your vows?” 
 
    “Fuck off old man!” Herrin snapped, “You’ve gone mad too. I'll have no part of this; I’m not dying for that psychotic bitch!” 
 
    Eryc without hesitation threw his fist into Herrin’s jaw. Herrin reeled back from the strike, giving Eryc time to draw his sword and cut the defiant soldier’s throat. He roared in fury and turned to everyone else. 
 
    “We must stick together!” Eryc growled to the other two guards as Herrin collapsed to the ground, writhing in his own blood, “Any further sign of insubordination will be quickly dealt with. I will be the last damn guard protecting Sarasin if I have to be!” He panted and shook his head, “You're nothing if you cannot stand by your own vows, we are all in this together! I do not want to have to do this again!” 
 
    “I…” Quint trembled. None of what was going on was what he signed up for; his eyes wandered to Herrin on the ground. He considered where his heart truly was and he realized that he did indeed love Sarasin enough to continue protecting her. He closed his eyes and nodded his head, “I am with you Eryc, Sarasin.” 
 
    “As am I,” Gerard replied, “But we have wasted enough time. Our enemies will make their own entrances soon enough.” 
 
    “He is right,” Eryc said, “We need to get to the basement, there are tunnels there that will lead out of the city. We need to get as far ahead of them as we can. Follow me.” 
 
    Eric turned toward an entryway at the other end of the room and started walking briskly with his rifle shouldered. The other soldiers followed in suit. 
 
    As Sarasin walked, she tried to wrap her mind around what was happening. Everything she had trained for had been lost in an instant. Everything she thought she knew felt like it was turned completely inside out… she was all of a sudden no longer a Bishop General of the Govian Empire. She had lost her power and her influence and she had no idea where to run but behind Eryc. 
 
    “Up ahead!” Eryc shouted, “Not far.” The group had entered a large kitchen with rows of metal preparation counters and utensils before them. On the wall opposite them was a door. 
 
    The group of four fanned out between the counters and made sure the kitchen was clear before they gathered at the door. Eryc glanced at it, then looked to Sarasin and sighed. 
 
    “They are going to be able to track us,” he groaned, “They undoubtedly have your NPin and are most likely searching for you as we speak… it is even more likely that they already have a lock on our position.” 
 
    “What do we do then?” Sarasin asked, “If they know where we are then they will be on our heels. They will eventually cut us off.”  
 
    Eryc rubbed his chin for a moment as he thought. He felt as if all the weight of everything was suddenly placed on his shoulders and for a moment, he hesitated. 
 
    “There is one option,” Gerard said, stepping forward. 
 
    “Please share it with us,” Eryc replied. 
 
    “The Agra Triangle Corporation,” Gerard continued, “They research the technology of the ancients. They understand the way the NaNe works better than we do. Perhaps they can help... and if I remember correctly, it should be difficult for our enemies to track our NPins if we are underground.” 
 
    “Right,” Eryc nodded, “That is reassuring. We can also work with slight discharges of our NaNe suppression grenades to keep our pursuers confused. Quint, can you rig one up?” 
 
    “I can,” Quint replied, still a bit shaky as to what was going on, “I can bypass the firing module then I can get it open to release small bursts of the jamming machines.” 
 
    “Get it done,” Eryc ordered, “How many SUPs do we have?” 
 
    “I have two,” Gerard said. 
 
    “Me too,” Eryc replied, “Quint?” 
 
    “I... have two as well...” Quint shook his head. He was obviously going through some level of shock. Eryc noticed and hummed. 
 
    “Get your head on straight boy,” Eryc stepped over to him, “I know this is a lot for you to handle. Hells, it’s a lot for anyone to handle, but we will get through this.” Quint nodded and tried to smile. 
 
    “I’ll be okay Captain,” he said, “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “I won’t then,” Eryc replied. He turned to the door and pushed it open, “We’ll take the path ahead of us and when we are back on the surface, we will head for the nearest ATC stronghold. We go now.” 
 
    The group stepped through the door and into a narrow, poorly lit staircase. As they descended, the walls went from concrete to rock and the air started feeling much cooler; Sarasin realized that they were underground. 
 
    Ahead of them, at the foot of the staircase, they could see a light. Eryc hastily led them down the steps toward the light, not slowing for anything. Sarasin hurried to keep up with him and once they scaled the last step, Eryc suddenly stopped and raised his rifle. 
 
    “Time to stop running, Lady Sarasin.” A well-armored soldier said, aiming his rifle at the small group, “I have the authorization to kill every single one of you if you resist.”    
 
    Before them stood a team of soldiers all armed with heavy rifles. Their sights were all on focused on the new outlaws. Eryc cursed and lowered his gun. He knew they couldn’t win that fight, he realized they were beaten. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid.” Eryc turned looking back at the others, “We’ve lost.” 
 
    “Throw your weapons down,” the soldier commanded, “Submit to your arrest and you will not be killed.” Eryc tossed his weapon onto the ground and the others followed in suit. A terrible dread overcame Sarasin and she felt tears returning to her eyes. She wondered to herself how it all could have been lost so easily. How their plan could have dissolved so quickly, and how suddenly everything became hopeless. 
 
    “You are all hereby under arrest under the authority of the Inquisitors,” the soldier said, stepping forward, “Your charges are heresy, high treason, murder of high ranking Govian officials, aiding a criminal, and many others. You will be transported to Korgath prison until your trial.” He looked to the soldiers behind them and pointed at Sarasin and her group, “Bind them.” 
 
    As the soldiers surrounded Sarasin, any amount of hope that existed in her melted away. Every bit of faith or belief that she had previously been struggling with completely broke and under her breath, she cursed the idea of the goddess and the church. As the soldiers placed the dark bag over her head, she heard Eryc softly apologize, and then everything went dark. 
 
    “Do not give up…” She heard little Sarasin whisper, “This is not over…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Rubaan VI 
 
    20th of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    15:00 – Canrom City 
 
      
 
    “Amaria, listen,” Rubaan pleaded as his wife stormed from the kitchen to the living room, “Stop for a minute and listen.” 
 
    “No, you listen,” Amaria hissed, spinning to shove her finger into Rubaan’s face. Rubaan shut up and stared at her obediently. 
 
    “I told you, I told you, that if we were going to be together and make this work, then you could not stay in that organization. I pleaded with you to leave; I feared for your life every day. You pulled me from a life of romance and adventure and turned me into naught more than a simple housewife. I was fine with that as long as I got to see you when you got home from work every day. THAT was the agreement. Now, here you are saying that you want to go back on the agreement? What gives you the right?” 
 
    “Listen!” Rubaan held his hands out in defense, “I am doing this to protect you and Roc. I do not want to leave but please just trust me here!” 
 
    “How can I trust you if you will not even tell me what is going on with you?” Amaria asked looking at him expectantly, “Is that what you want this relationship to be about?” 
 
    “No,” Rubaan whispered and shook his head, “But you would never believe me. I don’t even know how I would even explain what is going on with me.”  
 
    Amaria smirked and shook her head, “You should have left me in Barus then,” she snapped, glaring at him, “At least I wasn’t alone then.” 
 
    “You’re not alone now dammit!” Rubaan shouted. All was silent until Roc began to cry from his bedroom. Amaria sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “Great job,” she snarled with another glare, “Thank you so much.” Amaria walked past Rubaan without another word and retreated to the back of the apartment to tend to Roc. 
 
    “Why can’t you just fucking trust me?” Rubaan asked as he slumped down on the couch. He grabbed a cup off the coffee table and took a drink, “You just don’t understand.” He set the glass down and buried his face in his hands. 
 
    It had been a week since his confrontation with Eon and Rubaan had spent much of his time worrying about Eon jumping back into his body and harming his family. The time he did not spend worrying he spent trying to make sense of everything else. He thought a lot about the implications of there being two Rubaans running around... that one was an original and one was a copy... he knew he was the copy. 
 
    Rubaan looked down at his hands and shook his head. His hands looked like the same hands he had been staring at his whole life but he knew in reality that they were only a week old. His memories were all there, there were no gaps. The only thing he could not remember was the night that the body he was in was “created” by Eon. 
 
    Among his worries, Rubaan frequently thought about his split conscience; about the fact that there was another Rubaan being held prisoner in his own body by Eon. After a week of thinking about it, Rubaan had grown very distressed that his old conscience was being put through so much pain. He knew he might never speak to him again and that his old conscience would never get to see Roc grow up or hold Amaria... that for some reason bothered him deeply. 
 
    Rubaan stood and turned to face Roc’s bedroom door. He wanted to go and make everything right, to tell Amaria that he would not be rejoining Black Knight. He wanted to hold Roc and make the boy laugh, to kiss his sweet head and know that they had a happy future in store. Unfortunately, he knew that could not happen. Not with the threat of Eon jumping into his body constantly hanging over his head. Tears welled up in his eyes and he clenched his forehead with his hand. 
 
    “It’s not forever,” he told himself, “It’s not forever...” He looked one last time at the door his wife and son were behind, listened closely to hear one last sound come from them and finally turned and walked out the front door “It’s not forever,” he whispered again as tears fell from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to get me killed,” Rubaan said to Eon as they marched closer to the Marauder camp. Eon chuckled lightly to himself and shook his head. Rubaan made Eon’s legs stop moving and put his hand on his chest, “Seriously. This is my life; you’re going to get me killed.” 
 
    “You are developing a very risky boldness,” Eon commented, “Considering the fact that your family’s life is dependent on your cooperation, I find this deeply alarming.” 
 
    “Spare me,” Rubaan replied with a snarl, “You have been making the same threat for a week now and you have yet to kill my family. You know I’ll just put a gun in my mouth if you harm them.” 
 
    “You have no idea how easy it would be for me to find a new host,” Eon reminded him, “You are a mere pawn in this game of gods. You would do well to remember that.” Rubaan begrudgingly silenced himself and left Eon to do as he pleased. 
 
    “Hail the mighty Marauder army!” Eon shouted as he approached the camp’s crude fortifications, “Make way for your new and eternal king!” 
 
    The Marauder guards were adorned in light armor made of scrap metal, bone, and leather. As Eon approached, they looked at one another and laughed. Eon stopped before them and spoke.    
 
    “Should you not bow before your king?” He asked, his voice sounding almost robotic through the mining mask, “Your superior officers will surely hear of this.”  
 
    One of the guards who wore a helmet fashioned from the skull of some fallen being licked his lips and spat what he could muster at Eon, “You’ve wandered too far into the Wasteland your majesty,” The guard mockingly laughed and held his spear to Eon’s throat. “Lucky for me; I was growing hungry.” The guard went silent and from behind his mask, Eon smiled. 
 
    “What is the matter?” Eon asked, cocking his head in an inquisitive manner, “What is it that is preventing you from thrusting your weapon?” The guard grunted and his face began to sweat as his face turned a bright red. Only his eyes moved and a look of fear was glued to his face. 
 
    “Is your weapon too heavy for you?” Eon asked, “Here.” Eon reached his hand up and snapped the head off the spear, “Does that help?” Eon looked to the other guard who wore a similar helmet and smiled. 
 
    “You are tired,” He observed with a tone of false concern, “Do your eyelids grow heavy? Remove them, be free of your weariness.” The guard remained completely silent as he pulled a knife from his belt and removed his helmet. 
 
    “The fuck?!” The first guard shouted, still unable to move, “Put your knife down idiot!” The second guard remained completely silent as he sliced away his eyelids with his own knife. 
 
    “The fuck?!” The first guard repeated. 
 
    “Your friend mentioned he was hungry,” Eon hissed with a tone of sadistic delight, “Help your friend, feed him.” 
 
    “No!” the first guard shouted, “What in Hells is going on here!” The second guard turned to his friend and forced his mouth open. The first guard, unable to move or physically object tried with all his might to resist but ultimately the second guard placed his eyelids in the first’s mouth and closed it for him. 
 
    “Delectable, no?” Eon asked, “Now I know you may want to savor the taste but as my grandmother used to say when I was a child, be not rude chew your food.” At Eon’s command, the first guard began chewing the skin and hair in his mouth while the second stood and silently watched with wide, reddening eyes. 
 
    “Is this not delightful?” Eon sang as he extended his hands for Rubaan in presentation of the show, “This power over these beings, is this not intoxicating?” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you,” Rubaan replied. “Leave me out of this.” 
 
    “It would be much more pleasant for you if you would cooperate,” Eon groaned, “This power could be yours to enjoy as it is mine.” 
 
    “There is nothing pleasant about this,” Rubaan argued, “I will never enjoy anything you do.” Eon snickered and returned to his work. 
 
    “Tell me oh Marauder,” Eon turned to the guard who had just removed his own eyelids, “Do you hunger as well.” 
 
    “If you would have it so.” The guard replied, unmoving. 
 
    “Then hunger,” Eon commanded, “Yearn for sustenance.” 
 
    “I hunger.” The guard obediently said. Eon felt a chill sweep across his body, the euphoria of his power was giving him a rush that he had not felt since before he was killed a century prior. He turned to the first guard whom he had commanded to eat his friend’s eyelids and issued a new command. 
 
    “Your friend is hungry,” Eon smiled warmly, “Open your chest and feed your friend.” 
 
    “No!” The guard shouted, as he dropped his spear and pulled a knife from its sheath at his waist, “Please!” With a loud crack, the guard plunged the knife through his own sternum. 
 
    Blood rushed from the wound and down onto his hands. He wailed as Eon forced his hands to saw through the bone and pleaded for it to end. Finally, the blade reached his diaphragm and he felt his rib cage split in two. He dropped the knife and placed his hand into the wound he had created. 
 
    “Remove your heart,” Eon urged with an eerie tone of anticipation, “Feed your friend.” 
 
    The guard wrapped his fingers around his heart and proceeded to pull it through the gaping wound in his chest. Blood was gushing from his mouth and from the wound and as he handed the heart to his friend, his eyes closed and his head went limp at the neck. His friend grabbed the heart and held it to his lips. 
 
    “Eat,” Eon sang, “Eat and be filled.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mother, listen,” Rubaan said into his phone as he sat in his Caroset, “My family is in danger. I need you to take care of them.” Rubaan turned into the alley that led to Dauid’s shop and parked.    
 
    “What is your family in danger of Rubaan?” His mother asked from the other end of the line, “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to Aunt Emerald. She is the only one who can help me right now,” Rubaan replied, “The less you know, the less you’ll worry. Please, go and get Amaria and Roc. Let them know I’m safe and that everything will be fine.” 
 
    “Will everything be fine, my son?” His mother asked with a hint of worry in her voice, “What have you gotten yourself into?” 
 
    “Mother I love you,” Rubaan said, “Please tell Amaria that I’m not leaving her. Tell her I will be back.” 
 
    “Rubaan,” his mother argued, her voice sounded more worried and slightly frantic, “Rubaan, tell me...” 
 
    “Goodbye, mother.” Rubaan flipped his phone shut. He threw the phone across the car and rubbed his brow with his hand. 
 
    “Fuck,” He lowered his head and rested it on the steering wheel, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” He sat for a moment and thought one last time about whether there was another way or not. He knew there was not. 
 
    He turned the key to start his car and sat silently. He had his papers and identification at the ready and was prepared to leave the city. He knew he had enough money for gas to make it to the village of Empyr and then he could walk the rest of the way to Base 21 if he had to. He knew his aunt Emerald was his only hope. 
 
    “Open the door!” Rubaan jumped as he heard a voice suddenly shout. It was a deep slightly muffled voice. He turned his head to look out the window and saw two Inquisitors standing outsides with rifles at the ready. 
 
    “I repeat, open the door and step out of the vehicle!” the Inquisitor shouted, “By order of the Emperor whom you have sinned against, open the door!” 
 
    A feeling of dread shot down Rubaan’s spine. His heart began to race and he instinctively raised his hands in the air. “What’s going on!” he shouted, “What have I done!” 
 
    The Inquisitor reached his hand out and forcefully pulled the car door open. Rubaan sat motionlessly and could only watch as the Inquisitor grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and threw him onto the ground outside the car. 
 
    “Stay down!” The second Inquisitor commanded as he knelt down, firmly pressing his knee against Rubaan’s back. He pulled Rubaan’s hands behind his back and bound them together. 
 
    “You are under arrest for the murder of Glen Kaar, one of the Empire’s own,” the Inquisitor growled, “By order of the Emperor whom you have sinned against your rights as a citizen are hereby stripped from you,” The Inquisitor pointed at their car across the street and looked at Rubaan, “Get in the car.” He ordered, “We have a cell waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Dearest… you do wish to be called warlord, right?” Eon asked, unimpressed by the appearance or title of the Gaian Marauder standing before him, “I do not wish to insult you by addressing you improperly.” 
 
    “Get on with it!” The Marauder bellowed, “You have killed two of my own and proven yourself worthy of an audience with me. Now, what is it you want?” 
 
    “Straight to it then,” Eon replied, “I want what you call your army.”  
 
    The Marauder stood silently for a moment and then snorted, “You want… my army?” The warlord repeated, looking to his second in command at his right, “You, the tiniest little fuck I have ever seen are bold enough to kill two of my warriors and then prance up to me and ask for my army?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eon nodded, “I am willing to pay you handsomely.” 
 
    “Pay?” The warlord belted, “Are you serious? We are not for hire!” 
 
    “I wish to hire no one,” Eon replied, “I wish only to have.” 
 
    “You can have nothing!” The warlord shouted, flinging spit onto Eon’s mask. 
 
    “I simply do not have the time to convince you,” Eon sighed, “I do wish you were more open to negotiations.” 
 
    “I negotiate with nobody!” The warlord shouted, grabbing the axe from his side, “Now leave before I…” he was unable to utter another word before his body exploded in a mess of blood and tissue. The former second in command’s jaw dropped and he fell to his knees before Eon. 
 
    “We will fight for you,” he quickly, yet calmly declared as he placed his hands on the back of his head in submission, “I give you our army.”  
 
    Eon nodded and motioned for the bowing Marauder to stand, “A very wise decision.” Eon took a step forward and extended his hand. The Marauder cautiously reached out and grabbed it. 
 
    “I am your king,” Eon informed him, “Say it.” 
 
    “You are my king.” The Marauder obediently repeated. Eon walked around to his side and placed his arm around the Marauder’s shoulder. 
 
    “Tell me, what is your name?” He asked, “What shall I call my new second in command?” 
 
    “Heklaar,” The Marauder answered, “I am called Heklaar.” 
 
    “Well, Heklaar,” Eon grinned, “We have much to do in preparation of the arrival… arise. Bring me your best five men. They shall be knighted and adorned in my regalia. Prepare my tent that my host may rest… and arm every man, woman, and child in this camp, for soon this world will be ours.” 
 
    Heklaar nodded and stood to his feet. He stood two whole heads taller than Eon and carried a heavy looking maul with him. 
 
    “We must begin the creation of my army. Have we any prisoners that I may see?” 
 
    “We do,” Heklaar said, “Follow me.” 
 
    “Very good,” Eon replied, “This is the beginning of the age of Eon… I am that I am, watch and see.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It had been two days since he had been taken by the Inquisitors, two days he sat in the darkness of the cell and all he could do was weep. He had lost everything including the shred of hope he had mustered the day before when he had departed for Base 21. His heart told him he would never again see his son, never again hold Amaria. He regretted all that he had done and wished he would have just stayed home and hoped that the other him would not let Eon down. He knew it was selfish to think such a thing but he was about to die so that justified it in his mind. 
 
    When the Inquisitors had brought him into the jail, they had stripped him of everything he had. They left him in soiled rags that he was sure had been worn by countless others before him and never been washed. 
 
    His cell was dark and humid and smelled of urine. The dirt floor he sat on was moist and soaked through the rags he was wearing. At that point though, he did not care. He silently sat and prayed to the Brothers to help him. 
 
    Rubaan thought about Roc’s future as he prayed. He wished he could watch the boy grow and teach him everything he knew about life. He wanted to teach him how to play brayball and what to do when girls turned him down. He wanted to patch up skinned knees and spank the boy when he misbehaved. Rubaan laughed warmly at the thought of being able to do any of those things with his son but his temporary happiness fled when he realized it was all a fantasy. 
 
    “I am a failure,” He found himself saying. He lowered his head and tears fell from his eyes again, “I’m sorry…” Rubaan heard footsteps coming his way. He knew that dawn was probably upon him and sighed.  
 
    “I’m sorry Rubaan,” He said to himself, “We tried.” The footsteps were drawing nearer. Rubaan wiped the tears from his eyes and prepared himself for whatever was to come. 
 
    As the sound drew closer, Rubaan realized he was not hearing just one set. He listened harder and realized that many people were coming his way and that they were moving rather quickly, almost running. He halted his thoughts for a moment and listened as he fearfully imagined what could have been going on. 
 
    “Which one is he in!” He heard a female’s voice demand, “This one?” He heard silence for a moment and then the sound of a body falling to the ground. 
 
    “Hello?” He found himself shouting, “Who’s there!” 
 
    “In here!” The female’s voice shouted, “Rubaan’s over here!” Rubaan knew that voice. He had heard it throughout the course of his life and it had always been a beacon of comfort to him. 
 
    “Mother?” Rubaan asked, “Mom! In here!” 
 
    “Rubaan!” His mother shouted, “Stand away from the door, your father is going to blow it open.” Rubaan stepped back to the wall and focused his attention in the direction of the door. He waited for a moment and his mother spoke again, “Okay!” She shouted, “Take cover!” 
 
    A small explosion erupted, blowing the door off its hinges and across his room. The light from the blast temporarily blinded Rubaan and the shockwave left a ringing in his ears. Before the dust could settle, he saw a male and a female figure adorned in all black, light armor pass through the door frame. 
 
    “Mom…” Rubaan said emotionally as his mother approached him, “Oh mother...” He held his arms out for the embrace he was expecting but instead found his mother shoving a rifle into his hands. 
 
    “No time for that,” She said quickly as she dropped a pack at his feet, “Gear up, you said you wanted back in the army well here’s your chance.”  
 
    Rubaan nodded his head obediently and quickly knelt down to unlace the pack. The hooded male figure, Rubaan’s father, stepped over and shined a flashlight into the pack. 
 
    “Lovely to see you breathing son,” He smiled, “Your mother broke my heart when she told me of the news.” 
 
    “Quiet down Crinnan,” Rubaan’s mother snapped as she stood guard with her rifle shouldered, “Let the boy dress, we have mere seconds before the enemy arrives.” 
 
    Rubaan threw off his rags and quickly pulled on the dark brown pants from the bag. He grabbed a white shirt and pulled it over his head. Next, he hurriedly pulled on the socks and slid his feet into the black boots. He lifted out the black armor-plated vest and fastened the clips across his chest and then pulled out the rig which was already equipped with a couple of magazines of ammo and two grenades. He buckled it over his vest and his father looked to him and smiled. 
 
    “Take this,” His father thrust a sheathed sword into his arms. It was a broadsword like his fathers. He quickly slung it across his back and nodded at Commander Crinnan. 
 
    “Ready!” Ruban announced as he shouldered his rifle. 
 
    “Then follow me,” His mother ordered, “Amaria and Roc are waiting for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mom… Dad…” Rubaan said almost under his breath, “I…” Rubaan stopped talking as a vision suddenly flashed through his mind. He saw a picture of his brother and his name listed below the picture. The vision said his brother was wanted dead or alive for crimes against the empire and that he was to be considered armed and very dangerous. The vision only lasted a few seconds but that was long enough. 
 
    “Mom…” Rubaan said as his mother looked back at him, “Did you…” 
 
    “Yes… No time...” His mother replied, her voice cracking, “Let us... get out of here first.” He heard her sniffle a bit as if she was fighting back tears, “Then we shall figure out what to do next.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Alec VI 
 
    22nd of Ramlia – 346AG 
 
    13:00 – Canrom City, Dauid’s Automotive 
 
      
 
    “Your little girlfriend needs to hurry her tight ass up,” Dauid groaned as he looked at his grandson, “We’re going to be in trouble if your people don’t get here soon.” 
 
    “She will be here,” Alec reassured him, “She and the rest of my squad are on their way now. Should be any minute.”  
 
    Dauid hummed and wore an uncomfortable expression, “Son I know I’m an old man and I may sound selfish by asking this but… you aren’t going to leave me behind, are you?”  
 
    Alec looked at him and shook his head as he placed a hand on his grandfather's shoulder, “Never grandpa. If we need to take you with us to keep you safe, then we will.” 
 
    “Well that’s real good to hear,” Dauid said, “I mean I’ll play the martyr if it means your life or death but only if I have to. I ain’t dying for no reason.” Alec smiled and his communicator rang. 
 
    “Yes?” Alec asked into the communicator, “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Dierlok and I will arrive in a few moments,” Flox said in his usual flat tone from the other end of the line, “Per your instructions I sent Matalo and Kelso to fetch fuel for the transport. They will not be long. That is all.” 
 
    “Understood.” Alec flipped his communicator shut, “How do we get fuel out of whatever container my guys are bringing and into the HAPT?” 
 
    “I have a hand pump,” Dauid replied, “Depending on how much they bring we may be looking at up to ten minutes to get it all into the HAPT.” 
 
    “Ten minutes is a long time to fight in a place like this,” Alec looked around, “We are completely exposed. They will blow these wooden walls down and swarm us within minutes of arriving and the Inquisitors can fly in from above… this may be suicide.” 
 
    “Risk and suicide are two different things,” Dauid pointed out, “You take a risk when you have hope despite the odds, you commit suicide when there is no hope. If you think this is suicide, then we need to get the fuck outta here.” 
 
    “No. I am scared, but I know my guys can take care of this.” Alec heard a sound come from within the shop and turned his head to listen. He knelt down and picked up one of the Inquisitor's swords that he had gathered and motioned for his grandfather to get behind the HAPT. 
 
    “You better not be Govian,” Alec said under his breath, “I hate fighting with swords.” His heart raced as he waited for the door to the garage open up. Finally, it did and Elia stepped out into the boneyard. 
 
    “Sword huh?” Elia asked as she walked toward her friend, “Looks awkward on you. I like you better with an axe.” 
 
    “Yeah me too,” Alec let the weapon fall to his side. He looked past Elia and to the three people standing behind her. “Lady Ladia! Commander Crinnan!” He stood at attention. 
 
    Lady Ladia was an Elf who had the appearance of someone in her late twenties. She was slightly taller than her husband and her long black hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She was very fit and was wearing standard issue light combat armor. 
 
    Commander Crinnan was outfitted similarly to his wife. However he looked much older. As a Humaan he was subject to the physical effects of aging as the NaNe was not compatible with his biology. He appeared to be in his mid-forties or early fifties and had dark brown hair that he swept out of his eyes. He wore black-rimmed glasses and carried a sword at his hip. 
 
    “Cut that out,” Commander Crinnan laughed at Alec, “You’re like a son to me.” 
 
    “You are going to find my son?” Lady Ladia asked as she briskly approached Alec, “Elia says you have assembled a team to find him.” 
 
    “We are,” Alec smiled and Ladia stroked his cheek lovingly, “He is in Belhaas.” 
 
    “Captain Bran approved of this?” Commander Crinnan raised an eyebrow and stepped forward, “I cannot protect you if he didn’t.” 
 
    “Captain Bran did not approve this mission,” Alec explained, “I have not told him about it yet. Our original mission was to collect the new Centurion recruits... I was sidetracked when…” 
 
    “You do not need to explain anything to us.” Ladia waved her hand and cut him off, “We cannot officially support your actions as members of the Black Knight Council of Commanders. On record, we command you to listen to your Captain and that is what you will say when Bran disciplines you for your insubordination. Off the record, as parents, we will support you until all resources available to us have been exhausted.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Alec bowed his head, “I would never ask for anything more.” Alec looked past Crinnan’s Lord parents and at the third being still standing behind Elia. His hair was dark and buzzed and he stood about as tall as Lady Ladia and exactly as tall as his twin brother Crinnan. 
 
    “Good to see you Rubaan,” Alec waved, looking past Lord and Lady Jamiso, “That armor looks good on you.” 
 
    “I’m just doing what I can Alec,” Rubaan nodded his head, “Today is my first day back on the job…” 
 
    “Did I hear somebody say Rubaan?” Dauid asked, appearing from behind the HAPT. He wore a big grin and walked past the Lord and Lady Jamiso as he extended his good hand. Rubaan shook his head and smiled as the two clasped hands. 
 
    “You survived,” Rubaan said as Dauid pulled him in for a hug. 
 
    “So did you,” Dauid replied, “Things ended up okay just like I said didn’t they.” Rubaan thought about all that had happened to him in the past couple of weeks and simply decided to nod his head. 
 
    “I’m not dead… my family is alive...” Rubaan said, “So yeah, things seem to be okay for now.” Dauid nodded and let go of Rubaan’s hand. 
 
    “Looks like the cavalry has arrived,” Dauid noted, pointing at the door that led to the garage. Everyone turned and watched as Stevill Flox and Van Dierlok walked into the boneyard. Alec hurried over to greet them. 
 
    “Lord and Lady Jamiso and their son Rubaan are here,” Alec informed them, pointing at the trio of Jamisos, “They have come to support us.” 
 
    “How?” Flox asked, “Right now we need more than well wishes.” 
 
    “We brought more than well wishes,” Commander Crinnan said as he approached the Black Knights, “The truck is out front, you three, Rubaan and Elia come help me carry the cargo back here.” 
 
    Commander Crinnan walked into the garage and the five black knights followed behind, “We had only minutes to grab what we could.” Crinnan explained as he led them from the garage and into the entrance of the shop. 
 
    “Elia was able to advise me to the best of her ability so I think what we were able to spare should be sufficient for your team,” They stopped at the front door and Alec looked outside and saw the truck parked in front of the store. 
 
    “Should I open the garage door?” Alec asked as they walked outside, “Do you want to pull the truck inside?” Commander Crinnan nodded and Alec jogged over to the large metal garage door. He hoped it was unlocked as he knelt down and lifted on it. Fortunately, the door raised and Rubaan ran over to give him a hand. 
 
    “I am coming with you,” Rubaan looked over to Alec, “I mean… to get my brother.” 
 
    “I would be glad to have you Rubaan,” Alec returned Rubaan’s look but shook his head, “But you have a family, you do not need to risk your life today. Just trust that I will bring your brother home safely and do not spend any time worrying.” 
 
    “No,” Rubaan stepped closer to Alec, “This is not a discussion. I’m tied up in all this… I can’t begin to explain how but there is something larger than any of us going on here… listen to me, Alec. You need to be careful. There is something going on you can only dream about.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Alec asked. 
 
    “It is difficult to explain in a short amount of time and without sounding crazy,” Rubaan appeared uncomfortable, worried. He looked like he thought someone might be listening, “You are not the only one looking for Crinnan.” 
 
    “The whole world is looking for Crinnan,” Alec replied, “With that ‘vision’ or whatever you all saw he seems to have quite a price on his head.” 
 
    “No,” Rubaan sounded frustrated, “Something bad is looking for Crinnan. Something I can’t begin to describe to you. Just be careful, take care of yourself and watch out for your soldiers. He can kill them all in a second.” 
 
    “He?” Alec asked, “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just be careful,” Rubaan said as he stepped out of the way of the truck that was about to pull into the garage. 
 
    “Alec, they have arrived,” Flox pointed at a red car that pulled up and parked in front of the shop. Alec jogged up to the car just as Matalo opened the passenger door. 
 
    “I really hope you know just what the fuck you’re getting us into.” Matalo angrily spouted as he exited the vehicle. Alec quickly noticed not only the smell but also the fact that Matalo was soaked from head to toe in fuel. 
 
    “What happened?” Alec asked, walking alongside Matalo, “Did you get the fuel?” 
 
    “Yes we got the fucking fuel,” Matalo snapped at him, “We are both soaked in the stuff.” 
 
    “Did you get enough?” Alec asked, looking past Matalo at Kelso, “Will it get us to Belhaas?” 
 
    “Probably,” Kelso replied with an uneasy look, “It will get us close at least. The tank of this car only holds about half the capacity of the HAPT’s tank… but like I said, it should probably get us all the way there provided I am easy on the throttle.” Alec nodded his head. That would have to do; he could not have asked for much more. 
 
    “Ok get it back in the yard behind the shop,” Alec said to Kelso, “Just pull into the garage around the truck. Matalo, follow me.” 
 
    Matalo shook his head and walked behind Alec as they headed to Commander Crinnan’s truck, “We are getting outfitted,” Alec said, “Commander Crinnan and Lady Ladia decided to help us out.” 
 
    “Great,” Matalo said as Kelso drove past the two of them, “Hopefully they brought something suitable for Centurions.” 
 
    “Anything should do,” Alec reprimanded him, “I would not look forward to having to punch my enemies to death. Anyway, Elia was with them. Hopefully, she was able to pick out things to suit us all.” The two Black Knights arrived at the truck and Matalo crossed his arms. 
 
    “Let’s see what the esteemed commander dug up for us,” Matalo said as Rubaan shut and locked the garage door behind them. Commander Crinnan chuckled and threw a tarp off the bed of the truck. 
 
    “We were lucky enough that the Inquisitors did not stop us to search our cargo,” Crinnan said as he pulled out a long high-powered rifle with a scope and bandolier of magazines. He looked over at Elia and she pointed at Flox. Commander Crinnan looked at him and grinned. 
 
    “So you’re the marksman who turned the tide of the Kamlotian Civil War,” he said, “The native?” 
 
    “I did my part.” Flox nodded. 
 
    “I heard you killed over one thousand enemies,” Commander Crinnan said as he handed the rifle down, “That is a little above and beyond.” 
 
    “I am a good shot,” Flox shrugged, “One thousand bullets, one thousand bodies.” Commander Crinnan laughed and tossed him a duffel bag, “Light armor.” He said, nodding his head. Next, he picked up a grenade launcher with a drum magazine and looked to Elia. Elia pointed to Matalo and Commander Crinnan tossed him the weapon. 
 
    “Mantan Matalo. You blew up the Grai’vuul Dam and routed an entire battalion of Govian soldiers in Exgrane.”  
 
    Matalo nodded and checked the grenade launcher, “Not the worst weapon I’ve ever seen.” Commander Crinnan tossed a large duffel bag at his feet and it landed with a heavy sounding clank. 
 
    “Heavy armor,” Commander Crinnan said. He picked up a carbine rifle and looked to Elia. She pointed at Dierlok. 
 
    “Vaan Dierlok!” Commander Crinnan announced, “The only survivor of the Battle of Ember in Exgrane.” He tossed him a carbine and a duffel bag of light armor and picked up another carbine. Elia pointed at Kelso who had just returned from the boneyard. 
 
    “Oscar Kelso, you went up against some of the best pilots the Empire could throw at you in one of the few fighter crafts that your Base had… and you survived.” He handed Kelso a carbine and duffel bag of light armor. 
 
    “One more carbine,” Commander Crinnan said, “And a shotgun. Who gets what?” 
 
    “I get the carbine,” Elia said, “Alec gets the shotgun,” Commander Crinnan handed each of them their appropriate weapons and nodded, “You two are still working on your stories. I have no doubt that you will make it.” He kicked the tailgate down to reveal the final two duffel bags of armor and everyone’s melee weapons. Alec and Elia grabbed their duffel bags and everyone else picked up their swords. Alec shook his head and chuckled when he saw all the swords had been taken. 
 
    “Elia mentioned you were not much of a sword guy.” Commander Crinnan grinned as Alec picked up the battle axe lying in front of him. 
 
    “She knows me too well,” He examined the weapon and nodded his head, “This will do.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Commander Crinnan hopped down from the bed of the truck. He placed his hand on Alec’s back and guided him away from the other Knights. 
 
    “No matter what anyone tells you, remember you are doing the right thing,” Commander Crinnan said, “In my eyes at least. Remember I am here if you ever end up needing my help.” Alec nodded his head and Commander Crinnan wrapped his arms around him. 
 
    “You bring my boy back, you hear?” He whispered, “And remember what I said. I am here.” He let the knight go and nodded his head. 
 
    “Ah fuck!” Rubaan suddenly shouted, “They’re here!” 
 
    “How many?” Commander Crinnan asked, running ahead to join his son. Alec noticed that the commander did not wear an expression of fear but one that more closely resembled excitement. He looked over at Elia and saw her double checking her carbine. He briefly smiled as he watched her and hurried to throw on the heavy armor in his duffel bag. 
 
    “Three interceptors!” Rubaan said, peeking out the window, “Two Inquisitors each.” 
 
    “Flox go check the back,” Alec commanded, “Report any enemy activity.” Flox nodded and hurried to the boneyard, “Elia, get a status report from my grandfather. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Elia ran to join Flox in the boneyard, “Be careful.” Alec nodded and turned to the others. 
 
    “Matalo, take up a defensive position at the window,” Alec ordered, pointing to the window that Rubaan was looking out, “We will blow them away as soon as it is safe.” Matalo hurried up to Rubaan’s side and peeked out the window. 
 
    “Dierlok, take up a position on the other window. Prepare to provide covering fire. Kelso, get to the HAPT and help my grandfather with anything he needs. We need to be ready to go five minutes ago.” Dierlok and Kelso nodded and hurried to their positions. Commander Crinnan looked at Alec and nodded in approval. 
 
    “What will you have us do?” Commander Crinnan asked, stepping up to Alec. 
 
    “Once it is safe, I need you and your wife to get out of here. I plan on making quick work of them… and take Rubaan with you. I know he means well and he wants to be there for his brother but he is no Centurion.” Commander Crinnan nodded and signaled for Ladia to get in the truck. 
 
    “We will wait for your signal.” 
 
    Alec nodded and hurried to the garage door. He gently and silently unlocked the door and then shouldered his shotgun. 
 
    “On my mark.” Alec looked to Matalo. 
 
    “This is Inquisitor Captain Mierhaas,” an amplified voice declared from the front of the shop, “Dauid Landkeeper we have you surrounded. Surrender yourself immediately and you will not be killed today.” 
 
    “They ain’t got any idea we’re here,” Matalo whispered with a grin. Alec motioned for him to keep quiet and waited. 
 
    “Alec!” Elia ran up and knelt next to him, “Your grandfather needs just a couple more minutes. Flox reports multiple interceptors coming in by land from all directions.” 
 
    “We need to get the Jamisos out of here,” Alec ordered, “Take Dierlok’s position; we are about to get violent.” Elia nodded and swapped places with Dierlok. Alec ran back and hopped in the bed of the truck with Rubaan. 
 
    “Ready?” Alec looked at his best friend’s brother. Rubaan nodded and shouldered his carbine. 
 
    “Remember what I told you,” Rubaan said, “Watch yourselves. We’re running into something you don’t understand.” Alec looked at Rubaan and placed his hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Dierlok at Matalo’s mark open the door. Then get in the bed of the truck.” Dierlok ran to get in position at the door and Alec looked to Matalo. 
 
    “Fire at will,” Alec ordered. At that, Matalo raised his grenade launcher and took aim. It only took him a moment to find his mark and when he did, he jutted the barrel of his weapon forward, crashing through the glass of the window in front of him. He watched as some of the Inquisitors focused their attention on the broken window and then he pulled the trigger. 
 
    A grenade flew from the barrel of the weapon and collided with the middle interceptor. The interceptor exploded, blowing the two Inquisitors next to it in opposing directions and the other four onto the ground. Matalo looked at Dierlok and Dierlok lifted the door open. 
 
    “Come on!” Alec shouted as the door opened. Dierlok ran and jumped into the bed with the others and Commander Crinnan threw the truck into reverse. 
 
    “They are getting up!” Elia shouted as she opened fire, “Watch yourselves!” 
 
    “Rubaan take the left, Dierlok the right!” Alec shouted as he took position behind the tailgate, “Fire at will!” 
 
    The truck rolled out into the smoking driveway where the disoriented Inquisitors had once again found their feet. Rubaan opened fire, hitting one in the chest and Dierlok shot one in the head. The truck came to a stop and Alec jumped out. The other two Inquisitors had taken cover by then. 
 
    “Dierlok on me!” Alec shouted, “Commanders get out of here!” Commander Crinnan threw the truck into gear and his wife reached out the back window and wrapped her arm around Rubaan’s waist. 
 
    “Not today son,” Alec heard Ladia say to Rubaan, “Your duty is here.” Alec and Rubaan locked eyes as the truck sped away, leaving the Centurions behind. 
 
    Alec with his shouldered shotgun strafed around the edge of the interceptor and caught a glimpse of the Inquisitor hiding behind it. The Inquisitor started to raise his weapon and Alec opened fire, blowing his jaw off his face. He heard Dierlok fire two shots and looked back to see that he was okay. 
 
    “All clear?” Alec asked as he ran up to Dierlok. Dierlok nodded and slung his rifle over his shoulder. 
 
    “That was easy,” Dierlok laughed, “Though shooting fish in a barrel is rarely difficult.” Alec chuckled and looked back at the shop. 
 
    “Inbound!” He heard Flox shout from the roof. He looked up and saw Flox firing his rifle into the air above him. Alec looked a little higher and saw three interceptors descending on their position.” 
 
    “I need those taken down!” Alec shouted. Dierlok raised his rifle and opened fire and Elia ran out to join them. 
 
    “We cannot take off with them in the air!” Alec continued, “Matalo, assist!” 
 
    Matalo ran outside and took aim with his grenade launcher. He fired and directly hit an interceptor. The interceptor burst into flames and crashed into a building behind it. 
 
    “The others are descending too fast!” Matalo shouted. 
 
    “Do not risk it!” Alec shouted, “Everyone take cover, wait for them to land!” 
 
    “Alec more inbound from the ground!” Dierlok shouted, pointing down the street. Alec saw two interceptors driving his way. 
 
    “Dierlok, Matalo, take them out!” Alec shouted as he took cover behind one of the smoking interceptors, “Flox and Elia keep an eye on the ones in the air, take care of them once they land. 
 
    “On it!” Elia shouted as she took cover behind one of the downed interceptors and took aim. Alec nodded and ran back into the garage. 
 
    “Are we ready!” Alec shouted as he burst into the boneyard, “We have multiple enemies inbound!” 
 
    “Tank’s almost dry!” Dauid shouted, “Should be any minute now.” 
 
    “Can Kelso get it started?” Alec asked. 
 
    “I mean, you’re not supposed to do that.” Dauid replied, “But I don’t think it’ll be a problem.” 
 
    “You heard the man!” Alec shouted to Kelso, “Get her started, we are leaving!” 
 
    “Consider it done!” Kelso replied. He flipped a couple of switches and hit the ignition button. The HAPT rumbled to life and Kelso gave Alec a thumbs up, “Everything looks good!” He shouted. 
 
    “Standby.” Alec ordered, “Grandpa get the last of the fuel into the HAPT.” Dauid nodded and Alec ran back out into the street. 
 
    As Alec stepped into the road, he was greeted by an explosion. He heard Matalo shout something obscene and looked over to find that Elia was firing on the landed interceptors. 
 
    “Take them out Flox!” Alec shouted to the roof. 
 
    “No line of sight!” Flox replied. “We have them pinned down!” 
 
    “Then cover me!” Alec shouted, “Elia you too, covering fire!” Alec raised his shotgun and charged toward the landed interceptors. Behind him, Elia fired on the enemy’s position and above him Flox had his rifle zeroed in, ready to take out any threat that presented itself. 
 
    As Alec neared the interceptors, he strafed to his right to flank his enemies, hoping to push them out so that Flox and Elia could make quick work of them. He circled around behind the interceptors where he saw the four Inquisitors kneeling behind them for cover with their handguns at the ready. Alec did not hesitate. He unloaded his shotgun at them, immediately killing two. The others jumped up and tried to run out of the way of his shotgun spread but they were too slow. Alec watched as one took a bullet between the eyes from Flox’s rifle and the other took multiple shots to the chest from Elia’s. Alec fired his shotgun, taking half of the still standing inquisitor’s head off and turned to run back to the shop. 
 
    “Everyone get in the HAPT!” Alec shouted as he ran. Elia broke off from her position and joined him as he ran past her and the two nearly collided with Matalo and Dierlok in front of the shop. 
 
    “Multiple enemies incoming!” Flox yelled from the roof, ETA about 45 seconds!” 
 
    “Get in the HAPT Flox!” Alec yelled just before they ran into the garage. The four of them were through the garage and into the boneyard in no time and Alec ushered them toward the HAPT. 
 
    “Get ready to take off!” Alec shouted to Kelso, “We’re getting the fuck out of here!” Alec stopped next to Dauid and the two nodded at each other. 
 
    “Come on Grandpa,” Alec said, “Looks like you are coming with us.” 
 
    “Golly can I?” Dauid asked as he stepped into the open door of the HAPT. Alec watched as Flox jumped off the roof and ran toward the vehicle. 
 
    “You and Matalo need to take care of the incoming interceptors,” Alec said as he and Flox both jumped inside the HAPT, “Kelso get us out of here!” 
 
    At that, the HAPT lifted off the ground and began to ascend. Dauid hurriedly took a seat and buckled himself in as Alec joined Kelso in the cockpit. 
 
    “Are we going to make it?” Alec asked Kelso as he took a seat. Kelso nodded his head. 
 
    “This is nothing,” he promised, “I have flown through worse odds.” 
 
    “But without weapons?” Alec asked. 
 
    “No,” Kelso replied, “But weapons will not do me any good as we are running this time, not attacking. The interceptors do not have weapons. What I am worried about is if they are going to launch attack craft against us.” 
 
    Alec hummed and leaned back in his seat, “Get ready.” Kelso said as he rotated the control wheel, allowing the HAPT to spin to the correct bearing, “Here we go!” He engaged the thrusters and grabbed hold of the yoke. The HAPT accelerated forward and Alec heard Dauid whoop in the back. 
 
    “They are definitely gaining on us,” Kelso reported, looking down at the radar below him, “Three coming up behind us and a couple more on each side. This could get bad quick.” 
 
    “Flox, Matalo, get in position!” Alec shouted, “Matalo be careful with your aim! We do not want you lobbing grenades into civilian homes!” 
 
    “What kind of piss-ant shot do you think I am!” Matalo shouted, “You keep your damn mouth shut and let me do my job!” Alec rolled his eyes and Kelso noted that the enemy interceptors on their right were coming in fast. 
 
    “Flox, they’re closing in fast!” Alec yelled, “Take them out!” Flox braced himself and took aim. He fired a shot and made contact with his target. The interceptor went down quickly and he took aim at the next one. 
 
    “One down.” Kelso reported, “The ones remaining are gaining on us.” Kelso put a little more power on the thrusters just as Flox took down the second HAPT. 
 
    “Behind us!” Alec shouted, “Flox can you see them?” 
 
    “Negative!” Flox shouted, “The wing is in the way!” 
 
    “Matalo what about you?” Alec asked. 
 
    “There’s a wing on this side too asshole!” Matalo shouted. Dauid unbuckled his belt and pointed at a hatch on the ceiling of the HAPT. 
 
    “Can someone crawl up on top of the HAPT and take them out?” He asked, “I figure we can tie a rope around your waist to keep you from flyin’ off!” 
 
    “I will do it,” Flox volunteered, “It is a good plan.” Elia grabbed a rope that was coiled at her feet and tossed it to Flox. Flox tied one end of the rope around his waist and gave the other to Dierlok. 
 
    “Do not let me die,” Flox said as he opened the hatch above him. Dierlok nodded and gave him a boost so that he could crawl on top of the vehicle. 
 
    The wind hit Flox’s skin like a thousand needles. Initially, it was painful but he quickly adapted to it. He saw three interceptors following them. 
 
    “Pull the rope tight!” Flox shouted as he found his balance, “We have three on our tail!” 
 
    Flox shouldered his rifle and zeroed in on the cockpit of the closest interceptor. He quickly found his target and pulled the trigger. Through his scope, he briefly saw the pilot’s brains splatter against the wall behind him and then the interceptor’s nose dove forward and crashed toward the ground. 
 
    The other two interceptors broke off and accelerated toward each side of the HAPT. Flox knew he didn’t have much time. He took aim at the interceptor on his right and fired, making contact and sending the vehicle toward the ground. 
 
    “Matalo, your side!” Flox shouted as the final interceptor drew closer. He quickly hopped back down into the HAPT and reloaded his weapon. 
 
    “Thanks, mother!” Matalo replied as he took aim and launched a grenade. The explosive hit the front end of the first interceptor and blew it to pieces. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Matalo shouted and laughed wildly as he turned joyfully to his companions. 
 
    In the cockpit, Alec heard a small shard of shrapnel crash through the window at his right and watched it tear through Kelso’s throat to his left taking a large chunk of flesh with it. 
 
    “No!” Alec shouted as blood arced from Kelso’s neck and onto his visor. 
 
    “I got it!” Kelso choked with what vigor he could muster, “I got it!” His voice and color faded, blood gushed from his wound. He was quickly losing strength and Alec knew he didn’t have much longer. 
 
    “Elia!” Alec shouted into the back, “Kelso is hit!” 
 
    “Hells!” Elia declared as she hurried to the cockpit of the HAPT. She charged through the doorway and immediately took notice of Kelso’s wounds. She looked at Alec with panic in her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “Get him in the back!” Alec said, “Do what you can!” Elia helped Kelso up out of his seat awkwardly as Alec worked to take control of the HAPT from him without putting anyone else in danger. 
 
    Once the others were out of the cockpit, Alec shook his head and took a deep breath. He checked the radar screen in the center terminal to his right. He watched for a moment more and saw the final two interceptors break formation and retreat as they had passed the city walls. Alec sighed and looked back into the personnel hold. 
 
    “We did it.” He said somberly. He looked down at Kelso’s motionless body on the floor and then back up to Elia. Elia ran a hand through Kelso’s blonde hair and then shook her head grimly. Alec turned back around and looked out the window as he flew the HAPT past the city’s southern walls. 
 
    “It’s gonna be okay son,” Dauid said as he stepped into the cockpit and took a seat in the bloody co-pilot’s chair. He reached out his robotic hand and placed it on Alec’s shoulder, “Let’s go find Crinnan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Crinnan XVII 
 
    The Seventh Hell 
 
      
 
    Crinnan and Milinka tumbled through the other side of the portal and landed on dust. The fifth level of the Hells was just as dark and depressing as every level that had preceded it. Milinka was standing by the time Crinnan crashed through the portal and he landed on his hands and knees as the swirling blue portal of light closed and vanished behind them. 
 
    “Let’s hurry,” Crinnan said, pushing himself up off the ground. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the smooth blue portal stone that DeMaario had given him. He dropped it on the ground and stomped on it with the heel of his boot. A blue portal opened and he grabbed Milinka’s hand once again. 
 
    “Through this one too.” He ushered, she nodded her head and the two quickly charged through the portal. 
 
    The sixth level of the Hells was unlike all the other levels Crinnan had seen. As he and Milinka emerged from the portal, they found that the sixth level, while dark, had a sky full of twinkling stars. What surprised Crinnan more, however, was the giant orange, green and blue moon that took up nearly half the sky. Their eyes were immediately drawn up toward the moon and then Crinnan had a realization. They were not looking at a moon; they were looking at Duraan itself. 
 
    “It’s…” Crinnan stammered, finding it immensely difficult to speak. He could not look away from the planet, he felt too emotional. 
 
    “Home.” Milinka slipped her fingers between Crinnan’s as the two stood in silent admiration of the only home they had ever known. “Do you think it is real?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Crinnan whispered. His boots were planted on the green grassy ground and as he looked around himself, he saw lush trees and vegetation. The only place he could have possibly been was Igo, the green moon that had illuminated the sky every single night of his life. “If it is real, then that means…” 
 
    “Igo is the Hells.” Milinka finished Crinnan’s sentence. “It means everything is really happening, all the bodies, the magic, death, and blood… it is all real. Everything we felt, we really felt.” 
 
    “That cannot be.” Crinnan shook his head. “It is all too crazy, too advanced; our world could not create such a thing.” 
 
    “Your world did not create such a thing,” Sage’s voice rang out. “Mine did.” 
 
    “Yours?” Crinnan repeated. 
 
    “The great minds of the Ancients,” Sage continued, “We created all this. We dreamt it, designed it and made it a reality. I should say it truly was a beautiful thing… once.” 
 
    “Before the Empire…” Crinnan uttered, “So you are an Ancient.” 
 
    “I am,” Sage revealed. “I have seen it all Crinnan, everything. I have been to the stars, seen other worlds… the Humaans showed me everything they knew. I wanted to bring that to my home, to make it as amazing as I could... I fought the Church in the Sin Wars, I commanded much of the AOC but we just could not win against the ignorance of the people. People want to believe what is not real. They want to think that something that does not exist is more beautiful than all that does. How do you fight that Crinnan? How do you win and survive against such delusions?” 
 
    “You wipe it out,” Crinnan found himself saying. “Like a fucking weed, you burn it, poison it, cut it down… whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Perhaps you will succeed where I failed then,” a remorseful sounding Sage said. “Your path is greatness, Crinnan. Only greatness, I truly want that for you.”  
 
    Crinnan remained silent. He squeezed the handle of his sword and looked down at the grass at his feet. He did not care about greatness, he just wanted to be home again. His eyes wandered back upward toward Duraan and he spoke. 
 
    “Am I truly on Igo?” He asked. 
 
    “No,” Sage replied, “It is all a computer program. Igo is much more beautiful than what you see right now.” 
 
     Crinnan sighed and sat on the ground. Milinka joined him. “So where do we go from here? How do we get back to reality?” 
 
    “You are on the cusp of it.” Sage’s voice sounded hopeful and excited, “The sixth level of Hells is where the prisoners are sent for good behavior. I can summon the portal to the seventh and final level of the Hells for you now. You can depart whenever you are ready… Crinnan this may be the last time we speak before we meet. If that is the case, then… well, I should say that I rather look forward to meeting you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Crinnan replied. “I look forward to it too.” His words were honest. 
 
    “The portal is opening. The final level may be difficult, the demons have amassed there and are waiting for you… but I should say that once you arrive, you will have an army at your back. I do not know how long it will last but Lucaas has managed to integrate a script that grants the prisoners combat capabilities. We have called out to them all, told them they can fight… told them that you will lead them in a battle for vengeance. Those that are able to are waiting for you.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Crinnan stood and reached his hand out toward Milinka. She grabbed it and he pulled her up. As she got to her feet, the portal to the final level opened. The two looked at each other and as they stepped toward the portal, a second portal appeared and Ander stepped out of it. 
 
    “Hello, my friends,” Ander growled as he approached the two. “‘Tis a great shame that you felt compelled to abandon me the way you did. Why I have never done more than help the both of you.” 
 
    “Sage are you still there?” Crinnan asked as he stepped away from Ander. “Sage?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sage replied, “What is going on?” 
 
    “Disable Ander’s combat capabilities,” he said, “He has gone crazy.” 
 
    “Crazy?” Ander repeated, looking up at the stars. “Sajinious, old friend, is that you?” 
 
    “How does he know…” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “Damn it all,” Sage announced, “Crinnan he has locked me out, I cannot disable anything… there is something… something about him…” Sage was silent for a moment and Ander stepped up to Crinnan. 
 
    “Worry not my friend,” Ander said, stroking Crinnan’s cheek. “I will bring you and your muse no harm. Neither on this plane nor the next. For you see, you have liberated me from this prison! Without you, I would never be able to establish my kingdom on Duraan. For all this, I thank you.” 
 
    “He is Eon the Calamity,” a horrified Sage proclaimed, “Crinnan he must not come to this planet.” 
 
    “Oh, Sajinious.” Eon smiled, holding his arms wide toward the planet of Duraan above him. “Not only will I come to the planet, but I will rebuild it in my image. I will restore order to the world; all will hail me as their King and savior!” 
 
    “Dryak… Eon, that is enough!” Sage shouted, “If you come here, I promise you I will find you and purge you. You know my power exceeds yours, stand down and leave Crinnan alone.” 
 
    “This conversation bores me.” Eon waved a hand and Sage could be heard no more. He looked to Crinnan and smiled a warm smile. “I will always consider you a brother for what you have done for me, Crinnan Jamiso. Fear not, for although I may seem wicked, know that I am just.” Eon’s portal closed and he beckoned Crinnan and Milinka toward the other. 
 
    “Shall we?” Eon asked with a smile, “The end is nigh, let us march forth and claim our destinies.”  
 
    Crinnan looked at Milinka. She wore a look of apprehension and her hands trembled. “I am with you,” He whispered as he leaned into her. At that, he slipped his hand into hers and the two of them followed Eon through the portal. 
 
    The seventh and final level of the Hells was a return to the darkness. The sky could not be seen through the black that loomed overhead; the ground was once again burnt and broken, what looked like magma seethed through the cracks. There were people everywhere. An army of hundreds of prisoners and their scavenged weapons stood together on one side and on the other, the largest horde of demons that Crinnan had seen thus far. There were at least four hundred heavily armored high leveled demons present with five who stood talking at the head of the army. 
 
    Crinnan looked to Eon and then to Milinka and then he took a deep breath. 
 
    “There he is!” He heard one of the prisoners shout, “The bringer of vengeance, our chance to once again feel the taste of glory!” Eon stepped forward, smiling and holding his arms out. 
 
    “For Crinnan!” One of them shouted, “For Crinnan!” The rest returned. 
 
    “Oh fuck.” Crinnan groaned and shook his head. Milinka pushed him forward and Eon snarled at the idea of being ignored. 
 
    “March forward, head up,” Milinka ordered, “I am next in line to command Base 11, follow my lead. Speak to them, treat them as equals and they will give you their all.” 
 
    “Do I need that?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “You do if we are to survive this. You need them to fight harder than they would otherwise. Tell them you care, tell them you are here for them.” 
 
    “I care!” Crinnan shouted. 
 
    “No, stop you dumbass,” Milinka nearly shouted, “Not like that. Speak from the heart.” 
 
    “I have been told I do not have one of those,” Crinnan replied. 
 
    “You do.” Milinka spun him around and placed her hand on his chest. “I can feel it.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek and Crinnan smiled and turned around “I have seen it.” 
 
    “I cannot give you your freedom!” Crinnan shouted as he stepped toward his army, “I cannot guarantee your survival! I have no idea what will happen after all this; I have no idea what is happening right now… but you answered the call. You are here to claim your vengeance, whatever that may mean to you. This may be the only chance in the history of the Hells where the prisoners can rise against the demons and so I say, do your worst everyone! We may lose and die and respawn somewhere and be tortured all over again… so honestly, I guess we have absolutely nothing to lose!” 
 
    “Get back on track.” Milinka grabbed his arm and squeezed tight. 
 
    “Uh, so, let’s get out there and kill some demons!” Crinnan shouted. 
 
    “Horrible.” Milinka sighed. The army, however, erupted in cheers and battle cries. A thousand years’ worth of people stood before Crinnan, all had once lived their lives but many spent more time in the hells than they did living. 
 
    “Ancient NaNe users on me!” Eon shouted, smiling as he walked past Crinnan, “Let us be your vanguard, Crinnan. Let us, the oldest here charge into battle wielding the power we created that we may lay waste to our enemies in your name.” 
 
    “Very well.” Crinnan nodded, he turned and looked to Milinka. “Will you stay by my side?” 
 
    “Always.” Milinka smiled. Crinnan lifted her hand and kissed it and she took a deep breath. As she exhaled, she pulled her sword from its scabbard. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Crinnan walked forward and raised his sword. The army before him followed suit and as Crinnan got closer, he spoke again. 
 
    “Do it for the ones you still love,” He shouted, “For their memory… do it for the hope that this one day may end, that you may somehow find peace. Fight for yourselves, for every thought your mind has ever created. Make it matter, make it worth something… show these fuckers what you can do, it’s time to shove our fucking blades down their throats!” Crinnan looked over at Eon and nodded. Eon’s body floated off the ground and many of his ancient warriors did as well. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters, advance!” He shouted. At that, hundreds of Ancients charged following the floating Eon. The demon army followed suit, their largest and heaviest armored running forward to intercept the first wave. Crinnan looked to Milinka and Milinka turned toward the enemy. 
 
    “Mages, archers… form up!” She shouted, twirling her finger in the air. “Create a line, wait for my mark!” Nearly a hundred soldiers lined up in rows in front of Milinka. She stood in front of all of them and held her open hand in the air. 
 
    “Twenty more steps!” She shouted, “Then open fire!” Crinnan turned and looked at the rest of his army. 
 
    “I guess that leaves us.” Crinnan shouted toward them “The infantry.” 
 
    “Five steps!” He heard Milinka, “Ready yourselves… fire!” A volley of arrows and magic bolts shot over Eons division and struck the charging demons. Some fell, and the rest continued their assault. 
 
    “I have been in the infantry my whole life,” Crinnan said to his soldiers, “We are the ones who will determine the outcome of this battle. I don’t know how to be inspirational or anything so I will tell you what I have been told. Stay on your feet and don’t drop your sword!” He heard laughter from within his ranks and he smiled a bit himself. 
 
    “Let’s go fuckers!” he shouted. He and Milinka ran side by side as they hurried to reinforce the first wave. For a moment it was quiet. All the sounds, the chaos around him, it all died out and Crinnan only heard his breath and his pulse. The battle was getting closer… closer… Finally, he spun the sword in his hand and charged past the Ancients and into the fray, immediately driving his sword through the chest of the first demon he saw. 
 
    As the sounds around him returned, he heard the war cries of his infantry as they burst into the battle. The sound of steel on steel, of the cries of the dying and the steady hum of magic, filled his ears and as he pulled the sword from the demon, he turned to make sure Milinka was still with him. He watched her cut a demon’s throat and nodded as he charged forward, engaging another. 
 
    The demon swung an axe at Crinnan. He jumped backward, bumping into someone as he did and raised his sword to block another attack. “Fuck off me!” He shouted as he spun, slicing through the demon’s arm and relieving him of his sword hand. The demon reeled back and Crinnan watched the point of Milinka’s sword emerge from between his eyes. 
 
    A demon charged Milinka but she ducked down and swiped her leg at him, knocking his feet out from under him. He tumbled forward and before he could hit the ground, Milinka had shot a blast of lightning at him and thrust her sword through his back. Crinnan ran past her and threw a lightning bolt into the demons ahead, knocking a few over and allowing him to decapitate the ones who still stood. 
 
    “You okay?” Crinnan shouted at Milinka. 
 
    “Awesome!” She returned as she pulled her sword from the demon’s back. “You?” 
 
    “Ready for this to be over,” Crinnan growled. He watched as his army fell quickly; most of his soldiers simply did not have the strength or experience to put up much of a fight. He hoped his army could last long enough for… whatever needed to happen. 
 
    At that, the darkness above groaned and trembled and Crinnan watched as the sky seemed to split open. A brilliant blue light emerged from behind the crack and Crinnan realized that he was looking at his way home. 
 
    “That is it!” Crinnan shouted, “That is the way home!” He looked back at Milinka and saw that she was struggling to fend off four demons. 
 
    “Get off her!” He shouted as he leaped forward, cutting through one of the demon’s skull. He crashed down on top of another demon, dropping his sword in the process. He slammed his fist into the demon’s face over, and over until he saw Milinka’s sword pierce his head. 
 
    “Thank you.” She pulled him up off the ground. Crinnan grabbed his sword and brushed his hair out of his face. “That is where we need to go!” He shouted at her. He saw that a great number of his army had turned and run toward the blue rift in the sky. He also saw that many of them were being cut down as they ran. He cursed and grabbed Milinka’s hand. 
 
    “Let’s go.” He said, nodding forward toward the rift, “Time to end this.” 
 
    Milinka nodded and Eon suddenly appeared before them. 
 
    “On me, children.” He commanded as he held his arms out, “I will lead you to salvation.” At that, he floated forward, blasting his way through the demons above. Crinnan and Milinka followed behind, combating the stragglers, cutting through those who would pursue. 
 
    As the trio created a path of carnage through the battlefield, the remnants of their army began to fall in line surrounding them. Everyone ran and worked together cutting through and blasting away at demons. Eventually, Crinnan could feel a powerful force pulling at them all and grabbed hold of Milinka’s hand. 
 
    “You must go now!” Eon shouted as he braced himself to keep from flying into the rift above. Crinnan’s hair blew all around him and he had to hold it back with his hand. “Salvation awaits above, your home… you will find it through there.” 
 
    “Eon…” Crinnan shook his head, “Good luck… on the other side.” 
 
    “Verily I say unto you,” Eon replied, “That whence we arrive in the real world my power will increase tenfold. I can give you the world Crinnan; I will give you the world. All you need to do is follow me.” 
 
    “...Goodbye Eon,” Crinnan said. At that, Eon was sucked into the rift and vanished out of view. Crinnan watched as a few of the other prisoners followed, and saw that though they were dwindling his army was still able to fend off the demons. 
 
    “Go Crinnan!” he heard one of them shout, “Go home!” Crinnan grit his teeth and turned toward Milinka. 
 
    The deep, rolling sound of roaring and crackling fire filled their pointed ears. The wind created by the release of the immense power surging around them blew their hair in all directions. Everything was covered in a blue hue from the rift that pulsed above, yet they somehow found themselves standing calmly in the middle of it all, safe only because they had each other. 
 
    Above them in the pure and absolute blackness of the sky, the rift had surged; a swirling blue gash hung in the never-ending nothingness. They felt the unknown force tugging at them, beckoning them to enter. 
 
    "I will find you," he shouted while looking down at Milinka. He clenched his teeth together. “I will find you, wherever you are!” 
 
    “I will be waiting!” She shouted as the force of the rift lifted her feet off the ground. Crinnan held onto her hand tight and would not take his eyes off her. The rift pulled at her harder, but his love gave him the strength to pull her down and kiss her one more time. 
 
    “I love you.” He said as he let go of her hand. She caressed his cheek with her fingers and smiled.  
 
    “I will find you Milinka, I promise!” A moment later, she was gone and Crinnan turned to survey the Hells one last time. 
 
    “Go Crinnan!” His army shouted as they fought to protect him. “We will follow!” 
 
    Crinnan dropped his sword and the rift plucked his body from the ground. The blue light grew brighter and brighter and eventually, it was all he saw. The world of the Hells quickly faded from his mind and as the blue light that surrounded him turned to white, he opened his eyes… 
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    Chapter One 
 
    Crinnan XVIII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    00:30 - Pado Village 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes and gasped. The air surrounding him was filled with smoke, and the flickering light from the fires around him cast dancing shadows on the faces hovering above his own. As his vision became clear, he snarled at what he saw. Crinnan thrust his hand outward and snatched the collar of President Cade, the one whose actions had put him in that position in the first place. 
 
    "Crinnan," Cade did not struggle or try to free himself from Crinnan's grasp, "Crinnan, do not worry, you are okay. Everything is fine." 
 
    "What is going on?" Crinnan demanded weakly. He tried to lift his head but found that he was much too disoriented. His head fell back again, and he groaned, "Why are you here?"  
 
    His body felt weak, very much like it had when he had woken up that morning. His thoughts took him back to when he had found himself in Sage's home. He thought of the white room, of the catheter… he remembered the smell of bacon and the explosions as the Govian soldiers tried to capture him. His head spun at all the sudden thought, and it took all his energy to force himself to sit up and look around.  
 
    Crinnan noted that the sensation he was experiencing was different than the one he had that morning. Unlike earlier, he did not feel like his body had just rolled out of a fire. His temperature felt normal, and although he was experiencing some disorientation, he did not feel like his senses were going haywire. Everything felt normal. 
 
    "Crinnan you need to relax," Cade reached behind him and pressed his hand against his back for support, "You are probably feeling..." 
 
    "Stop," Crinnan held out a hand and shook his head. His words were weak, and his body was still unstable, "I am sick of these stupid explanations. Just tell me why you are here!"  
 
    He pushed his body up off the ground in an attempt to stand, but he quickly lost his balance and fell to his side. Dust flew up into his face, and he coughed and let out a low grumble. Cade reached out and took hold of him. He gently helped Crinnan sit back up, and shook his head in pity as he did so. 
 
    "You are fine now," Cade reassured him as he returned his gloved hand to Crinnan's back, "Do not try to rush things, you need to let your body catch up with you."  
 
    It took all of what little strength he had for Crinnan to restrain himself from throwing Cade to the ground and bashing his face in. He glared up at the president from behind the mess of hair that hung in his eyes and let out a low snarl. He didn't like how Cade was babying him; it felt weird. He greatly wished that he could throw a punch... 
 
    As he realized that he wasn't going to get anywhere anytime soon, Crinnan looked down at his thighs and continued to breathe. He thought about where he was and remembered the bullets that tore through his body. For a moment, he relived the entire incident. He thought of the Govian that shot him, of the faces of everyone around him, as he thought about it all; however, something extraordinary happened. 
 
    A terrible almost electric feeling pain shot through his chest and visions suddenly flashed through his mind. He saw faces, images of beings whose names he could recite even though he could not remember ever meeting them. "Ander… DeMaario... Auroch…" He heard cries of pain and desperate pleas for mercy; he felt fear, love, and rage. More than anything though, he kept getting lost in the deep blue-green eyes of a pale-skinned female half-blood. The eyes gazed at him intensely, maybe even longingly as the dark world blazed behind them. He knew whose they were, and the knowledge of it made his heart feel like it wanted to jump from his chest.  
 
    "Milinka..." Crinnan found himself reciting the name as if he were somehow programmed to do so. The sound of it brought clarity to his mind. Not answers, but a certain peace that momentarily calmed him, "Milinka..." 
 
    "You are okay now Crinnan, you are okay," Cade continued to hold him up and kept him stable. While Crinnan didn't like the fact that the Agra President was so supportive, he also felt that the embrace, in some sort of strange and nostalgic way, felt familiar. His touch was naturally welcomed and surprisingly comforting. Crinnan noticed Cade's smell and the familiarity of it thrust him back into his childhood. He recalled a time laying in the grass being beaten with a stick as another much larger and older child shouted "For the Empire! For the Empire!" Crinnan gasped, pushed Cade away and looked more closely at his face. 
 
    "You..." He whispered as he squinted and tried to focus on his brother. Crinnan's thoughts had completely diverted from the strangers in his head, he had realized that Cade was in fact not. Cade… was Kiersen, "I thought… you were dead." 
 
    "Understandable," Cade replied, "Your friend did blast me out a window." 
 
    "No, dammit," Crinnan growled and once again grabbed Cade by the collar, "You are Kiersen."  
 
    Crinnan stared fiercely into the dark brown eyes of the being before him. He was trapped both by his little brother's grasp and by his own temporary loss for words. Though half of his face was covered in leather, Crinnan knew exactly whose eyes he was staring into. He examined the scar on his lower lip where his familial tattoo had been removed, and he knew for sure that he was looking into the face of his eldest brother. 
 
    "Well," Cade exhaled a sigh of frustration and defeat as he spoke, "You seem to have me figured out," he let go of Crinnan and took a seat on the ground next to him, "I am mildly surprised you recognize me after all these years, though I did not completely rule out the possibility of being discovered." 
 
    "Why are you here?" Crinnan tried to fight the disorientation that weighed heavily on his mind. "What, I mean why are you alive?" He was unable to formulate a better sentence. 
 
    "Like nearly everyone else, I saw the demon vision this morning," Cade looked down at the ground next to him as he thought about what to say next. He had gone over it in his head at least hundred times, but when it came down to actually reuniting with his brother, things were not going as he planned, "I knew you were in trouble, and I knew how to protect you. I felt compelled to help." 
 
    Crinnan did not know what to think. His brother Kiersen had vanished when he was only a boy shortly after his eldest sister. It had been years, and Crinnan had not seen either of them since. The fact that he suddenly reappeared as one of the Presidents of the Agra Triangle Corporation would have been perplexing enough had he been in his right mind. With his confused and tired state of being, it was utterly mind-blowing.  
 
    "What a weird fucking day," Crinnan's eyes grew heavy, and he fell backward onto the ground behind him. He hit the dirt hard but did not really feel the impact like he should have. He heard Cade scramble to get to his side and watched Sage calmly walk over. As he approached, Crinnan looked up at the Elf's deep blue hair and could not help but let out a chuckle. 
 
    "I do hope you are enjoying the accompanying intoxication," Sage slowly knelt beside Crinnan and looked down at him. He wore a half grin of amusement and shook his head at the pitiful being beneath him, "I should say your thoughts will clear up momentarily, everything you are experiencing is just a side effect." 
 
    "You got him high?" Freyja, the Lycaani boy asked as he pushed past Sage to get a look. He knelt down next to the fallen Black Knight and poked him in the chest with a stick he had found. His face showed no sign of emotion or interest, but his body language seemed interested. 
 
    "Stop," Crinnan whined as he tried in vain to swat the unwelcome chest-poker away. He slowly waved his own hand through the air, not unlike one would through water and snickered as he realized how stupid he probably looked. 
 
    "Oh. Crinnan is totally high," Freyja said with an emotionless nod of his head. Crinnan looked up at the dark-skinned child and chuckled. 
 
    "I'm glad I could fucking entertain you," He slurred as he pushed himself back up to a sitting position, "What is going on, why did you… intoxicate me?"  
 
    "Cade, your brother, flooded your body with fresh unassigned NaNe," Sage looked the Agra President up and down with disapproving yet curious eyes, "I should say that without him you would be quite dead. Though, because of him, you nearly died. I suppose he rectified a situation he created in the first place." Cade rolled his eyes and huffed at Sage's commentary. From his perspective, it was much more complicated than that. 
 
    "He flooded me?" Crinnan repeated as he closed his eyes to think. He thought back to Sage's explanations and then to their interaction in the tavern where Cade had stuck him with the syringe. He felt like he clearly remembered Cade explaining that he was going to purge Crinnan. 
 
    "I thought he purged me?" 
 
    "I did," Cade admitted as he glared over at Sage, "Had your Elf-friend not blasted me out a second story window and nearly vaporized my internal organs I would have been able to finish what I started." 
 
    "Why did you feel the need to do it in the first place?" Crinnan asked, "I did not ask…" 
 
    "It would seem that your brother has at least a fundamental understanding of how the NaNe function," Sage answered with a curious tone, "He is, after all, an Ancient chaser… I imagine he purged you in an effort to prevent you from being tracked by the Govian Empire or anyone else who would want to bring you harm." 
 
    "So why am I so damn high?" Crinnan whined as he looked down at his hands. At that point, his mind was beginning to clear up, and things were starting to make a bit more sense to him.  
 
    "Your feelings of disorientation would be a result of my actions," the hooded village minister announced as he stepped into Crinnan's field of view, "For you see, the touch is a NaNe skill that I hold. At Sajinious' request, I used the touch on you and put you through stasis." 
 
    "Stasis?" Crinnan repeated with a surprised tone. He glanced over at Sage and furrowed his brow, "You mean you activated my NaNe?" 
 
    "Considering your lack of higher understanding of basic NaNe terms and science, I will say yes," The minister replied with a ho-hum sounding tone, "I would not have done so had Sajinious not asked." Crinnan turned his attention toward Sage, and the Elf cocked his head shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    "I thought it could potentially be a good move," He said with his matter of fact tone, "It will not harm you. You are among the undying now; it will certainly prove useful for you."  
 
    Crinnan sighed and buried his face in his hands. He ran his fingers through his dirty hair and tried to think about everything that was happening to him. In his state of mind, he found it hard to wrap his head around anything. It all proved to be way too overwhelming a task for him. He finally looked up and saw Cade standing before him. 
 
    "Let's get you on your feet," he extended his hand to help Crinnan up, "Do you think you can walk? 
 
    "I should be fine," Crinnan replied as he took hold of the hand. Cade pulled him to his feet, and Crinnan staggered in place for a moment but was eventually able to find his balance. He nodded at Cade and the President wrapped his arm around the Black Knight for some support. 
 
    "Let's get you to a bed," Cade said as he directed Crinnan toward one of the log buildings, "You need to rest." 
 
    "No, I don’t," Crinnan snapped as he quickly shrugged Cade's arm off of him and stepped away, "I need to get to the caverns and back to my squad. I can't waste any more time here!"  
 
    "Stubborn little shit," Cade grabbed Crinnan's arm again and gave him a stern look. Crinnan was pissed, but he noted that Cade's look reminded him very much of the looks their father gave them when he was angry, "You need to rest. There really should be no debate." 
 
    "Last time I checked," Crinnan pulled his arm away and pushed Cade back, "You were not my mother. In fact, you are barely my brother. It wouldn’t fuck me up any to make you get out of my way." 
 
    "You should try big guy," Cade stepped back, and Crinnan stumbled around until he fell back down. He hit the ground and created a cloud of dust. Cade snickered in response and shook his head, "I will not be spoken to in such a manner by an ungrateful whelp like yourself."  
 
    Crinnan grunted and quickly pushed himself up off the ground. He spun and planted his foot into the back of Cade's calf. Cade dropped to a knee, and Crinnan threw a fist into his jaw.  
 
    "Do not test me," Crinnan panted between heavy breaths, "I will surprise you." 
 
    "I will keep that in mind," Cade rubbed his jaw and snorted. He quickly stood back up and snapped his arm out, breaking past Crinnan's defensive stance with ease. He grabbed Crinnan by the throat and raised his own head so that he was looking down on his little brother, "And now you will listen to me."  
 
    Crinnan gasped for air and slammed his fist into Cade's stomach. Cade grunted and released his hold as he again fell to his knees. Crinnan, in turn, found his balance and quickly drew the short sword from his hip and held the point to Cade's exposed throat. 
 
    "No," Crinnan growled. His eyes looked crazy, he huffed and panted as he looked at everyone around him as if they were his enemies, "Now you… all of you will listen to me," he glared over at Sage, and the Elf unflinchingly returned the gaze. Freyja stared up at him with his emotionless eyes, and the village minister turned to walk away. Cade looked furious. 
 
    "I have had enough of this!" Crinnan shouted, not moving his blade from his brother's throat. "I have no idea what is going on here; I do not know who any of you are or what any of you really want. Today has been the weirdest, most fucked up day I have ever lived, and unless any of you are going to offer up any real answers or explanations as to what is really going on with me than I would ask that you all leave me to my own business!"  
 
    A fire inside him was burning hot, and he could not control himself at that moment. He was furious, confused and tired. All he wanted was to get the Hells out of that damn forest and back to his squad so he could take a nap. 
 
    "Crinnan that is enough," Sage's voice was stern and sincere as he walked toward the crazed Black Knight, "We all understand your frustration, and your intuition is not lying to you. There is more to the story." 
 
    "More to the story?" Crinnan's voice sounded like that of a madman. He snatched his blade from Cade's throat and left a small scratch in its wake. Cade jerked away as Crinnan pointed the sword at Sage and beckoned him closer, "Please tell me about this story. If you have answers, then my ears are open, but I swear if you fucking tell one more damned lie..." 
 
    "You will not need that," Sage waved his hand in front of him, and Crinnan's sword dropped from his hand and stuck into the ground beneath him.  
 
    Crinnan’s breathing escalated, and he could feel his heart begin to beat faster. Something in his body felt strange; it was a feeling he had never experienced before. 
 
    "I do not feel you are fully prepared to hear what I have to say," Sage prefaced as he began to walk a circle around Crinnan, "But I would ask that you, however difficult it may seem to you, trust me on this matter." 
 
    "Trust you?" Crinnan spat, "I don't fucking know you!" He pointed menacingly at the Elf and took a furious step forward, "This, all this… it is all your fault! If it were not for you…" 
 
    "Then you would still be dead, boy!" Sage snapped, taking his own violent step forward, "You would be burning in the Hells. Perhaps being torn apart by demons and seduced and consumed by succubi just like you were when I found you. Were it not for me, child, you would quite literally be nothing."  
 
    Crinnan stood entirely still and silently stared at Sage. The Elf wore a grave expression, one that Crinnan had not seen him use up to that point. It took him a brief moment to fully process what it was that he was saying, but when he finally did, he was convinced that Sage was insane. 
 
    "Hells?" Crinnan repeated. He couldn't believe that he was even allowing himself to respond to such an asinine idea. Did Sage honestly believe what he was saying, or was he just a liar?  
 
    "By the Brother’s fucking light, you are a damned fool!" Crinnan closed his eyes and snickered grimly, "I do not know what kind of moron you take me for, but I cannot believe that is the best explanation that you can conjure up…" 
 
    "Hold on," Sage scrunched up his eyebrows and turned his ear to the East. He extended his index finger as a signal for Crinnan to be quiet. Crinnan in response threw his hands up into the air and turned around. He saw Cade standing behind him with an angry look on his face and arms crossed. Crinnan scoffed at him and started to walk away. 
 
    "I said hold on, boy!" Sage whispered sharply. He slowly turned his head and looked nervously back at the village minister behind him. The minister too had an uncharacteristic look of concern spread across his face; something was greatly bothering both of them. The idea of Sage being concerned was disconcerting to Crinnan, and he felt his pulse begin to intensify as he watched a bead of sweat drip down the side of the minister's face. 
 
    "I fear that it has become unsafe here," The minister gravely informed Sage as his eyes slowly scanned the tree line, "We have... found ourselves amongst some rather unsavory company." 
 
    Crinnan looked back at Cade and saw that he had shouldered his rifle. Their apprehension seemed to be bothering him as well. 
 
    "What is happening?" Crinnan called out. He was growing panicky by the behavior of the others, "What the fuck could possibly be going on now?" 
 
    "Crinnan like I said," Sage hissed with clenched teeth, "We understand that you are frustrated, but we now would ask that you kindly shut your fucking mouth."  
 
    "What is it Xydos?" Sage asked as he cautiously stepped up beside the minister "Are you… are you sensing the same thing as I?" 
 
    "Felpnir." Xydos quickly whispered. He shuddered at the name and gave Sage a grave look, "Only he has ever given off this type of signal… He is nearby… very close." 
 
    "Very." A strange voice suddenly echoed through the village. The tone was unnatural, robotic almost. It sounded metallically muffled like someone was speaking through a tin can but digitally amplified to be louder. Almost immediately following the sound of the voice, the fires burning throughout the village suddenly extinguished leaving everyone in darkness. Crinnan suddenly understood the fear of those around him and knelt down to retrieve the sword he had dropped when he was shot and then walked over to Cade's side.  
 
    "You are not welcome here!" Xydos shouted as he slowly spun in place and scanned the area, "Surely you understand you cannot possibly best both of us." 
 
    "What is going on!" Freyja whispered and ticked nervously as he walked up behind Crinnan, "Are we… going to die?" Crinnan looked over to Garb who was standing off to the side and snapped to get his attention. When the Toraani looked, Crinnan pointed down at Freyja. 
 
    "Get him out of here!" He whispered sharply. Garb nodded and hurried to usher the child away.  
 
    "Keep him quiet," Crinnan softly called out as the two found cover. He looked over to Sage and saw that the Elf had ignited both his fists to provide some more light to the area. As the area was illuminated, Crinnan saw Sage's eyes nervously looking around. He spun his sword in his hand, sensing a battle and squeezed the hilt tight as he impatiently waited for what was to happen next. 
 
    "Your suspicions are correct Demon," The mysterious voice had returned. It was closer to them, and it was talking to Crinnan, "I can feel your concern, I understand your frustration. You cannot trust these beings, the ones who have deceived you for so long. Cling to me, for I alone will deliver you from their treachery." 
 
    "Do not listen to him," Sage called back to Crinnan, "This being is malevolent." 
 
    "Malevolent!" The voice spat and echoed throughout the entire weald, "Mister President you wound me! Hand over the Demon, and I will not have to kill you and your brother." Sage quickly looked back at the minister, and Xydos shook his hooded head. 
 
    "You cannot prevail against us!" Xydos shouted back. His hands ignited with the same NaNe fire that burned in Sage's, "You are not welcome here Felpnir!" 
 
    "I am Eon!" The voice boomed. The leaves in the trees rustled and Crinnan felt a great wind pass by him at the sound, nearly enough to knock him over. It felt like the ground had trembled at the magnitude of his voice; it was then that Crinnan truly began to feel afraid. 
 
    "Brother you need to get out of here," The minister urged Sage as he lowered his hood, revealing his own head of long blue hair, "You can protect the others, I can hold off this… Eon." He looked behind him to where Nora the Fair and Guntz the bald Elf stood, "You two, guide them through the woods. Take them to Racon tower; they will be safe there." 
 
    "Xydos, I cannot leave you behind," Sage declared as he ran up to his brother and grabbed his shoulders, "Not this time. It is too much of a risk considering the status of your template. Leonic was killed and deleted too recently; we cannot afford another loss like that." 
 
    Cade looked up at the mentioning of Leonic. That was the name of the Ancient whom his actions had gotten killed. His eyes locked with Xydos' and then quickly turned away. 
 
    "Sajinious I am strong enough, and you are more than capable. If I fall, you can manage things alone until the template is ready. I can at the very least buy you time. Get out of here, save your…" 
 
    "I am here," Eon bellowed. Everyone went silent. Sage and Xydos turned toward the tree line, and the fires that burned around their fists seemed to grow brighter. The wind had stopped blowing and the night birds and crickets had stopped chirping. Nothing rattled the bushes; all stood silent and unmoving. In the dim light Crinnan tried to locate the owner of the voice but found nobody, he saw nothing. He turned his head and saw that Cade was searching just as nervously.  
 
    "What do we do?" He whispered back to Cade. Cade returned the look and shook his head. Whatever was happening, was far beyond anything he was prepared to face. 
 
    "Something very bad," He looked down at the readout on his tablet computer and sighed, "Huge power anomaly, the levels are just as great as Sage's or the minister's, maybe stronger. Only an Ancient can produce this kind of power, and if my data is correct, we may be fucked." Cade hummed as his tablet suddenly went black. He pressed the power button but received no response from his computer, "That is probably a bad sign."  
 
    "Demon," The voice of Eon beckoned, "I have awaited your return. I have amassed our army and paved the way for our glorious campaign against the living. I am ready once again to fight at your side." 
 
    "Do not respond to him!" Sage urged as he looked back at Crinnan. His tone and expression lacked any trace of the confident Sage he had come to know, "You are good, do not fall in line with this evil."  
 
    Though the light was dim, Crinnan was able to see the urgency in Sage's eyes. He was sincere in his words and his feelings, and possibly terrified, "We need to leave this place. We need to leave now. Please, put aside your anger and come with me." Crinnan looked at Cade behind him. The president nodded and then they both turned to Sage.  
 
    "You had better be right," Crinnan decided to once again follow the Elf. He felt like he had no choice; he needed his protection. Though he did not fully trust Sage or his brother Cade, he knew that neither of them had done him any true wrong up to that point.  
 
    "Do not be a fool," Eon sang. He was still hidden from view, but Crinnan could feel him nearby, "President Lynx cannot possibly offer you what I can. His coffers ran dry centuries ago. He is nothing but a shell of the Elf he was once. Your path is greatness Crinnan. I know greatness, I hold the true power. Abandon the weak that you may know strength." 
 
    "Everyone here will die," Sage turned to Crinnan and gave him a look of dire urgency, "Xydos, my brother will die. The children we saved will die. All the citizens here will die. But we will not die today." At that proclamation, Freyja and Garb hurried to Crinnan's side. He looked down at the boy and over at the misshapen Ancient Toraani and nodded his head. 
 
    "You will not die today Freyja," Crinnan promised the boy, "Do not worry." Freyja silently nodded and inched a little closer to the Black Knight. Crinnan knelt down and picked up the short sword he had scratched Cade's neck with earlier. He handed it to the boy and Freyja grabbed the handle tight. 
 
    "Kill anything that isn't us," Crinnan instructed him, "But only if we cannot protect you. Do you understand?" Freyja nodded and curiously poked the tip of the sword with his finger. It pierced his skin, and Crinnan sighed. 
 
    "Don't… don't touch that part of the sword," Crinnan sighed and immediately regretted his decision to arm the sociopathic teen. 
 
    "Look," Cade pointed east into the woods. Crinnan turned and felt his heart sink. Wading their way through the thicket of trees and vegetation were dozens, possibly even a hundred or more torches in the hands of shoddily armored Marauders. They were quite a distance away at that point, but something closer, something faster could be heard charging toward them.  
 
    Whatever it was snarled and panted like an animal as it ran. Crinnan could hear the sound of its feet slapping against the ground. As it drew nearer, twigs snapped, and leaves began to rustle furiously. Cade raised his rifle in anticipation of an attack, and Crinnan lifted his sword with one hand and pushed Freyja behind him with the other. Whatever it was, it was nearly on top of them.  
 
    "We do not have time for this!" Sage jumped in front of both of them. Almost immediately a dark being leaped from the vegetation and screeched a blood-curdling scream as Sage hurled a ball of fire at it. The beast howled as it was suddenly completely engulfed in NaNe fire. Crinnan watched it slam into the ground and writhe in pain before it flipped over and got to its feet. 
 
    "It is a Thirst stricken Vampre!" Sage shouted as he tossed more fire toward, "And more are coming!"  
 
    "I will take care of them!" Xydos charged forward, "Get the mortals out of here!" Sage turned his head and looked at his brother.  
 
    "See you again," He shouted as he started to run in the opposite direction, "Do not let it hurt this time." 
 
    "Go!" Xydos called back at them. He paused and looked at Crinnan for a moment. The look he gave him was strangely caring, comfortable. Xydos gave him a slight final nod and waved them away. "Nora, Guntz get them out of here!" At that, another crazed Vampre leaped at him. Xydos spun and impaled it with a beam of fire that emerged like a sword from his fist. 
 
    "This way!" Nora, the rainbow-haired Faire shouted as she ran up alongside them, "Keep up!" 
 
    "Stay with me!" Crinnan instructed Freyja as he ran behind Nora. He held out his free hand and hovered it over the child's back, "Keep your eyes forward; don't look back!"  
 
    Freyja looked back. He heard the screeching and the sounds of fighting from the village and as he lost his focus on keeping up with Crinnan, his ankles crossed, and he crashed into the ground. 
 
    Crinnan cursed and immediately spun around. He saw that one of ravenous thirst stricken Vampre had passed Xydos and was eagerly pursuing them. 
 
    "Fucking stupid ass kid!" Crinnan roared as he pulled one of his revolvers from its holster. He fired at the beast as he hurried and grabbed Freyja by his thin arm. 
 
    "Run!" He shouted as the Vampre leaped at them. Crinnan ducked and swiped his sword upward, cutting through the skin of the Vampre's belly. He rolled out of the way of the blood and entrails that would have otherwise rained down on him, and as the beast crashed into the ground, Crinnan hurried forward and fired two shots into the back of the Vampre's skull. 
 
    The group entered the tree line and Sage made his hands glow brighter to better light their way. Crinnan noticed in the light of the fire that Sage's concerned look had not left him. It seemed as if the whole situation was weighing heavily on his mind. Crinnan, of course, had nothing to say that would ease his burden.  
 
    Behind them could be heard the wails of the Thirst-stricken Vampre that Xydos was dispatching. Sage looked like he was trying to tune it out and Crinnan listened to Freyja gently whimper behind him. Garb was doing his best to encourage the boy and though Freyja was trying to hide his fear and be brave Crinnan could not help but wonder if the kid was going to slow them down anymore.     
 
    "Up in the sky!" Cade shouted, "Incoming!" Crinnan turned his head and saw four Govian HAPT flyers soaring just above the canopy of the forest. He cursed, and Nora motioned for everyone to stop just in front of a small dilapidated building that may have once been a fuel station. They all slowed, and Nora spoke. 
 
    "We are going to Racon Tower," she said as her hands lit up with a bright light like Sages, "It is very close, and you all need to stick with me." 
 
    "What is at Racon Tower?" Cade asked. 
 
    "How much do they know?" Nora looked at Sage and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "Not that much," Sage replied.  
 
    "Protection then," Nora said in response to Cade's question, "You should be able to call in your craft for evacuation." Cade nodded, thinking of Nida and his own transport. 
 
    "What about my squad?" Crinnan turned to Sage, "If we could get to them in time, we should be able to…" 
 
    "Your squad is not there Crinnan," Sage cut him off. He wore a look that suggested he wished he hadn't said that "I should say they have not been at the caverns for ninety days." 
 
    Crinnan felt like he had just been punched in the gut. He did not know what to say, and he felt the anger that was burning in him back at Pado Village spark again. 
 
    "Ninety days?" He repeated, "How is that even possible? When were you going to tell me?" Crinnan grit his teeth together and clenched his fists, "When the fuck were you going to tell me, Sage?!" 
 
    "Crinnan it is irrelevant now," Sage said sternly, "If you could just calm down…" Without another word, Crinnan threw his fist into the Elf's face and with a quick blast of electric power Sage flew backward into the building they were stopped at. A certain strange whiff of ozone followed the blast, and Crinnan stepped back and looked fearfully down at what he had done. 
 
    Small chains of electricity webbed across the skin of his hands and forearms. Crinnan watched it curiously as it pulsed about and ultimately faded away. His mind immediately wandered back to Xydos and Sage and how they had informed him that he had been put through Stasis.  
 
    His jaw dropped, and he looked around nervously. The NaNe energy had been entirely unexpected. Not only that, but he could not believe that he had been able to land a strike against Sage. He thought back to Sage's house earlier that day and how Sage had phased out of the way of his bullets... 
 
    "Wonderful," Nora sighed unenthusiastically, "Welcome to the club I guess." 
 
    Crinnan looked up from his hands and hurried over to where Sage had landed. The blast had thrown him into a concrete wall and left a small crack where he had hit. Crinnan looked down at Sage's smoking body, the Elf coughed. 
 
    "Pretty good," he choked with a little bit of smoke coming from his mouth. His face was severely burnt and the scorching extended down his neck and bare chest. The fur collar of the jacket he wore had been singed along with some of the hair on the right side of his head. Nora hurried up beside Crinnan and knelt down in front of Sage. 
 
    "We don't have time for this stupid shit," she hissed as she held her hands over his body. A warm light emitted from her hands and descended into Sage's chest. Moments later he was standing. 
 
    "No harm done," he proclaimed as he patted the dust off of his clothes. "Solid strike, my boy. Nora, I thank you but that was not necessary, he just gave me a little jolt." 
 
    "What…" Crinnan stammered, clearly in shock over what he had just done, "What just happened." 
 
    "Like Nora said," Sage grinned as he turned to Crinnan, "Welcome to the club." He winked at the boy and gently placed his hand on his back. Crinnan looked over at Cade, and he snickered and shook his head. Freyja stood with his mouth open, and Garb stood behind him smiling a bit. 
 
    "Now, Crinnan," Sage guided him away from the group. "To answer your question: I was not going to tell you. We were going to arrive at the caverns, and you were going to assume that your squad had left and then we were going to find a way to get you back home. Letting you believe what was not true was the only way you would let me guide you. Had I told you the truth from the beginning you would have surely done your best to get away from me, as I should say you would have thought me a bit crazy. Had I not guided you, you would have most assuredly been captured by the Govian Empire or Eon, or you may just have ended up dead again. Now, if you do not mind terribly, I would like for us to make our way to Racon Tower so that we may have a chance at surviving this terrible evening." 
 
    "Another!" Cade shouted as he pointed toward the sky. Crinnan looked up apathetically and watched another HAPT fly overhead; this one came from the North instead of the South. He returned his gaze to Sage and shook his head. 
 
    "I give up," He was exhausted and had become numb. He was tired of fighting, and too much was going on to even try to understand anything anymore. He nodded at Sage, and they turned to Nora.  
 
    "Lead the way." Sage smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Sarasin X 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    14:30 - Canrom City 
 
      
 
    "My lady… can you hear me?" Eryc's voice called out, "Sarasin are you there?" 
 
    His voice was muffled by the bag that had been placed over his head. Sarasin could hear him, but a horrible and heavy feeling of panic prevented her from replying. She trembled in place and found herself barely able to breathe as she sat and listened to Eryc call out her name. 
 
    They had reached the end of the road. They were captured by Govian soldiers, on their knees and waiting for whatever fate had in store for them. Sarasin was incapable of fighting back because of the NaNe inhibitors Quint had released into the air. Inquisitors were all around her. They had bound her, and she felt the barrel of a rifle resting against the back of her head.  
 
    "Sarasin!" Eryc screamed, "Do you hear me!" 
 
    "I am here, Eryc," Sarasin mustered the strength to call back. She forced herself to breathe and tried to still her quivering body, "I am... still here." 
 
    "My lady I have failed you!" Eryc's voice was dripping with lamentation, "I am sorry Sarasin!" 
 
    "Eryc you have failed nobody," Sarasin reassured him. She tried to force a NaNe blast to her fingertips but could not. With teeth gritted from frustration, she spoke again, "It is I who have failed you, Eryc..." 
 
    "No," Eryc moaned in response, "You could never fail me, Sarasin. I am in your service." 
 
    "Quiet!" one of their captors finally shouted. He poked his rifle harder against the back of Sarasin's head, and she heard him and another soldier laugh, "Reapers are on the way to take care of you traitors. Keep your mouths shut until they get here!" 
 
    "Traitors…" Sarasin replayed the word in her head. The idea, inappropriately enough, made her snicker. She felt that she was the one who had was being betrayed. Prince Lazarus had turned the entire Govian Empire against her. She was, because of his actions, public enemy number one. Lazarus was the one who should have had the bag on his head. He was the one who should have been trembling on his knees. Finally, she called out to her guards once again,  
 
    "Stay strong guys. I did this to us; you do not need to forgive me, I am not deserving of such…" 
 
    "How many times do I need to tell you?" The soldier roared as he smacked Sarasin upside her head with his open hand. "Shut your fucking mouth!"          
 
    Sarasin's head jerked to the side, and she felt her anger well up inside her. Had she her abilities, she undoubtedly would have killed him then and there. She imagined placing her hands against the soldier's chest and blasting him over and over until he was nothing. 
 
    With a silent sigh, she kept herself quiet. She briefly thought about her fate, of what was to happen next. She knew that she was going to Korgath Prison and she was well aware of what that place was like. In her time as a Bishop General, she had sent many of those whom she had conquered to Korgath. Her mind briefly thought of them, of those that she had fought. Some she had left nearly dead; others had left her that way… she was not looking forward to seeing any of them again. 
 
    "Who are you!" one of her captors suddenly shouted, "You're not one of ours!" 
 
    She had begun to accept her fate just as the soldier suddenly cried out. She wanted to see who he was talking to, wanted to understand what was going on. The sound of swords suddenly unsheathing sent a chill down her spine and as the rifle was raised away from her head, she heard a voice that caused her heart to shatter. 
 
    "Good job guys! We will be taking over from here," She winced for she had not heard that voice since she was just a little girl. With a gasp of fear, joy, and regret, tears suddenly formed in her eyes and it took everything she had not to collapse onto the ground behind her. She focused on her breathing and waited. 
 
    The Govian soldiers protested, and Sarasin heard some of them draw their own swords. Gunfire erupted, and blades clashed and scraped against each other. Something splashed against the floor beside her, and she could feel what she knew was blood pooling beneath her. The sound of heavy metal crashing to the ground followed and for a moment, she heard labored breathing, but it quickly faded. 
 
    Something metal screeched across the floor and brushed against her knee. From the sound of it, it was a dropped sword. Behind her, she could hear Eryc whispering a sincere prayer to Dura'Ana. The sound of it was like nails on a chalkboard to her; she hated even the thought of the Goddess. Suddenly, however, the bag was lifted from her head, and she was able to see again.  
 
    A pair of deep brown eyes with crow’s feet and bags beneath them were lovingly staring into hers. The eyes seemed like they were screaming and concerned all at the same time. Sarasin felt a hand reach up and gently caress the side of her face. Her mouth dropped open, and she found herself suddenly unable to speak or breathe. She burst into tears but did not turn away. 
 
    The aged face of her Humaan father, Black Knight Commander Crinnan Jamiso whom she had not seen for nearly fifteen years, leaned in and kissed the top of her head. He wrapped his arms around her and held her tighter than she had ever been in her entire life. She could do nothing in his embrace, feeling she had not felt for many years suddenly rushed through her as if a dam had burst inside her. Finally, she rested her head on his shoulder and sobbed gently. 
 
    Her father was still handsome even though wrinkles had crept across his face and that his once chocolate brown hair had silvered at the temples. Sarasin felt like a helpless little girl who had been toddling toward danger and plucked up by her father at the last moment. As the man held her tight, she finally spoke. 
 
    "Daddy..." She sobbed and pulled away for another look, just to make sure it was really him, "No, Daddy… I am sorry!" 
 
    "My beautiful baby girl," her father whispered as he placed his palms on each of her cheeks. He had been weeping the entire time, for he had not seen his eldest daughter for so many years. He smiled joyfully, and tears streamed down his face, "My beautiful Sayraa, Daddy's here." He pressed his forehead against hers like he used to and the two silently sobbed together. 
 
    "There, there, I have finally found you, my angel." Sarasin's tears fell from her face and onto her father's. Her father, who was only a little bit taller than she was, gave her one last kiss on her forehead and finally helped her up off the ground. 
 
    "Listen, little Say," He wiped the tears from his eyes and looked into hers, "Now is not the time to talk, it's not the time for… any of this. Now we must act, we must fight. We need to get you out of here and cannot waste another minute. Do you understand?" Sarasin nodded her head, and her father cut loose the cords binding her hands. That was when she noticed the others for the first time. 
 
    "Rubaan," She squeaked as she watched her brother step up from behind her father. Her tears fell harder, and he gave her a wink, "Rubii thank you."  
 
    Rubaan smiled and nodded her way as he hurried to cut Eryc loose. A few other Black Knights rushed to Quint and Gerard. As Rubaan pulled the hood off of Eryc and helped him to his feet, the old captain's face suddenly made a concerned expression.   
 
    "By the goddess," Eryc whispered as he examined his saviors. "You are... Black Knight."  
 
    "The one and only," Rubaan placed a sword into Eryc's hand, "Are we going to regret this?" 
 
    Eryc silently looked back at Quint and Gerard. He examined the faces of his subordinates and then turned back toward Rubaan and solemnly shook his head, "No Sir. It seems we have nothing left and… nowhere else to go. We will stand by you if that's what it takes to protect our Lady. We are soldiers without an army… she is our last and only mission." 
 
    "This is not exactly what I signed up for…" Quint mumbled as Rubaan cut his bindings. Eryc turned quickly and held the point of his sword to Quint's throat.  
 
    "You can move forward with us," Eryc snarled as he glared at his apprentice, "Or you can remember this as your last mortal moment. Which do you choose Quint?" 
 
    "Shit Eryc!" Quint shouted as he stumbled backward, "Calm down. I did not mean anything by it. I was just whining. Of course, I am with you!" 
 
    Eryc nodded his head and lowered his blade. He patted the soldier on the shoulder, and Rubaan stepped forward and handed Quint a sword. "Do not endanger my sister," He warned, grabbing the back of Quint's neck, "I will not hesitate like your master just did." 
 
    "You need not worry little brother," Quint smiled surely and raised his head, "She is in good hands." 
 
    Gerard had some difficulty standing his massive body as he had lost a considerable amount of blood from the wounds he had sustained. On a battlefield, a Gaian was both agile and robust, the Humaan people had engineered them to be the best of the best. Unfortunately for them, their great weakness was their size for they made excellent targets. Eryc was quick to help his old battle brother to his feet and after he did the two looked at each other and nodded. 
 
    "Will you make it old friend?" Eryc asked as he grimly examined Gerard's wound. Gerard made a grunt of affirmation and with a bit of effort was able to find his balance as Rubaan handed a sword to him. 
 
    "I have been through worse," He shrugged, looking down at the bullet holes that littered his body, "I am healing, I am strong. Goddess willing, I will be fine." Eryc pursed his lips and gently gave his shoulder a pat just as Commander Crinnan stepped up. 
 
    "What may I call our hero?" Eryc asked as he turned to the Commander and extended his hand.  
 
    "I am Commander Crinnan Jamiso," he replied as he grabbed Eryc's hand, "And you?" 
 
    "I am Captain Eryconius Wilhymm," Eryc lowered his head and dropped to a knee, "We are at your disposal, Commander." 
 
    "I am glad to know you," Crinnan looked down at Eryc, "I thank you for protecting my daughter for all these years, but we need to get her out of here. I have contacted Commander Xian Phoenix of Black Knight Base 21, and he is ready to accept you all into his care. We need to get you to the roof of Dauid's tower so that you can be extracted safely." 
 
    Eryc was naturally hesitant to accept orders from someone who only hours before was his enemy, but at that point, he knew he had no other alternative. His fate ironically lay with Black Knight. He felt reasonably confident that Sarasin's father would not allow her to be put in a dangerous position and that boded well for him and his men. At the same time, he was mildly concerned that Sarasin's father was probably only working on favors considering who Sarasin was and had barely the time to set anything up at all. In the end, Eryc nodded and followed Commander Crinnan. 
 
    Sarasin walked silently as her father sandwiched the Govian heretics between himself and his own team of knights. She thought back to her childhood years and how she had always looked up to her father as something more than a man. Sarasin remembered that when she was little, she felt like her father was the answer to every question or problem she could ever encounter, unkillable and undefeatable. Father, to her, was god. 
 
    "Daddy, I…" 
 
    "Remember my love," Commander Crinnan quickly yet gently said as he led the group, "Now is not the time for talking."  
 
    As her lips sealed, she felt a wave of shame crash into her. What a stupid person she was to ever think she was anything more than just another in the ranks of mortal kind. Only a day prior Sarasin had been a highly influential political and military figure in the Govian Army able to send thousands to their death with a gesture so simple as lifting a finger. Now, she felt as if she were a child once again, a scared, defenseless child. 
 
    "When will the effects of the SUPs wear off?" Sarasin asked as she jogged up a few steps next to Quint, "I would very much like to be able to defend myself." 
 
    "These narrow walls do not leave any room for the anti-machines to escape," He replied, a bit woozy from the events of the day, "We uh... " he took a breath and shook clarity back into his head, "We should be clear once we leave this tunnel." She rubbed her hand across his shoulders and back. 
 
    "You will be okay Quint," She promised him, "We will find safety soon enough. You will be fine, thank you… for everything." Quint nodded and forced a smile. 
 
    The dozen or so bodies continued down the narrow dimly lit white concrete path and eventually found themselves in what could have been described as a "room" but was more like "just a wider path." Standing in the room were a few more Black Knights equipped in light armor. Sarasin looked at each of them and noticed that one of them appeared to look almost exactly like she did except for the fact that her hair was black, shorter and pulled back behind her head. When Sarasin saw her, she closed her eyes and began to weep again. 
 
      
 
    "Sweet girl, sweet girl in my lap you are curled 
 
    Sweet girl, sweet girl my blood and my world 
 
    I give you this song you've already my heart 
 
    Sweet girl, sweet girl I was yours from the start 
 
      
 
    Sweet girl, sweet girl dream sweet dream long 
 
    Sweet girl, sweet girl, sing your mother's song." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, my sweet girl!" Ladia Jamiso declared as she briskly walked forward, leaving a trail of tears in her wake. "Thank the Brothers that you are alive!" She approached the girl and gazed into her daughter's green eyes, placing a hand on each of her cheeks. "What has this world done to you!" She hugged Sarasin and buried her head into her neck.  
 
    "Why, oh why did you leave me this long?" Ladia asked. Sarasin could feel her mother's words vibrating on her neck, and she could not help but join in on the tears. Ladia took a step back and looked at her daughter up and down. She straightened her hair with her fingers and shook her head painfully.  
 
    Sarasin's eyes were cast toward the ground, and Ladia gently lifted her chin so that their gazes met. She felt relieved that her daughter had been alive the whole time, that her nights of worrying for her children were not in vain. She nodded her head, balled her fist, and cracked her daughter in the jaw. 
 
    Sarasin crumpled backward, holding her face where her mother had struck her. She looked up and saw not the beaming, tearful mother she had met only moments earlier but instead a fuming, snarling, angry She-Elf.  
 
    She looked very much like the face she saw every morning in the mirror.  
 
    "Do you know what you have done!" Ladia shouted as she took another step forward, "How many lives you have ended; ruined in your position. Do you know the travesties you have caused across the world?"  
 
    Sarasin opened her mouth to respond but could not find any words. Her mother again stepped closer and quickly snatched her hand out, grabbing a firm hold of Sarasin's thick long red hair. She dragged her daughter closer to her, and for a moment they stared each other eye to eye. Ladia huffed and pulled back on Sarasin's head so that she was looking at the dim light bulb hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    "If you were anyone else, I would kill you now!" Ladia shouted as she grabbed Sarasin's neck with her free hand, "I would slice your throat and watch you bleed out here on the floor. You have shamed your family, you have killed our people, your people… for what! What have you gained, how is this world better!? How did your father and I fail you!?" 
 
    "Ladia, enough!" Lord Crinnan boomed. He hurried forward and pulled his frantic wife off their daughter. He looked at the two of them and shook his head.  
 
    "Now is not the time for this," He scolded them. He looked to his daughter. Her jaw had bruised, and she was in tears, but she seemed to be okay. He put his hand on her back and pulled her in. 
 
    "We missed you." He kissed the top of her head and embraced her. Sarasin placed her hands on her father's chest, and he squeezed her a little tighter. "You are home now. We will sort out your past when you are safe. Now just know you are loved and I will not let anybody harm you anymore." Behind them, Ladia shook her head and finally calmed herself. She approached her family and ran her hand through Sarasin's hair. 
 
    "I love you, and I missed you terribly," She slowly said as she glared at her daughter, "But I am not yet able to forgive you for the evil you have committed."  
 
    "I do not know how you ever could mother," she choked, "You are right. I have done terrible things." Hundreds of images shot through Sarasin's mind. She saw brief glimpses of flayings, hangings, beheadings, scorchings, stacking competitions… she saw the massacre from earlier and pulled away from her father, looking him in the eye. 
 
    "I deserve punishment," she sighed. "Death even, but not here. Not today, not at the hands of those who have betrayed me. If I am to die, then it should be at the hands of those whom I have wronged, if that is what awaits me at Base 21 then I am prepared for it. For now though, if the plan is to get me out of here, then please, get me out of here."  
 
    Her father looked at her solemnly and ran his hand through her hair. "My love, remember that there is nothing that you could do to make me love you less." He tenderly said. He took a deep breath and looked back at Eryc, the head of Sarasin's guard. "Are you familiar with Dauid's tower?"  
 
    "I am," Eryc replied, a bit perturbed by everything that was going on, "I am Govian after all." 
 
    "That you are," Commander Crinnan said, "Right now we are standing beneath Dauid's tower, the highest structure in all of Canrom City. Lord Xian's escort will soon arrive to pick you up from the roof of Dauid's tower and take you to Base 21. We… we will not be able to accompany you, not even to the roof of the tower. Despite our love for our daughter, we must remain here… in the shadows." 
 
    "I understand," Eryc replied, "We will keep her safe."  
 
    "Good," Commander Crinnan turned to the corridor opposite the one they had emerged from, "Down there you will find a ladder that will lead you to the basement of Dauid's Tower. From there you will need to scale the building to the roof and wait for the transport. They are sending one of their fastest craft so they should be there within the hour." Again, Eryc nodded, and Commander Crinnan snickered. "Never imagined I would be trusting one of my greatest accomplishments to a Govian." 
 
    "As I said," Eryc reassured his former enemy, "Sarasin is safe with us. You have my word." Commander Crinnan smiled at Eryc and extended his hand. Eryc looked at it silently for a moment and then with a deep breath, grabbed it. 
 
    "Thank you for protecting her for all these years," Crinnan nodded to the Elf before him, "Get to Base 21, I owe you… a drink at least." Eryc nodded, and Commander Crinnan turned to his daughter. 
 
    "Be safe my love." he softly said. Ladia stepped over and embraced her daughter tenderly, pulling her head so that their cheeks touched.  
 
    "I am not sorry," she whispered, "But I will always love you." She kissed Sarasin's forehead and stepped back. "Now go and sing your mother's song." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Century I 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    22:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    Captain Bran sat at his desk and silently flipped his communicator shut. He brushed his sizeable calloused hand through his dry white hair and grabbed the cigarette that lay in the ashtray before him. Bran thought for a moment about the conversation that he had just listened in on with ATC President Cade and Emerald. He thought to earlier, about the conversation he had with Alec who had gone completely AWOL and then finally to the strange calls Rubaan had made. 
 
    "Fuck," His deep voice rumbled as he exhaled a dense plume of smoke. His chair creaked under his weight as he lifted his massive body off of it and for a moment he stood and thought about what he had to do. In truth, he knew what needed to happen, but he thought about it nonetheless. 
 
    "What do you think Em'?" He asked the dark blue haired Elf who sat on the opposite side of his office. She was beautiful, almost mystical looking. Her eyes were darkly lined with makeup, and her hair was pulled back with a little hanging in her face. She was Ladia Jamiso's older sister and in Bran's opinion, about twice as hot. He stared at her with his one good eye and sighed. "Advise me." 
 
    "You know what needs to be done. Cade is… mysterious but trustworthy. He may have vanished, but he has never betrayed us. You really do not have much time to waste."  
 
    "Thanks…" He snorted as he picked his communicator back up off the desk. He punched in Lord Xian's number and hit the call button, ashing his cigarette in its tray as he did so. 
 
    "Captain Bran," A regal voice announced through the speaker on his communicator, "I expected a call sooner or later." 
 
    "I figured as much," Bran replied. "Listen we have ourselves one Hells of a situation going on here." 
 
    "Do tell," Lord Xian replied with rather a nonchalant tone, "Let us hear what you have to say." 
 
    "Apparently Commander Crinnan's son is alive in the Belhaas woods…" Bran reported, "You know, the Centurion whose funeral we just had. On a normal day that should be good news to hear but considering that vision or whatever it was that everyone had earlier I'm gonna have to say that we definitely aren't the only ones interested in him being alive." 
 
    "That would be a reasonable assumption." Lord Xian replied. "And?" 
 
    "And?" Bran thought to himself. "And I could write a damned novel about ‘and’ for you, you pompous sonofabitch." He restrained himself. 
 
    "And... I just spoke with President Cade of the Agra Triangle Corporation. He has located Crinnan," Bran continued, maintaining his professional composure. "My advisor Emerald also spoke with Rubaan Jamiso earlier… apparently, he has rendezvoused with Alec Flinn and the other members of Century Squad. They have taken it upon themselves to leave the city in search of Crinnan. Alec is acting on his own behalf on this matter and is straying from the mission I gave him… but that's not the issue." 
 
    Lord Xian yawned and hummed into the communicator, "What is the issue then, Captain Bran?" He asked with a patronizing tone. Bran took a drag of his cigar and once again, bit his tongue. 
 
    "The issue, Lord Xian, is that based on the information that Rubaan Jamiso gave me, one of your old buddies may have resurfaced in Belhaas and seems to be pursuing Crinnan." Bran replied, "A fellow by the name of Eon?"   
 
    Lord Xian was silent. Captain Bran heard him move abruptly on the other end of the line and it sounded like something got knocked over in the process. 
 
    "What do you mean, Eon?" Lord Xian spat, "I killed him a century ago." 
 
    "Yeah, that's what Emerald told me," Bran shrugged, "This is where it gets even more interesting. Apparently, Crinnan's brother ran into this "Eon" character. He sounded ridiculous; he was rambling some nonsense about how his body had been stolen and how his family was in danger. I don't know if that means anything to you but…" 
 
    "Captain Bran I need for you to gather Century Squad," Lord Xian suddenly ordered, cutting off his insubordinate, "I need them prepped and ready to go within the hour, we will all be leaving soon. I will personally reach out to Commander Jamiso regarding his sons." Lord Xian paused for a moment and mumbled something to somebody else in the room with him. "Is that understood?" 
 
    "Yes sir," Bran replied. He flipped his communicator shut and placed the device down on his desk. He looked to Emerald and snickered.  
 
    "Looks like we'll be making a little trip," he said somberly. He took another drag from his cigarette and mashed it into the ashtray.  
 
    "How did he sound?" Emerald asked, standing from her seat and walking over to Bran's desk. Bran stood and leaned against the wall behind his chair and shook his head. 
 
    "Like he had better things to do," He replied, "Well, that is until I mentioned Eon." 
 
    "That sounds typical," Emerald paused for a moment and then pulled out her communicator. "Shall I go ahead and summon the squad?" 
 
    "For fuck's sake Emerald," Bran sighed and rolled his eyes, "Don't ask how he sounded when you were listening to the conversation the whole time… and keep your damned ears out of my conversations. I'll tell you what I need you to know." 
 
    "I think I will be the judge of what I need to know," Emerald smiled and held the communicator up to her ear. "Mace," She said into the device, "Gather the squad, gear up and get to the ready room." She shut the communicator and leaned against Bran's desk. She looked up at the aging Gaian soldier and shook her head. She thought it was such a pity that Elvish males did not age as the Gaian ones did. Their skin hardened and their hair turned brilliant shades of white and grey. Their beards got fuller, and their voices sounded more… masculine.  
 
    While she was undoubtedly attracted to their features, she could only ever imagine sleeping with a Gaian. She sincerely doubted that one of them could ever fit comfortably inside of her, why the top of her head stood only to the bottom of Bran's sternum, and her shoulders were barely wider than his torso. She imagined she could never handle his girth… 
 
    "Emerald!" Bran shouted. She shook her head and looked at her Captain. 
 
    "Yes, sir?" She smiled, trying to push the thoughts of his muscular body out of her head. 
 
    "Stop daydreaming." He replied, "Go suit up; get yourself ready to go!" 
 
    "Do you want to help?" She found herself asking. Bran unflinchingly glared at her, and she snickered and nodded her head.  
 
    "I shall be back." She said as she walked out the door. When she was far enough away, Bran sighed and sat down in his chair. 
 
    "Don't even think about it ol' boy." He chuckled as he lit another cigarette. "You'd split her like a log." He took a drag and sighed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Ah, Hells!" Dauid declared, pointing out the front glass of the cockpit, "Looks like we got company!" 
 
    "I see them," Alec replied. He counted the headlights of four Govian HAPTs in the distance, and he dipped the nose of his own vehicle down. The transport skirted the canopy of the Belhaas forest, and Alec flipped the light switch in an attempt to hide his flyer from incoming Govian craft. He heard a bit of cursing come from the back as the vehicle bumped against the limbs and leaves of the trees, but he blocked it out. 
 
    "You see that over there?" Dauid pointed a robotic finger toward the left side of the vehicle. "Looks like fire." Alec looked and saw exactly that. Something was burning brightly East of their position, and a few dozen smaller lights were moving toward the fire.  
 
    "You reckon that has anything to do with your friend?" Dauid inquired, looking at his grandson. Alec nodded and brought the HAPT to a stop, hovering slightly above the trees. 
 
    "We are close," Alec commented. He had no doubt that the fire had something to do with Crinnan. He gave Dauid another nod of and then turned around and looked back into the cargo hold of the vehicle. Kelso's lifeless body was laying on the floor; someone had covered it with a tarp. Matalo glared at Alec and then looked away, he was apparently not pleased with him at that point. Dierlock was sitting next to Matalo, and he too seemed dismayed by the death of Kelso. Alec shifted his focus to Elia who gave him a faint yet warm smile. Flox had fallen asleep next to her. 
 
    "We are close," Alec informed his team, "Something is going on down there; I think Crinnan may be in trouble." 
 
    "Well we can't fucking have that now can we?" Matalo replied as he lit a cigarette, "God forbid your little butt buddy is having a hard time. You sure you don't want to wait around for Flox to die before we make a move?" 
 
    "Cut it out Matalo," Elia glared at him from the corner of her eye, "Alec is doing the best he can." 
 
    "Alec's bullshit got Kelso killed," Matalo retorted, "Kelso's been in this squad for twelve years without dying. I've fought alongside him on dozens of missions. He was a good Knight and didn't deserve to die like a fucking pig on a worthless mission." Elia was silent as she looked over to Alec. Alec in return had no words to offer. He just turned back around and looked out the cockpit windshield. 
 
    "He is right," Alec groaned, looking down at his lap, "It was my fault." 
 
    "Bullshit," Dauid snapped, "Those fuckers woke up and decided to follow you, you didn't make them. You soldiers know what's possible every morning when you get out of bed. This world don't promise you nothin'." 
 
    "I made the call though; I turned this mission into a risky one." 
 
    "And they followed right along with you," Dauid replied, "They signed up for this. Let them be mad, let them be dead. You worry about getting your friend home." Alec looked at his grandfather and shook his head. 
 
    He wished it were that simple, that he could just let them be dead. He looked back at Kelso's body again and ran his hand through his blonde hair. He knew that they had chosen to come with him, he had given them the opportunity not to… that fact did not make anything any more comfortable for him.  
 
    Oscar Kelso had been a friend to Alec. Because he was a reserve pilot for Century, there had been many occasions where he had flown alongside Kelso as his wingman or co-pilot. Kelso had taught him things about flying that Alec never would have picked up on his own, the two had flown missions together, talked about life and death… Alec felt great remorse seeing the lifeless body of the best pilot he had ever seen. 
 
    A pair of Govian transports flew by overhead and briefly engulfing the HAPT in bright yellow light. Alec tensed in his seat as he watched them fly by and then he waited for the right amount of distance to get between them before he lifted his hands to continue their journey. As he was about to flip the headlights back on, however, he saw something. It was a brief flash of light of some sort followed by what sounded like a tiny clap of thunder. Alec turned to look at Dauid. 
 
    "Did you see that?" He asked. 
 
    "Sure did," Dauid replied, "Something going on down there." Alec flipped the headlights on and powered the thrusters back up. He found himself praying to the suns, or whoever else may have been listening that what he had seen had to do with Crinnan. 
 
    "Flox, wake up!" Alec called back. He turned around and watched as Flox immediately sat up and turned to him. 
 
    "I am awake," Flox informed him as he cracked his neck, "What do you need?" 
 
    "Below us, use your infrared to scan for heat signatures. I think we are hovering above Crinnan."             Flox grabbed his rifle and slid one of the doors open. He held the scope of his weapon to his eye and scanned below us.  
 
    "Heat signatures below us," Flox quickly reported. He paused for a moment and did a quick count in his head. "Looks like we have seven bodies… someone seems to be pursuing them, though there's a lot of distance between them." 
 
    "Can you tell if any of them are Crinnan?" Alec asked. 
 
    "No, I can only tell that they are people," Flox adjusted his scope, "But let me try," 
 
    He watched one of the bodies shake its head and walk away from the body that was lying on its back. He focused on it and squinted. 
 
    "Looks like one of them is Crinnan's size…" He murmured, "Body language is pissed off. Sword on his back and pistols hanging from shoulder holsters… Probably Crinnan." 
 
    "Crinnan…" Alec felt a bit of warmth in his belly that was not unlike taking a shot of whiskey on an empty stomach. For a split second, he rested his head against the back of his seat, just long enough for Dauid to punch him in the arm. 
 
    "We gotta find a place to land!" He shouted as he leaned forward in his seat to look out the glass. He lit one of his cigarettes and removed his breathing mask, "Canopy looks too thick to bring her down right here. These buildings don't look like they can support her weight either…" He scanned the area and saw something outside Alec's window. "There we go. Put her down over there." His robotic hand pointed at a building that was raised slightly above the canopy and had a large circular roof.  
 
    "Not on the roof, but it looks like there is room for the HAPT in front of it." Alec looked at the building and nodded his head in agreement. It was not too far away from Crinnan's position and offered a bit of cover if they needed it. 
 
    "Flox!" Alec shouted, "You see that building with the circular roof to our left?" Flox leaned out the hatch and located the tower. 
 
    "I do." He replied.     
 
    "We will be there," Alec informed him, "Get to Crinnan and lead him to us." Flox nodded his head and leaped out of the HAPT and into the canopy. Matalo shook his head at how easy it was for him to just jump out of a mid-flight transport. 
 
    "Everyone else get ready," Alec ordered, thinking of the Govian craft that had flown by. He also thought back to Rubaan's warning and the smaller lights he had seen heading toward the fire. He knew that there was something else down there. "We may be in for a rough night." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Rubaan VII 
 
    22nd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    14:00 - Canrom City 
 
      
 
    "Why!" Rubaan shouted at his father. He slammed his hand against the bed of the truck that he sat in and shouted through the rear window, "I should have been on that HAPT with them, this is just as much my battle as it is theirs!" 
 
    "And you think it's not mine, son?" Commander Crinnan retorted as he navigated the truck down one of the dark alleys of Canrom City, "You think I didn't want to be on that HAPT as well?" 
 
    "I didn't stop you!" Rubaan replied. "You had no right to…" 
 
    "I had every damn right that there is and ever could be, boy!" Crinnan growled, "I am your father, I am Crinnan's father… and you know what you little sneaky shit, I am Sayraa's father too." 
 
    "Sayraa?" Rubaan asked, suddenly shocked at the sudden mentioning of her name.  
 
    "Yes, Sayraa." Crinnan turned his head and glared at his son, "My eldest daughter, the one who is commanding one-fifth of the Govian Empire's military… the one you spoke to only a few hours ago." 
 
    "Ah." Rubaan sighed. He had been discovered, "How did you…" 
 
    "I am Commander of the Black Knight resistance in this town…" Commander Crinnan quickly snapped back, "Do you honestly believe that I wouldn't know if my own daughter was in my town?" 
 
    "How did you know she was your daughter?" Rubaan asked, "After all these years?" 
 
    "Your brother told me. Many years ago."  
 
    "Crinnan?" Rubaan asked. 
 
    "Kiersen." Commander Crinnan hissed.  
 
    "He's alive?" Rubaan nearly shouted.  
 
    "Just as much as Sayraa is," Commander Crinnan grumbled, "You all think you are so damn sneaky with your secrets and your sneaking and your name changes. I know everything, your mother knows everything. Hells, we have our secrets too… more than you ever will. We have buried shit that would rock your fucking world if you ever learned..."  
 
    "Enough," Ladia calmly commanded from the seat next to her husband. She gave Crinnan a glare and waved her hand at him, "Shut up." 
 
    "Father, you know I should have been on that HAPT," Rubaan groaned as he rested his head against the back window, "You know I am tied to all this… whatever this is." 
 
    "I know we need to get answers," Commander Crinnan replied, "Because I do not know enough. We will be having a conference call with Supreme Commander's Xian, Kain Darkwind and Kazin Hawell tonight… they know more of Eon than Emerald or Dauid ever will." 
 
    "How do you know I talked to them?" Rubaan asked. 
 
    "Have you not been listening?" Crinnan sighed, "It is my responsibility to protect you. I am your father." Crinnan parked the truck, and he, Ladia and Rubaan all hurried out.  
 
    "The simple fact of the matter, son," Ladia said as the three jogged down the alley. "Is that you children... you think you are so clever and that we are not. Just as your father said, you all think that you are so sneaky, changing your names, having secret conversations, ruling the world in your own corners… but you can't hide from us. Your father, though much younger than myself, and I have been sneaking and hiding and scheming much longer than you have been alive. We know every move all six of you make. We are smarter than all of you combined, that is how we have lived this long. We know what answers to pursue, and from whom to pursue them. We know how to get what we need when we need it… we liberated Exgrane, we could liberate this city in a night if we wanted to… you, my son, need to trust our judgment." 
 
    The trio rounded a corner, and Commander Crinnan motioned for them to stop.  
 
    "Listen, Rubaan," He turned to his son, his tone had lowered, and he eased up a bit, "You have given us a grandson. You have a family, a life… you are also mentally exhausted and not very good at fighting. You cannot be charging into battle against Ancients. We, as your superiors and as your parents will simply not allow it, especially while Roc is now a part of the picture. While, yes, you are involved greatly in whatever is going on, you need to be here with your family." 
 
    "I am not even fucking real!" Rubaan declared, louder than his parents would have liked. They looked around to make sure nobody was looking and then Crinnan grabbed his son by the collar and slammed him up against the moldy brick wall behind them. 
 
    "You are!" He shouted back, his face twisting with rage, "Get it out of your fucking head. You're fucking real. You're my son, and you are god damn here right now. Your other body, your other conscience... You just don't need to fucking worry about it right now. Quit being a fucking baby and do what needs to be fucking done! Tell me, do you love Roc?" 
 
    "Yes," Rubaan growled, angered by his father's sudden assault, "Yes, of course, I love Roc." 
 
    "Do you love your brothers? Your sisters?" 
 
    "Of course." Rubaan bit his lip.  
 
    "Well, I fucking love you son. So, whether you were created 23 years ago or last god damn night, you are fucking real and if there are two of you now… well, there were always two of you so it wouldn't be a great stretch for me to love another one. You get my picture?" The commander cocked his head and released his son as he took a step back. Rubaan panted for a moment and then silently nodded. 
 
    "We're going to get answers," He promised, "Soon. Until then, either you keep fighting smart, or you get stupid, give up, and die like a coward." Crinnan unholstered a pistol at his side and held it out, handle first to Rubaan. 
 
    "Your choice son. Which are you? Remember, whatever you pick right now is final."  
 
    "That's enough!" Ladia announced, stepping between the two and pushing the pistol back at her husband. "He gets the point, now if you have had enough theatrics, we have a meeting to attend." Crinnan furiously pointed at his son and glared at him. 
 
    "You get your shit together boy," He snarled as he slid his weapon back in its holster, "Choose right, and you may have a long damn life ahead of you." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The masked king and self-proclaimed savior of Duraan stepped out of the darkness and into the already heavily smoking village of Pado. He knew the Demon had been there shortly before he had, that he was accompanied by an Ancient of great power. He knew, yet he did not fret. He stepped forward toward the flames and scanned the area. 
 
    "Come out!" He calmly commanded, "Come, face your destiny. Your new king has arrived!" Eon's troops followed ten paces behind him and matched his every step. They were adorned in their scrap armor and crude weapons. Their faces were covered in paint made from the blood of those they had conquered, and all of them eagerly awaited a fight. 
 
    "Felpnir!" A voice shouted from the darkness, "Leave this place! You are not welcome here!" 
 
    "Felpnir?" Eon spat. His voice sounded like he had just tasted something bitter. He shook his masked head and held up a clenched fist, "Felpnir… no, Diraak Felpnir is dead! I am Eon, your king and you will bow before me!" 
 
    "I bow before no one," The voice resolutely returned, "I am Xydos Lynx, brother to Sajinious and I sense Felpnir before me!" 
 
    "Chairman Lynx…" Eon replied. He belted a laugh and clapped his gloved hands together, "Lynx… ‘tis been a thousand years my old friend. Why I should have forgotten you by now!" 
 
    "Leave this place!" Xydos shouted, "These are good people, weak people. You will have no use of them. Move on from here; let them live in peace." 
 
    "The weak are to be reborn in my image that they may know strength! Bring me the Demon, Mister Chairman," Eon commanded, "Bring me the Demon and I will forgive your trespasses against me all those years ago. I will forgive your involvement in the AOC, oh how you were a thorn in my side." 
 
    "There is no Demon here!" Xydos shouted back, "Only me and my few villagers. We were sacked by the Govian Empire, we have nothing of value!" 
 
    "Lynx, I can feel you," Eon taunted, "Your power, while great has diminished. You could never stand against me now, not like you did back in the AOC. Give up, you are no fool." 
 
    "It was a thousand years ago, Felpnir." Xydos called out, "I am old, as are you. Let us part ways, as friends for you never know when you may need an ally." 
 
    "Ally?" A laugh emerged from within Eon. It was a deep, hysterical sort of laugh that lasted for only a moment and then faded away, "I made that mistake once… or rather you did. Come out; do not make me come fetch you." 
 
    Xydos phased into view, standing only a few paces in front of Eon. Eon looked him up and down and tsked.  
 
    "Robes," he observed with a mocking laugh. He took a few observant steps around Xydos and shook his head, "A hermit’s robes. Tell me, did you hope to die of old age in this putrid, insignificant excuse of a village?" 
 
    "I hoped to live," Xydos admitted. He stood up straight and did not take his eyes off of his old enemy, "I hoped to give my people a chance at life, to rebuild this ancient city and purge the darkness that you brought into it." 
 
    "This is a new aspiration," Eon raised a finger and cocked his head, "The Xydos Lynx I knew sent so many to their deaths in the first wars. Prior to that, he sent so many into poverty including myself and my… my child. Tell me, Mister Chairman, what brought warmth to your cold heart, what made you think that you could be one of…" He glanced around at the people staring from the windows and standing in front of the doors of their homes, "Them?" 
 
    "Time," Xydos reflected, "I watched too many die. My loved ones, my children. I too lived in poverty, my children… they starved with me. I learned humility; I have run from an Empire hoping to kill me for centuries… I am not who you remember Felpnir. Let me lead my people in peace."  
 
    Eon stood in silence and stared at his old adversary. For a moment he contemplated what he would do with the old Elf. He noted that he had not aged a day in a thousand years and snickered at the irony. Had it not been for Eon's research he would have turned to dust many lifetimes ago. 
 
    "It is true, time teaches many lessons," Eon clenched his fist and lowered his head. "But unfortunately for you, it is the key ingredient in revenge." At that, a beam of pulsing black energy shot from Eon's fist and he phased forward toward Xydos. 
 
    Xydos phased out of the way, tossing his heavy robe aside as he did so. He wore a white sleeveless gold lined vest and matching pants beneath. His muscles rippled as he shot out his own beam of NaNe power and held it before him in anticipation of another attack. 
 
    His long blue hair looked purple in the pulsing red light, and his pale skin glowed. The two became locked in combat as Eon appeared. He swung his beam at Xydos, but Xydos was able to block the attack with his own. Sparks flew as the pillars of energy collided and Xydos grit his teeth under the weight of Eon's strength. 
 
    "It does not have to be like this!" Xydos growled as he fought to hold his ground, "We can restore this world together!" 
 
    "Give up your idealistic fantasies, fool," Eon hissed, "I alone will rebuild this world, but only after I burn it all down. Accept your fate." 
 
    "Find peace," Xydos pleaded, "This revenge you seek will never put you at rest." The two leaped backward from each other and Xydos launched a fireball at his foe with his free hand. Eon held out his beam, and his energy absorbed the attack.  
 
    "Peace is for the weak," Eon replied, "The survivors, the unwounded. I am the wounded, the dead. I have conquered time and our very existence, I am Eon!" At that, he launched forward at twice the speed he had before and thrust his beam of dark energy through Xydos' chest. 
 
    Xydos gasped as Eon lifted him off the ground and into the air, "Behold the mighty Xydos Lynx!" He sang in a gleeful tone, "Chairman of Life Links, General of the mighty Alliance of Corporations." He looked his foe in his eyes and watched as inch by inch his body began to disintegrate into nothing.  
 
    "Dust you are, mortal," He declared with a foul grin. He clenched his fist and what was left of Xydos exploded in all directions, painting the area in blood and splintered bone.  
 
    "Burn this village to the ground!" Eon commanded as he turned and walked away, "Bring me every villager, we will discover where our Demon has gone!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hail the mighty Commanders Jamiso, liberators of Exgrane," Lord Xian's regal voice announced over the communicator. "Please forgive me for I do not have much time, but this is a pressing matter I know. Kazin, Kane are you there?" 
 
    "I am, my lord," Supreme Commander Kazin Hawell's elderly Humaan voice replied, "Tis a delight to hear your voice once again." 
 
    "As am I," Supreme Commander Kain Darkwind announced in his deep, silky voice, "I am pleased to hear you all are doing well." 
 
    "My lords," Ladia called out, "Thank you all for meeting with us. I know you all are very busy, but we can all agree that this unpleasantness is of utmost importance. As you know, my children have been causing quite a bit of trouble for us." 
 
    "Forgive me, but that is a bit of an understatement," Lord Xian replied in a mildly annoyed tone, "Your children have been complicating things quite significantly." 
 
    "Indeed," Kazin laughed with amusement, "Truly they uphold the reputation of the Jamiso family, of their father." Ladia glared at her husband, and he silently shrugged, "But let us talk of your son Rubaan for now. We understand he believes that he has encountered… Eon the Calamity?" 
 
    "Yes, my lord," Ladia replied, "Rubaan is here with me and hopes to tell his story. He will keep it quick." She nudged Rubaan in the ribs, and he spoke. 
 
    "Uh, hello… my lords," Rubaan nervously called out, "It is really… truly an honor to talk to you all." 
 
    "On with it," Kane impatiently barked, "Why do you believe you have encountered the one whom Xian and I banished a century ago?" 
 
    "Hopefully I do not sound crazy… lords," Rubaan stammered, "I do not want to waste any of your time. A little over a week ago I was standing in front of my mirror. I heard a voice, one I had never heard before. He proclaimed he was king and that his name was Eon. Of course, what made this strange was that nobody was there." 
 
    "I hope that is not all there is to it," Xian sneered, "But, please continue." 
 
    "He said the Demon was coming. That I was going to help him," Rubaan continued, "Shortly after, I became paralyzed but only for a moment. My spine felt icy, and I lost control over my body. When it was over, I blacked out. I woke up the next morning in my bed like nothing had changed." 
 
    "But?" Kazin asked, expecting more to the story. 
 
    "But… the next day everyone at my work was murdered by... me." Rubaan revealed. "But it was not me. I called in sick that day, yet there was video surveillance of me slaughtering everyone with a pickaxe. The Inquisitors showed me when they captured me. I never did such a thing. But I… I saw myself walking down the street with the people I had killed, but they were alive. Alec Flinn's grandfather Dauid was there with me… I mean they were walking; I would not say they were truly alive though, they shivered as they walked and did not seem to be fully awake or at all aware." 
 
    "Rubaan Jamiso," Xian spoke again, "You said he spoke of the Demon returning. This Demon, of course, is your brother Crinnan, correct?"  
 
    "Yes," Rubaan replied, "It has to be him." 
 
    "Rubaan understand what I am about to tell you is strictly confidential," Xian said, "I gain nothing from telling you this, but I believe you have been through a significant amount of trauma in the past few weeks. This information is for your own good. Do you understand?" 
 
    "I do," Rubaan replied. "I understand this is confidential." 
 
    "Very good," Xian paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. "The facts are, Crinnan has somehow miraculously shown back up in the realm of the living. We have confirmed through our most reliable source at the Agra Triangle Corporation that his NaNe signature, his NPin, and you may not know some of this terminology so please just try to follow along and do not interrupt me with questions, did, in fact, go offline ninety days ago when he was in the Belhaasi Weald with his squad. That only happens when someone is purged of NaNe or when they die. We were able to logically rule out a purge because his NPin did, in fact, come back online only this morning." 
 
    "Okay," Rubaan said. 
 
    "What this means, Rubaan," Xian said, "Is that your brother died and then he came back to life. Now, as you know, I am the direct offspring of an Ancient, and I have more understanding of their technology than most. While I do not understand everything, I do have at least a basic grasp on a lot of things. In the old days, it was not uncommon for an NPin to go offline and then come back online. This was a process that was a part of what was called the ReLive Initiative that was commercialized by the Life Links corporation, the creators of the NaNe. People would die, and their consciences would be uploaded to a virtual paradise called the AfterScape, an afterlife of sorts. It was a sort of vacation from the mortal world. Eventually, they would desire to return, and their consciences would be downloaded into a new body, or sometimes the NaNe would be reactivated in their old bodies and their bodies would be revitalized and brought back to life. That was when their NPins would come back online. We saw that happen with your brother, and with another… and now we fear a third." 
 
    "Be careful how much you share," Kain cautioned, "We do not know…" 
 
    "He is Crinnan's son," Xian quickly replied, "I am confident he can be trusted. Anyway, Vice Commander Milinka Emmal of Base 11 in Kamlot also recently returned from the dead. It was very close to the same time that you said you interacted with Eon. She crawled from her crypt and walked into the catacombs of her base. Her father suffered a heart attack when he saw her and has not yet recovered." 
 
    "Basically, my boy," Kazin sighed, "Our working theory is that your brother, Lady Milinka and Eon worked together to escape the Hells." 
 
    "Escape the Hells?" Rubaan repeated, "That's possible?" 
 
    "We have never seen it before," Kazin said, "Not until now… however, we do find it a bit odd that your brother returned in the Belhaasi Weald." 
 
    "Why?" Rubaan asked. 
 
    "Because the Belhaasi Weald was once the great city of Belhaas," Xian replied, "The home of Life Links, the creators of the NaNe. Milinka returned in Kamlot, Eon returned to Canrom City, and Crinnan returned in Belhaas… however, he did not return where he died. He returned exactly at the location of one of the great Sentinel Trees. Now I know you do not know the significance of a Sentinel Tree as neither do we, however, we do find it odd because the very Sentinel Tree we are speaking of is the only one that the Agra Triangle Corporation has never explored. We do as of this morning have confirmation, again from our friend at the Agra Triangle Corporation, that beneath this Sentinel Tree lives an Ancient by the name of Sajinious Lynx. The founder of the Life Links Corporation." 
 
    "Sajionous Lynx?" Ladia interrupted, "As in… Sage Lynx?" 
 
    "The same," Xian replied. 
 
    "Ah shit," Commander Crinnan groaned as he ran his hand through his hair, "You are telling us that my son is with Sage fucking Lynx?" He glared at his wife, and she closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    "Indeed," Xian answered. "We find it very curious that your son was resurrected at the location of the creator the NaNe and AfterScape, which by the way was redesigned into Heaven and the Hells after Govia won the war." 
 
    "You are implying that Sage Lynx helped our son escape the Hells?" Ladia asked. 
 
    "I am," Xian replied, "I also believe that your son helped both Eon and Vice Commander Milinka escape. Now, why Sajinious Lynx would feel compelled to aid your son is a question we do not know the answer to. Perhaps boredom, perhaps he remembered you, perhaps there's more to this story..."  
 
    "Doesn't fucking surprise me. The son of a bitch..." Crinnan threw his hands up in the air and grit his teeth together. Ladia gave him a furious look, and he sighed deeply, "In Exgrane I didn't kill him. He fought with Govia, and I befriended him. When I encountered him, I knocked him out and left him with the corpses with a note that said ‘you owe me.' He apparently took it seriously." 
 
    "Interesting." Lord Xian replied, "Either way, I am suiting up now to accompany Century squad in their extraction of Crinnan. We believe that Eon is also pursuing him and I need to be there as only I have ever vanquished him." 
 
    "Right," Commander Kain sarcastically chimed in, "You had no help?" 
 
    "Fine," Xian replied, "Only Kain and I have ever vanquished him." 
 
    "Either way," Ladia said, "Please contact us when you have retrieved my son…" 
 
    "Of course, my lady," Xian replied, "Until then, good work everyone. We will reconvene when it is all finished. Oh, and Rubaan?" 
 
    "Yes, Lord?" 
 
    "You have done well. Welcome home, son. When I return from the Belhaasi Weald, I ask that you meet with me, for I want to make certain that you and your family are well taken care of." 
 
    "Thank you, sir," Rubaan replied, "I will sir."  
 
    The transmission ended, and Ladia flipped the communicator shut. She sat silently for a moment and then Commander Crinnan spoke. 
 
    "Wow," He growled as he glared at his wife, "Sage Lynx, to think that fucker would come back into our lives..." 
 
    "Enough, Crinnan," Ladia shot her husband a stern look. A distressed expression spread over her face, and she sighed heavily, "Let's just wait this out." 
 
    "Sure," Commander Crinnan sneered. He looked over at Rubaan and gently placed his hand on his son's back. "You go get some rest son, go upstairs and see your family. Soon we leave for Base 21." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Crinnan XIX 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    01:30 - Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    The seven of them ran. At that point, the jogging and brisk walking they had become accustomed to had become a thing of the past. The group, of course, had a destination they were going toward, that had been an element of their whole journey. What Crinnan was more concerned with at that moment, was not where he was headed, but what he was running from. 
 
    “Not much further!” Nora shouted as she ducked under a low hanging branch, “Racon tower is…” she suddenly let out a low grunt of discomfort and went silent as her running came to a halt. Crinnan nearly crashed into the back of Sage as they stopped and that was when he felt the first drop of water splash onto the top of his head. 
 
    “Oh, fuck no…” Nora cried painfully. She was clearly terrified and bothered by something that Crinnan couldn’t see. As she shook her head in disbelief, she turned around to face Sage. A look of helplessness overcame her, and she bit her lip as a tear ran down her face.  
 
    “They… got me,” That was when Crinnan noticed the blood and the grappling hook protruding from her stomach. He had never seen it before, but he knew exactly what it was. He clenched his teeth together and pushed Freyja back as he scanned the trees. 
 
    “No!” Sage shouted as he frantically charged forward. He threw her to the ground revealing the cable that the purge-hook was attached to. A beam of fire emerged from his hand, and he quickly sliced through the wire. 
 
    “Come on!” He panted as he hoisted her up off the ground. Another hook flew past him, grazing his shoulder and ultimately planting itself in Guntz’ chest. Cade hurried over to assist and just missed grabbing hold of Guntz’ hand as he was rapidly reeled into the darkness of the woods.  
 
    “Reapers!” Sage shouted furiously as he turned to the others, “We need to go!” 
 
    “Damn it all!” Crinnan shouted as he made sure Freyja didn’t fall as they ran behind Sage. He reached down with his free hand and hovered it behind the boys back as they ran. 
 
    Reapers were Govia’s primary weapon against the Ancients like Nora and Sage. In the past, the Ancients had always bested the Empire in combat due to their superior handling of the NaNe. Govia eventually however adapted and created the Reapers; heavily armored NaNe users who purged and downloaded the powers of the ancients that they captured before they killed them. The entire process deleted the Ancient’s NaNe image preventing them from being uploaded into the Hells; they wanted to make sure that the Ancients were gone forever. 
 
    “Guntz…” Nora squealed as they charged through the thick trees and brush. She was crying, not sobbing but gently and quietly weeping as she knew that her powers, her NaNe that had been a part of her for so many centuries, were gone, absorbed by the Reapers.  
 
    Nora’s blood streamed down Sage’s back and mixed with the water on the ground, leaving a trail of crimson behind them. As the rain continued to fall and pepper Crinnan’s skin he watched tiny sparks of electricity pop off of him, leaving small streams of smoke behind. It did not hurt him, but it was strange for him to watch. 
 
    “Come on,” Sage repeated as he ran, “That is it, keep going.” Crinnan was not sure whether he was trying to encourage himself or everyone else at that point. His whole demeanor had changed, no more was he the self-assured, charismatic being he had met back at the cabin but instead fearfully determined to stay alive. 
 
    Crinnan’s sword found its way into his hand, and as the rain fell onto the blade, he watched chains of electricity flow down his arm and up the metal blade. He saw the jagged lines of blue light dance on the weapon as if they sensed the oncoming danger as if they anticipated the inevitable fight.  
 
    His heart pounded in his chest, and for a split second, he could not help but close his eyes. He felt absolute focus and clarity overcome his mind in a way that he had never experienced before. Each drop of rain that fell against his skin was an experience of its own and the gust of wind that encircled his body unlocked a memory of being swaddled by his mother when he was merely a babe.  
 
    Crinnan heard each breath that Cade took behind him and could even feel the heat trail that Sage’s flaming hand was leaving even though he was nearly ten feet ahead. He ran his hand through his hair and felt each and every strand pass through his fingers. It seemed that the indescribably complex nature of the physical had all of a sudden become clearer as if Crinnan had discovered a brand new, more profound way of experiencing the world around him. That was when he heard something behind him snap. 
 
    Crinnan spun around and extended his sword arm just as a Govian soldier approached. The point of the blade did not fully penetrate his thin metal armor but clanked against the back of it after piercing carefully through the front layer and his sternum. As he stood before Crinnan, his body locked up as if all of his bones had suddenly become one. Crinnan watched curiously for a moment as smoke started creeping out of the collar of the jerkin he wore beneath his armor. And then he noticed the smell; it was like meat cooking.  
 
    “What the fuck…” Crinnan gasped as the smoke turned to fire. He pulled his sword from the Govian out of fear of getting burnt and looked over to Cade who had stopped to watch. 
 
    “You electrocuted him,” Cade said with a tone of admiration, “By the Brothers, you are a NaNe user now...”  
 
    “I should say this is no time to gawk!” Sage called back angrily, “We need to get to the...” A hook flew through the air and planted itself in the dirt in front of Sage. “...tower.” Everyone turned to run just as the first Reaper emerged from the trees behind them.  
 
    Crinnan got a brief look at the pursuing Reaper. His face was hidden behind a reflective chrome mask, and his armor was thick enough to almost double his shoulder width. A long blue cloak with gold lining hung from his neck and seemed to wrap around his body, and the unmasked portion of his head was hooded. At his hip hung a broadsword and under each of his palms was a gas-powered hook-launching mechanism with enough line to hit a target from a maximum of about 20 yards.  
 
    Before Crinnan could run away, he heard a high-powered rifle being fired and saw the Reaper’s mask suddenly flash with bright blue light. The sound of a bullet ricocheting off metal echoed through his ears, and he watched the Reaper jerk his head to the side and then fall onto his back. The Reaper’s mask had somehow mitigated the impact of the bullet.  
 
    Cracks littered the face of the once solid chrome mask and prevented the Govian from being able to see. Whatever NaNe technology had been employed to protect the Reaper had done its job, but it was apparently a one-shot deal against Flox’s rifle. Quickly, the Reaper reached up and tossed it aside. The face behind the mask gasped and then scowled as he scanned the area. Crinnan saw an opportunity to strike, but before he could advance on his enemy, another rifle shot rang through the night. The Reaper’s forehead exploded, and he fell backward onto the ground, dead. 
 
    “What the fuck,” Crinnan asked, looking over at Cade. He double checked to make sure that Freyja was safe and saw him kneeling and silently holding his hands over his ears. Crinnan hurried to him and grabbed him by the back of the neck, yanking him to his feet. 
 
    “That was not me,” Cade replied as he turned his eyes up to the canopy, “Someone else.” Crinnan turned his head in the direction Cade was looking and noticed some movement above them. Cade raised his rifle, but Crinnan tapped it back down with his sword as a figure leaped from the branches and landed on the ground in front of them. 
 
    He was an Elf slightly taller than Crinnan, had the face of a male in his late twenties though his true age was nearly double that. His brown hair was pulled back behind his ears, but a few strands of it hung down in his face. He wore light Black Knight battle armor and carried a Klauds XK44; a high powered scoped long rifle that could not have weighed less than 25 lbs. Crinnan knew the Elf that stood before him; he was a Centurion, one of the two snipers in his squad. He had killed more people than anyone else Crinnan knew, and his name was Stevill Flox. 
 
    “A team is waiting for you at the tower to the West,” Flox reported as he quickly stepped toward Crinnan, “We are here to bring you home.” 
 
    “Flox!” Crinnan whispered with a surprised tone. He hurried up to the sniper and Flox nodded his head at him.  
 
    “It is true then,” While his tone generally lacked inflection, he nearly sounded surprised, “You are alive.” He gave Crinnan a quick once over and hummed inquisitively. 
 
    “I am,” Crinnan felt relieved to know that Century had sent a team for him. He recalled what Sage had said to him earlier about my squad having left the area. Another lie he thought to himself. 
 
    “Hey what day is it?” Crinnan asked as the four of them began to run after Sage, who had run ahead, “What day is today?” 
 
    “22nd of Ramlia,” Flox answered quickly, not bothering to care why he was being asked.  
 
    “22nd?” Crinnan repeated, nearly slowing to a stop, “of Ramlia?” 
 
    “Yes,” Flox replied. Crinnan shook his head and looked down at the wet ground he was running on.  
 
    “22nd of Ramlia,” Crinnan repeated, “That means…” It meant that Sage had told him the truth. It meant that he had not been with his squad at the caverns the day before. It meant that he had been gone for ninety days, a whole month… 
 
    “You guys waited here for a month?” Crinnan was surprised, thinking that Century had never left the caverns, “You waited for me?” 
 
    “No,” Flox replied, “We had your funeral yesterday morning. This makes two days I had to wake up early because of you.” 
 
    “My funeral?” Crinnan asked as they vaulted over a fallen log. He had always wondered how people would respond to his death. He could recall times where he would daydream about seeing the faces of the people at his funeral. Times when perhaps a less-sober version of himself would consider putting a bullet in his head just to spite others, to make them wish they had cared for him harder. 
 
    “Focus on getting to the tower,” Flox instructed, “We will answer your questions there.” They continued running. Crinnan felt invigorated; he was not sure whether it was because he was in the company of a fellow Centurion or if it had to do with his NaNe. Either way, he suddenly felt like he could run for days. 
 
    The four of them crashed through a thick wall of brush and emerged into a clearing. Crinnan’s eyes grew wide, and they all stopped dead in their tracks when they saw what was waiting for them there. Crinnan reached down and gently moved Freyja behind him. 
 
    Before them stood three Reapers and a handful of Govian infantry and kneeling on the ground in front of the Govians was Garb. Crinnan looked over at Flox and then to Cade. They all wore looks of varying levels of surprise. 
 
    “Weapons on the ground!” one of them shouted as he pointed his hook launcher at them, “The Demon is coming with us!” Cade was first to kneel; he slowly placed his rifle on the ground in front of him and raised his hands. Flox followed suit shortly after and Crinnan tossed his sword toward them and stepped forward. 
 
    “You want me?” Crinnan asked with an antagonizing tone, “I am your Demon, the one you have been pursuing all day and I am sick of running, so if you want me then come and take me.” 
 
    The Govian troops held their position and glared at the Demon with stone-cold expressions. Crinnan took another step, and they raised their rifles. One of the Reapers spoke. 
 
    “On your knees, Demon!” He ordered as he stepped forward, pushing Garb onto the ground with his foot, “On your knees, or he dies.” 
 
    “I know how this works,” Crinnan rolled his eyes and refused to fall to his knees, “They will all die anyway. I may even die. Why prolong any of it?” The Reaper stood silently for a moment and then stomped his foot into Garb’s back. Garb let out a loud wail and blood spurted from his mouth. 
 
    “You have the power to make their deaths quick, Demon!” the Reaper knelt down and grabbed hold of Garb’s thin white hair. He pulled his head back and held a knife to his throat. “Remember the dead will be waiting for you when you return to the Hells. You do not want to make them any angrier.” 
 
    Return. The word bounced around in Crinnan’s mind and echoed off the walls of his skull. He recalled Sage saying that he had brought him back from the Hells, that he had been dead when the Elf found him. Crinnan closed his eyes and looked down. Sage had not lied… but why could Crinnan not remember any of it? Why was he living his life as if he had been with his squad the day before? Where had the ninety days he had missed gone, what had happened to him?  
 
    “Kill me then!” Garb yelled up at the Reaper, “Send me to the Hells, let me be with my wife…” Crinnan looked down at the bloody and bruised deformed being laying on the ground before him and pitied him. A thousand cruel years he had lived, only to be reduced to an undignified, bloody and begging mess.              
 
    Crinnan knew the Reapers had the upper hand. He felt one of his knees hit the wet ground and the other. His arms fell to their sides, and he looked at the sword lying in a puddle in front of him. He remembered the electricity flowing through it earlier, recalled how he had electrocuted the Govian soldier with it. He had no idea how to use his powers or what he was even capable of. He wanted to blast them all away, to burn their bodies with it… if only he knew how. 
 
    Suddenly, something fell from the trees above. It was a person, and each of his hands was burning bright with fire. He landed just behind a group of the Govian soldiers and put his fist through one of their chests while slicing at another with an elongated beam of flame. 
 
    “Fight!” Sage shouted as he dove out of the way of rifle fire. He pounced on another soldier and put his hand through his chest, howling as he did so. An unexpected bullet caught Sage in the shoulder, and he crashed into the ground in front of the Govian. 
 
    Crinnan dove forward and scooped up his sword. A hook flew past him and nearly grazed his arm as he charged toward the Reapers. Behind him, Flox and Cade had opened fire on their own targets. Crinnan approached one of the Reapers and swung his blade at him. The Reaper parried the attack with his own weapon. the strength behind the deflection knocked Crinnan backward but did not stop him. He snarled and charged forward. 
 
    “Die!” Crinnan shouted as he stepped to the side of the Reaper and thrust his blade between his shoulder plates and his mask. Blood gushed out of his wound, and the Reaper stepped backward just in time for the other two to converge on Crinnan.  
 
    Flox fired on one of them, and the bullet hit him in his mask. The Reaper threw his mask aside and blindly fired his hook at the sniper. Flox got out of the way in time, and Cade was able to take the Reaper down with a shot to his bare face.  
 
    As Crinnan turned from his recent kill, he looked at the final Reaper to see that his hook was pointed directly at him. Crinnan gritted his teeth together and stared straight into the Reaper’s reflective mask. That was it; he had nowhere to run. He huffed and braced himself, preparing for the hook to rip through his body. As his lips quivered and his arms trembled, Sage suddenly belted a desperate sounding roar and charged in front of him. The hook fired and caught the Elf square in the chest. His blood splashed from his back and onto Crinnan’s face, and Sage fell backward onto the ground. 
 
    “No!” Crinnan screamed, charging at the Reaper. He stepped out of the way of Crinnan’s attack and batted at him with his heavy metal gauntlet. Crinnan took a blow to the head and skidded across the mud, landing next to Garb who was cowering face-first on the ground. The Reaper sent a NaNe blast into Cade and Flox, knocking them to their backs and Crinnan looked over just in time to see him standing over Sage with his sword drawn.  
 
    For a moment the two did nothing but stare at each other, but then the Reaper retracted his cable just enough to get Sage onto his knees. Sage held a weakened hand out toward the Reaper, but nothing happened, the wire had purged him of his NaNe, and he was left with no way of defending himself. His powers had all been drained, and he was left with nothing more than an old Elf.  
 
    Sage shrugged his shoulders and let his arms fall to his side. He looked over at Crinnan with a thin, bloody smile and raised his hand to wave. Crinnan watched, knowing that there was nothing he could do to save him. He shook his head and bit his lip. Sage gave Crinnan a slight nod and closed his eyes just as the Reaper before him swung his sword. 
 
    His head rolled away from his body and Crinnan scurried backward on the ground away from him, eventually pushing himself onto his feet. The last remaining Reaper, Sage’s killer, had turned toward Crinnan by then and was lumbering toward him. The ground seemed to shake as he slammed his massive boots down and Crinnan snorted and trembled with fury.  
 
    Flox and Cade both managed to get to their feet and took aim at the armored hulk but he threw his hand toward them, and another NaNe blast once again knocked them onto their backs. Crinnan gripped the leather wrapped handle of his father’s old sword and waited. 
 
    The rain started falling a little harder, and Crinnan noticed the lightning dancing across the sky above. In the distance, he heard a clap of thunder. Water dripped down his face, and small sparks of electricity popped off all around him. Crinnan noticed his sword was once again sparking and his free hand was vaguely pulsing with a blue and white electric light. He curled his fingers into a fist and glared at his foe. 
 
    “My orders are to bring you in alive,” The Reaper growled as he stopped before Crinnan, “Do you understand what alive means?” He pointed his broadsword at Crinnan and waited silently. Crinnan held his own weapon in front of him and waited for the Reaper to make a move. He could have overpowered Crinnan at any moment, Crinnan just needed to stay light on his feet and prepared to strike.  
 
    “Alive means many things, boy,” He finally answered, sidestepping around him. Crinnan synced his footing with the Reaper’s and kept his sword at the ready, “You do not need legs to be alive. You do not need arms. You understand, only the living bleed? As long as I return you and you’re still able to bleed, my mission will be accomplished.” Flox and Cade tried to get up, and the Reaper blasted them again, temporarily stunning them and knocking them back down again. 
 
    “You can make it easy on yourself,” The Reaper informed him, “You do not have to bleed. You do not have to lose your limbs. Surrender now.”  
 
    Crinnan said nothing. He kept his eyes locked onto his foe and watched his every move. He was so focused on his enemy that he did not notice the Lycaani boy sneaking up behind him until the last moment. 
 
    “Die!” Freyja screamed as he scampered up the back of the Reaper’s armor and latched himself around his neck. He had the short sword Crinnan had given him earlier held firmly in his hand, and before the Reaper could do anything to defend himself, Freyja began wildly and rapidly stabbing the blade in and out of the Govian’s neck. The Reaper tried to raise his arms up to grab the boy, but his thick armor prevented him from lifting them above chest level.  
 
    The Reaper screamed in pain and stumbled about… that is he screamed until Freyja severed his vocal cords and then he just hissed. Blood splashed up on the boy but Freyja did not lose his grip or his focus, and he did not stop. It seemed as if Freyja was channeling all his pain and anger into his strikes, allowing the darkness within him to fuel his rage. Finally, the Reaper dropped his sword and fell to his knees. Freyja, however, did not stop.  
 
    “Freyja!” Garb shouted as he worked to get to his feet. Freyja could not hear him. He screamed as he continued to stick the blade in and out of the Reaper’s neck. The Reaper did nothing, and even when his dead body toppled over on its side Freyja remained latched around his neck and kept hacking…  
 
    “Freyja!” Garb continued as he tried to run over to the boy. Crinnan held his arm out and caught the Ancient, preventing him from getting any closer.  
 
    “Let him finish,” Crinnan sighed, “He… I hate to say it, but I think he needs this.” Garb glared at Crinnan and ran his rubber-skinned fingers through his white hair.  
 
    “He is just a boy!” Garb argued as tears welled up in his eyes, “This should not be his life!” 
 
    “But it is,” Crinnan shook his head, “Unfortunately he was born into this. But look; he is a survivor, a fighter. Few could do what he is doing…”                  
 
    Crinnan continued watching the boy as he threw the mask off the Reaper and grabbed him by the hair. He made one more slice and pulled the dead Govian’s head off of its shoulders. He held the head up into the air and looked at it for a moment and then opened his mouth and screamed at it. He slammed the head onto the ground and began punching it over and over, and finally, he stood and kicked it into the woods. He looked over at Crinnan, smiling and covered in blood, and tossed his sword on the ground. 
 
    “I…” Freyja panted looking down at his bloodied hands. He had never taken a life before; he shook his head wildly as his mind came out of the blacked-out state it was in. For all of his life, he had been the weak one; he had been the one who got hurt. He had endured every manner of pain and disgrace; he had been the recipient of so many people’s anger, lust, and curiosity. Finally, for the first time ever, Freyja was the strong one. He was the one who held the sword, the one who did the hurting. For the first time in his life, Freyja felt strong. The boy looked like he was thinking about crying but instead, he dropped to his knees, threw his head back and started laughing hysterically.  
 
    “What is going on?” Garb asked, grabbing Crinnan’s shoulder.  
 
    “This happens sometimes,” Crinnan sighed, “Everyone reacts differently, handles it differently… but nobody takes their first kill lightly. It fucks everyone up in some way, but those who were fucked up to start? Well, it either helps immensely or worsens everything. I… have no idea if this is a good thing for Freyja.”  
 
    Crinnan turned from Garb and walked over to Sage’s headless body. He looked down at the bare-chested Elf and could not help but feel like it was all his fault. He knelt down and grabbed his hand.  
 
    “You loud fucking idiot,” Crinnan groaned. He shook his head and put his other hand on Sage’s shoulder. Crinnan thought about all the Elf had said and done for him. He said he had brought him back from the Hells, that he had taken care of him. He had escorted Crinnan as far as he could and ultimately gave his life to protect him. All for what? Crinnan looked down at the headless corpse and wished he had a cigarette. 
 
    He sighed and looked over to Flox and Cade as he stood. Cade nodded at him, and Flox stared expectantly. He was apparently ready to get to Racon tower and rendezvous with their squad.  
 
    “Garb, do you know the way?” Crinnan asked. Garb, who was doing his best to provide comfort to Freyja looked over at him and nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I know the way,” Garb rested his chin on top of the boy’s head, “We are very close now.” 
 
    “Do you know why it was so important to Sage and Nora that we got there?” Crinnan asked, stepping up to him. Garb shook his head and returned his chin to Freyja’s head. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he said, “But I do not.” 
 
    “Do you?” Crinnan asked, looking over at Cade. Cade shrugged his broad shoulders and looked away. 
 
    “These are Ancients we are talking about,” He replied, “They are very good at keeping secrets. I have no idea what they had in store.” Crinnan looked at his brother, the Agra President and then turned away.  
 
    “Let’s just get to Racon Tower. Garb, lead the way?” Garb nodded his head and picked Freyja up off the ground as he stood. 
 
    “Hush, child,” He said tenderly as he carried the seemingly intoxicated boy, “All will be well.” 
 
    As they turned toward Racon Tower, Crinnan took one last look at Sage. He wished things had ended up differently, but nothing ever worked out in his world. He nodded, and as he began to walk, he heard the voice of Eon. 
 
    “Do not run, my friend,” Eon purred, “Let us together bring salvation to this world as we did the Hells. Fear not my power; embrace it. It is yours.” 
 
    Crinnan looked around in the darkness, searching for the owner of the voice. He did not remember Eon, nor any of his time in the Hells for that matter. He pulled out a cigarette and held it to his lips, forgetting that he did not have a lighter. Suddenly, however, it lit, and he heard Eon chuckle. 
 
    “Prithee, dear Crinnan,” Eon continued, “Join me.”  
 
    Crinnan took a drag and shook his head. He turned and hurried to catch up with the others. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Sarasin XI 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    15:30 - Canrom City, Dauid’s Tower 
 
      
 
    “Just a little bit more, we are nearly there!” Eryc shouted back at his three companions. He was panting heavily as he had just scaled nearly twenty stories worth of stairs. He was, however, resolved in completing his mission and nowhere near giving up. 
 
    Gerard limped past the rest. The four of them had already fought past the guards of the main level of Dauid’s tower, and Gerard had taken yet another bullet, this time in his arm. Eryc shook his head as everyone walked past him. As captain of Sarasin’s guard, he had come to feel like he was a failure. Eight of his ten soldiers had fallen in battle or abandoned him in only a few hours. He clenched his teeth, burying the pain and hurried behind Quint. 
 
    “Behind us!” Sarasin shouted, stopping to let Quint and Eryc pass. Footsteps were clamoring up the metal stairs a few floors below them. Eryc turned and grabbed her arm, but she quickly shrugged his hand off and held her own hands out in front of her. 
 
    “I will buy us some time,” she declared as she focused on the stairs that they had just climbed. She eased her mind and released a blast of NaNe energy that collapsed the stairs behind them, preventing anyone else from following, or at least slowing them down. She let out an exhausted breath and turned to join her comrades. 
 
    The energy it had taken to collapse the stairs mixed with the mental and physical fatigue she was already experiencing knocked her down to one knee. Her long red hair fell in her face, and Eryc hurried to her side and grabbed her by her upper arm, helping her back to her feet. 
 
    “We can rest soon,” Eryc assured her. He pursed his lips together and gently placed the palm of his hand on the side of her head, “I wish things were not like this. I wish we were on our way back to Cidroska right now… but that just, it is not how things are meant to be. We must get to the roof my lady; we need to start our new life.” Sarasin nodded in agreement and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Right,” She said as she exhaled. She shifted her focus from worrying about her energy drain to getting up the stairs and hurried to join the others. 
 
    “We will make it!” Eryc shouted as he followed behind her, forcing his legs to move. “We are almost there. One more flight to go.” The four of them hurried across the platform they stood on until they reached the foot of their final flight. They clamored up the steps with what energy they had left, and all of them stopped to catch their breath once they reached the door that led to the roof. 
 
    “We are here!” Eryc declared between breaths. He proudly looked at each of the members of his team and smiled as he nodded at them, “Good job everyone, we are almost free.” He pushed up against the door, and the light from the brothers blinded them all. They shielded their eyes and hurried outside onto the roof. 
 
    “We made it!” Quint shouted with a desperate laugh; he spun around in place with his arms extended and looked up at the Brothers above, “We…” He stopped, and his eyes grew wide, and his mouth went silent. He stared ahead, toward the other end of the roof and realized they were not alone. 
 
    “A noble effort!” Prince Lazarus announced as he clapped his hands together and stepped toward them. He still wore his dark blue suit from earlier and held a rapier in his hand. His trademark smile was plastered on his face, and he brushed his hair back as he stepped forward. 
 
    “What an amazing show of strength,” He declared, as he strutted toward Sarasin and her guard, “That you could best the might of the Govian Empire. The fact that you still stand is a testament to our power, a true display of raw Govian strength.” 
 
    The wooden heels of his shiny brown leather shoes tapped against the concrete of the roof beneath him as he walked. It was all that Sarasin and her guard heard as they stood and faced the Imperial Prince and his guard. He elegantly held a cigarette between two fingers in his left hand and spun his rapier in his right as he walked. 
 
    “To the top of the most magnificent structure in all of Redodra!” He proclaimed, tapping the hilt of the sword against his hip as he walked. He took a drag of his cigarette and flicked it toward Sarasin and her group, exhaling a plume of smoke in their direction, “What a feat indeed! When all of the city came down on you, you still managed to escape. I nearly regret having to kill you all.” 
 
    Eryc stepped in front of Sarasin and pointed his sword at Lazarus. He knew his own NaNe abilities were no match for the Prince’s, but he also knew that he was the sworn protector of Lady Sarasin and he had to at least try. 
 
    “Loyalty like yours is a hard thing to come by Captain,” Lazarus declared as he stepped closer, “Why, even in the face of imminent death you hold true to your vows. Perhaps I assigned you to the wrong Bishop General!” Eryc remained silent and held his ground. Lazarus merely cackled in response. 
 
    “Gerard,” Quint whispered as he inched closer to his comrade, “Can we take ‘em?” 
 
    “No,” Gerard grimly whispered back, “Not with those rifles.” 
 
    “I still have a few SUPs,” Quint optimistically informed him, “Should I throw one?” 
 
    “Wait,” Gerard instructed, gently easing his hand down his side. He grabbed a fragmentation grenade and stepped up alongside Eryc, keeping it held behind his back for Quint to grab, “Keep him talking.” He mumbled to Eryc. 
 
    “My devotion has not been misplaced!” Eryc shouted, looking Lazarus square in the eye, “For once your judgment is not clouded.” 
 
    Lazarus threw his head back and belted out a loud single-syllabled laugh. “Oh, the wit!” He delightedly called out, “The charm, Captain, the charm! You truly are the best of Govia.” Lazarus stopped and straightened his vest. “You three guards shall be commended for your devotion to your oaths. You stood by your Lady until her bitter end. Fortunately for you today is her end, and as the son of the Emperor, I hereby release you from your oaths. Join my guard, and no harm will come to any of you. This will be my only offer.” 
 
    At that moment Quint painfully realized what it was that he had to do. He reached out and grabbed the grenade from Gerard and promptly armed and clipped it to his belt. Likewise, the boy armed the SUP and clipped it to the other side of his waist. He untucked his jerkin and allowed the fabric to fall over the grenades, hiding them from view. He gave Gerard’s shoulder a squeeze and walked around him. “Thank you for everything,” He solemnly whispered as he walked by.   
 
    “My prince!” Quint shouted. He threw his sword to the ground and waved his raised hands, “Will you take me?” Lazarus grinned widely and beckoned Quint over. 
 
    “You little shit!” Eryc roared as Quint walked by, “You are nothing but a traitor, you bring shame to your parent’s good name!” Quint remained silent despite the angry cries being hurled at him. He wished he could tell Eryc his master what he was about to do. 
 
    Sarasin watched Quint with saddened eyes. He briefly turned and looked at her as he walked. She gave him a smile and a nod, for she did not blame him. She did not want any of them to die for her, and as he turned back away, she sighed. She felt a slight amount of strange happiness that at least he, the youngest and most vibrant of her guard, was going to live.  
 
    Quint approached the prince of the Govian Empire and fell to a knee on the ground before him. He lowered his head and kept his arms at his sides. Lazarus stood silently and looked down at the young soldier for a moment. 
 
    “A traitor to a traitor,” He grinned, looking back at his own guard with a gleeful look in his eyes. “Unfortunately, you see. You were never actually welcome. I only wanted Eryconius and the big one. We do not have any vacant positions for insignificant whelps like you.” Quint looked up at him fearfully, and Lazarus swiped his rapier at Quint, cutting his throat before he knew what was happening. “Especially traitorous whelps who flee at the first sign of danger.”  
 
    Quint grabbed his throat and fell to his side as he gasped for air. He could feel his hot blood gushing out onto his hands and pooling beneath him. The feeling of his inevitable demise was heavy; it spread over him like a lead blanket which he could not escape. Lazarus stepped over his body and continued to draw nearer to what remained of Sarasin’s squad. 
 
    “Not even loyal to the bitch he died for,” Lazarus tsked as he stepped toward Eryc. Despite the overwhelming feeling of defeat, Eryc stood tall with his head raised and sword at the ready. 
 
    “We will not fall so easily,” Eryc cautioned, speaking through his teeth. To his left, Gerard readied his own blade and Sarasin walked around the right side of him. All three of them knew that they would not survive the encounter; Lazarus was too strong and too skilled. He had been around since the church turned into the Empire after the Messiah Wars. Regardless, they were intent on going down fighting. 
 
    With what remained of his strength, Quint pushed himself up until he got to his feet. He felt dizzy and tired and was growing colder by the second, but he knew he had to finish what he set out to do. Fear was no longer a variable to him; he took a step toward Lazarus’ guard and was met with a bullet in his gut. 
 
    “The little shit’s got a bit of life in him!” One of the guards laughed as he took aim with his rifle. Quint took another bullet, this time to his knee, and tumbled forward, landing on his wound. He clenched his teeth together in pain and began to crawl, dragging his injured leg behind him. 
 
    The soldiers approached Quint and encircled him. He became the target of all their weapons and the thrust their blades in and out of him and howled as they did so. Quint gasped in pain and could feel his life quickly fading. He rolled onto his back and stared at the faces above him. They were faces he may have once called brothers, people he may have once died for. Quint stared at them and scowled. 
 
    “What do we do with this one your highness?” One of the guards shouted, “Shall we…” Quint reached down under his tunic and clenched each of the grenades he had armed earlier. He closed his eyes and smiled. The guards took notice of what he was doing but were barely able to get out a shout before both of the grenades detonated. The blast tore Quint’s body apart and ripped through Lazarus’ guard. Their bodies were tossed in all directions, some flew over the side of the building, while others landed nearby, screaming. Nothing, however, remained of Quint. 
 
    “No,” Sarasin whispered as she witnessed the sacrifice of her youngest guard. Her heart sank into her stomach, for he had just given his life for hers, and even though she was in the midst of perhaps the most important fight of her life, she felt a sudden wave of depression come over her. She never wanted to see another person die for her again. 
 
    Lazarus looked slightly over his shoulder and hummed. He returned his gaze to his three-armed enemies before him and took a quick step backward just in time to miss Eryc’s attack.  
 
    “What a wonderful feeling it is,” He parried another blow from Eryc and sidestepped a mighty swipe from Gerard, “When the tables turn in your favor.” He somersaulted backward out of reach of Sarasin’s guard and what remained of his own hurried to join the fight. 
 
    “Draw your swords!” Lazarus shouted at his four remaining guards, “The runt detonated a SUP!” Gerard and Eryc each took up a defensive stance and Sarasin stood behind them with her own rapier in hand. She turned her eye to the sky and wondered where the Black Knight transport was. 
 
    “Kill them,” Lazarus ordered just as Sarasin saw the transport approaching in the distance. It was coming in fast, though Sarasin did not feel it was fast enough. She said a small prayer for Gerard and Eryc and waited. 
 
    The four soldiers charged forward. Eryc looked at Gerard and then back to Lazarus’ guard and started to run toward them. Sarasin watched as Gerard, having found strength in spite of his wounds, followed behind Eryc.  
 
    Sarasin kept a close eye on the transport which was flying straight towards them. She watched one of Lazarus’ men fall and saw his sword slide away from his dead hand. She looked across the roof at Lazarus and charged forward to join the others. 
 
    Gerard cut through another of Lazarus’ men and leveled the battlefield. It was two on two, all four of them brandishing swords. Only the day before they had been comrades, brothers in arms… never again would that be true. They had become enemies, and each side was ready to rip the other’s throats out. 
 
    “Stand down, children,” Eryc growled, “I could cut you both down before you knew what happened.” 
 
    “No chance, old man,” One of them replied. He darted forward and swung his sword at Eryc. Eryc parried and stepped to the side. The soldier ran past Eryc, and he quickly rotated his sword and plunged it into the back of the soldier’s skull. The blade penetrated the bone and emerged through his face, and the Captain pulled it free, flinging blood and brain off the side of the tower. 
 
    Sarasin passed by the smoking mess of gore and soot that once was Quint and took a deep breath. The young Elf had given his life for her… she had enjoyed the boy, enjoyed his youth and his humor. He wasn’t the first person that had died for her she thought, but hopefully, he would be the last. 
 
    Eryc and Gerard both planted their swords in Lazarus’ final guard, and as he fell dead, they turned toward their former prince.  
 
    “You’ve lost Lazarus!” Sarasin shouted as she arrived at her protector’s sides, “Give up!”  
 
    Lazarus stood and silently lit another cigarette. He took a drag and exhaled a brilliant cloud of smoke in their direction. He stared at the trio and smiled.  
 
    “Behind you!” Little Sarasin shouted as she suddenly appeared in front of Sarasin. Sarasin quickly turned around just in time to watch the door they had initially come through burst open. Quickly, Gerard threw another SUP at the door, and as the squad of Govian soldiers poured onto the roof, they were forced to drop their rifles and draw their swords.  
 
    “I do not lose,” Lazarus gushed as he walked forward, “I am the son of Emperor Govia Cidro, the grandson of Dura’Ana herself, you think you could ever come close to defeating me? I have the might of my father’s empire at my disposal!” 
 
    The Black Knight transport was nearly on them. Eryc looked at the flyer and back to Sarasin and then finally to Gerard.  
 
    “You two, the transport is here!” Eryc shouted as he reached out and squeezed Gerard’s non-injured shoulder, “Sarasin, go live your life. Find happiness, do not let my death be in vain… Gerard, it has been an honor, my friend. Always serve and protect our lady!” At that, Eryc clenched his sword and charged toward the soldiers.  
 
    “Fuck!” Gerard growled. A tear formed in his eye and he wrapped one of his massive arms around Sarasin’s waist. He heaved her up off the ground and ran toward the edge of Dauid’s tower.  
 
    Sarasin could not move. She watched and wept as Eryc leaped into his final fight, thrusting his sword through the chest of one of the soldiers. As he pulled the sword free, the rest of them surrounded him and began stabbing their own weapons into his body.  
 
    “Go!” He screamed, “Live!” 
 
    Gerard tossed Sarasin into the open hatch of the Black Knight HAPT and briefly looked back at Eryc. He growled as he watched his friend fall and then hurried into the HAPT himself. As the vehicle quickly ascended, the two looked down at Lazarus who could only flick his cigarette away and silently turn toward the door into Dauid’s Tower behind him. 
 
    “Sayraa Jamiso,” one of the Black Knights said to her. She had forgotten such a name existed. She looked to the Lycaani knight to see that he had his rifle trained on her.  
 
    “I am Centurion Pancho Lopaaz, a friend of your brother’s,” he said with a thick eastern accent, “You are safe with me; however, you are being detained. Do you resist?” 
 
    “No…” Sarasin replied, looking down at her lap, “I am prepared to face your Commander.” 
 
    “You needn’t worry of him,” Pancho laughed, “You should be more concerned to face your aunt, Emerald Fyres. Please, give me your hands,” He looked to Gerard, “You too big guy.” 
 
    Sarasin and Gerard presented their wrists, and Pancho placed a set of cuffs on each of them. “It is a long ride; we will stop tonight somewhere in the wastes. I look forward to getting to know you.” He smiled another sharp-toothed smile and sat down, resting his rifle against the wall next to him.  
 
    “Get some rest in the meantime,” He said, “You look like you need it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Ema’as I 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    08:00 - Canruusi Wastes 
 
      
 
    The truck bounced and sputtered as it traversed the dry and rocky wasteland that was the vast plains of Canrom. The once lush green sea of grass would ripple in the wind that blew in from the infinite horizon sending waves of brilliant emerald in all directions. That was no more. The world around them had died, the WMDs that had fallen from the sky so many years ago had left naught but dust and rock in its wake. Fortunately for Ema’as and Yarik, that was all they knew. 
 
    “How long have we been driving?” Ema’as asked as her eyes opened. She looked out the windshield to find that nothing had changed. It seemed like the suns had only recently risen; apparently Yarik had driven through the night. She looked over at him, and he licked his fangs and smirked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” He groaned as he thought of the food in the back, “The pain is setting in though, the Thirst is coming back. I need to feed soon.” 
 
    “How much of him is left?” The Vampress asked as she rested her head on the window to her right. “Will we need to find more food soon?” 
 
    “Not much and yes,” Yarik replied. He groaned at the thought of having to hunt, “Though I haven’t seen a warm body since we left. We will have to make do with the last of the guard.” 
 
    Ema’as whimpered and clenched her fists. She too was beginning to feel the effects of the Thirst returning. Her muscles were aching, and her mouth was parched. She could feel a hunger migraine coming on, and it made her grumpy. 
 
    “I have to eat,” She finally said, “Before I go crazy again.” 
 
    “We will stop soon,” Yarik promised, not moving his eyes. She snarled at him, and the truck bounced, worsening her pain. 
 
    “Where are we even going?” She impatiently asked, annoyed with the pain and boredom, “I doubt we have much fuel left…” 
 
    “Don’t fucking worry about the fuel,” Yarik snapped, he was clearly getting grumpy as well, “We are heading West, I am trying to get us to North Barus. There are High Vampre there; people we can join who know what they are doing.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would they want us?” Ema’as looked at him, and he shrugged, “We are as weak as they come.” 
 
    “We aren’t,” Yarik sighed and rolled his eyes, “Just shut up will ya?” The sunslight shone through the windshield and hit him in the face. He hissed and jerked the wheel, slamming on the brakes as he did so. The truck spun ninety degrees, and the sunslight hit Ema’as. They felt a sudden jerk, and both bounced up out of their seats. As they landed, she squealed with pain and crawled over toward Yarik’s side of the truck. 
 
    “Drive asshole!” She shouted, pounding on his chest, “Get this light off of me!” 
 
    “Get your ass off of me first!” He hissed, throwing her back to her own side of the cabin. He pushed on the gas and truck’s wheels spun, but they did not move.  
 
    “Fuck!” He barked, “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” He slammed his fists on the steering wheel and looked to his companion. 
 
    “We are stuck,” He growled angrily, “No thanks to you!”  
 
    “Not my fault,” She yapped back, “You’re the one driving you moron.” 
 
    Yarik bared his fangs and threw his door open. “We have to get in the back. We have to get out of the light, or it will cook us alive within an hour.” 
 
    “Great!” Ema’as moaned, “Fucking stuck in the back of a truck with your dumb, ugly ass.” Yarik’s eyes narrowed, and he snarled again, his lips trembling as he did so. He wanted to reach out and rip her throat out, but he resisted and jumped outside into the blazing light. Ema’as quickly joined him. 
 
    The two hurried into the back, howling in pain from the sunslight as they did so. They clamored inside the covered bed of their truck, and both sighed as they caught their breath. 
 
    “What now?” Ema’as asked as she looked at the barely-living guard who had been tied up back there the whole time. Most of his visible skin had been stripped from him, and huge chunks of flesh were missing. The two had been careful not to sever any arteries out of fear of killing him, but there honestly was not much left. 
 
    “I guess we eat,” Yarik smiled as he crawled toward the guard. The guard opened his eyes slightly and wheezed as the two Thirst struck Vampre approached him.  
 
    “Please... kill me this time,” He weakly whispered as they drew near. Yarik laughed as he sunk his fangs into the guard’s arm. He lapped up what blood he could draw and ripped a small piece of muscle from what was left of the guard’s forearm. Stepping back to eat the flesh, Ema’as took her turn and began to drink from the guard. 
 
    “It hurts,” The guard whispered as he cringed and turned his head to the right. “Why don’t you kill me?” Ema’as looked up at him for a moment as she chewed on a piece of his flesh. She felt mildly sorry for the guard, but not enough to stop eating. He was what was keeping her from losing her sanity, from living a life of pain. In her eyes, it was either him or her. 
 
    “We are going to run out of flesh soon,” Yarik observed with his mouth full of flesh. He poked some exposed bone, and the guard trembled. Yarik smiled as he chewed. 
 
    “There is simply not enough for both of us to keep eating.” He continued, giving Ema’as a grim expression, “We have to find more food.” 
 
    Ema’as chewed quietly to herself and realized he was right. She swallowed a bit of flesh and pondered her situation. What did she need to do to remain living? Surely she did not survive being imprisoned by Eon for her to starve to death in the Canruusi Wastes. As she took another bite, she chuckled for the answer came to her. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Yarik asked, smiling as he did so. Feeding had put him in a better mood; he was nowhere near as irate as he had been. He scooted over to Ema’as and smelled her neck. He was getting horny. 
 
    “You want to take a break?” He asked as he rubbed his crotch against her thigh. He braced himself and began to grind on her. She continued chewing and grabbed hold of a scrap of an old pallet, a jagged piece of broken wood. Yarik didn’t see; he was too busy humping her leg. After she swallowed the bit of flesh, she wrapped one of her arms around the back of his neck and looked into his eyes. 
 
    “You want to fuck me?” She asked with a playful grin. Yarik bit his lower lip and closed his eyes. Ema’as giggled and played with the hair on the back of his head for a moment. 
 
    “Well fuck you!” She suddenly scowled as she jabbed the point of the wood through his ribs and into his heart. Yarik gasped at the sudden strike, and his body collapsed in a disgusting puddle of blood and gore that soaked Ema’as and the truck bed beneath them. She groaned in revulsion and threw the wood aside.  
 
    “That’s fucking gross!” She screamed as she looked at the gallons of slop that Yarik had been reduced to. The smell was unbearable; she had to get out of there. She ripped one more piece off the guard and grabbed a tarp as she jumped out of the back of the truck and onto the orange ground. 
 
    With the tarp over her head to block the sunslight, Ema’as walked around the truck where there was shade and sat down. She was glad to be rid of Yarik; she hated him with every ounce of her being. It was his fault that she had been stricken with the Thirst… well, it was her own fault for breaking the law, but he was the one who turned her. Either way, he was gross and ugly and all around just not her type.  
 
    As she sat in the shade with the tarp over her, she chewed on the strip of flesh and thought. Her truck was stuck, and she had no idea how to un-stuck a truck. She looked at it and saw that the axle was resting on a rock, the wheel was up in the air. She did not know whether or not the vehicle would be drivable if she were somehow able to get it off the rock. For the moment, she refused to care. She munched on the guard-flesh and allowed herself to sit in silence. 
 
    As she spent time with her thoughts, she realized that Yarik’s plan hadn’t been a bad one. He was right about North Barus; it was nearly a safe-haven for High Vampre as from what she had heard in the past, that was where most of them gathered. She wondered how far Yarik had gotten them from the border and whether there was enough guard left for her to have the energy to make it the rest of the way. She really hated the idea, but she decided to check his body and see. 
 
    Ema’as hoisted the tarp back over her head and stood back up as she made her way to the back of the truck. She groaned when she saw the Yarik soup dripping onto the ground and rolled her eyes at the ridiculous person that he was. She did her best not to touch the disgusting goop as she crawled back into the bed. When she looked up, her eyes brightened, and she giggled with glee at what she saw. 
 
    The guard was sitting up and breathing normally. A look of confusion and disbelief was spread across his face, and his entire body seemed to have healed. He looked at Ema’as and shook his head, his face forming into an expression of fear.  
 
    “Please don’t,” He begged, “I am alive again, don’t do that to me again…” 
 
    “How the fuck are you whole?” She asked in astonishment, “What happened?” 
 
    “When he… melted or whatever, his goo got all over me,” The guard said, “My body instantly began to regenerate, I watched my muscles grow back and my skin close. It was… amazing.” 
 
    Ema’as thought over what he was saying for a moment and was so filled with joy that she could have danced. She crawled over to the guard and stroked the back of his head. 
 
    “You know what this means?” Ema’as gleefully asked. The guard shook his head and stared fearfully at the fledgling High-Vampre. 
 
    “It means our… well, my blood can heal you!” She was delighted, “It means you don’t have to die; you can be my source of food forever!” At that news, the guard lowered his head and began to weep.  
 
    “No,” He whined in a high pitched, nearly falsetto tone, “I don’t want you to do that to me over and over again. Please don’t; I’ll do anything!” He lowered his head and sobbed, and she once again took pity on him. 
 
    “Well,” She said comfortingly, “Maybe we can, I don’t know... Help each other?”  
 
    “Help each other?” The guard groaned, “The only one who will benefit from any of this is you!” Ema’as smiled and helped the guard to his feet. 
 
    “Look,” She said, “Maybe I don’t need to… you know, eat your flesh like I have been. Maybe all I really have to do is drink your blood. I mean that’s what High Vampre are known for, right? Drinking blood?” 
 
    “I mean,” The guard thought it over in his head, “Yeah that's all I have ever heard. I have never heard of High Vampre actually eating people.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe the Thirst just makes my hunger so strong that I can’t help myself, you know?” Ema’as smiled at the guard, and he sighed. 
 
    “Yeah…” The guard’s breathing slowed he nodded in agreement with Ema’as. He seemed to be calming, “I mean that’s a Hells of a lot better than you peeling my flesh from my bones like you were…” 
 
    “Right!” Ema’as cheered, “So, all you have to do is let me drink from you whenever I want, and if you get hurt or tired or something then I will let you drink from me, and you will be healed!”  
 
    “But how is that beneficial for me?” The guard asked, shaking his head. “I just don’t…” 
 
    Ema’as laughed and waved her finger at the guard. “Look, sweetie,” She said in a patronizing tone, “You are the one who is tied up, I am the one whose strength has tripled. I could rip you apart at any moment. I could fucking slaughter you in a heartbeat. This isn’t a conversation; I really honestly don’t care about it being beneficial to you. You are my slave now. That is just how your life is from now on.” 
 
    “Thank you for your honesty…” The guard sighed. He groaned and sat back down, gagging at the sight of the Yarik soup that he forgot was beneath him. 
 
    “Look it doesn’t all have to be bad!” Ema’as chirped, “I mean. You’re cute. Eventually, I will need some sexy company and, I mean you are a lot better looking than Yarik. Not like I am picky anyway, if you remember I was in between two guys in the middle of Eon’s camp when I got in trouble.” The guard looked up at her and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I guess that doesn’t sound so bad,” He rationalized his situation with the promise of sex. He nodded his head shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever then.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it!” Ema’as laughed, rolling her eyes. “I will be nice as long as you cooperate. I’m not a mean person!”  
 
    The guard reluctantly nodded. He did not want to upset her by disagreeing with her. He faked a smile and stood back up. “So, can you untie me?”  
 
    Ema’as thought it over for a second and shook her head. “Not yet.” She squinted her eyes and pursed her lips together, “I don’t fully trust you yet. I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    “Camber,” He told her, “My name is Camber.” 
 
    “Well mine is Ema’as,” She smiled and extended her hand, “Oops!” She laughed, remembering his hands were tied behind his back, “My mistake!” Camber rolled his eyes, and Ema’as beckoned him to follow her. 
 
    The two hopped out of the back of the truck, and Ema’as quickly picked up her tarp and draped it over herself to protect her body from the Brothers. She grabbed some rope that was sitting inside the truck and walked over to Camber. 
 
    “Hold still,” She instructed him as she wrapped the rope around his neck. 
 
    “Hey, what… what are you doing?” He asked, fearful of what was going on. 
 
    “Making you a leash, dog.” She playfully explained as she bit her lower lip. She made sure that the rope left him room to breathe but not enough to somehow escape. When she felt she had given him the right amount of room, Ema'as tied the nastiest knot she could and looked down at his hands. 
 
    “Okay, so I am going to untie your hands now,” She raised her eyebrows at him and crossed her arms. “If you fucking run, I am going to rip your head off. Understand?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Camber sighed, “But wait.” He bent over and reached into the goo that was once Yarik beneath him. He pulled the keys to the truck up and showed them to Ema’as, “We will probably need these.” 
 
    “Good job!” She smiled wide and spun him around. She untied the rope that bound his wrists together and tossed it aside. Camber rubbed his wrists and smiled. 
 
    “So…” He looked around at the wasteland and then back to her, “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “We have to get unstuck,” She pointed at the wheel of the truck that was in the air, “Stupid ass Yarik got us stuck on a rock, and now the truck won't drive. Any suggestions?” 
 
    Camber knelt down and looked at the axle. He hummed as he examined it and turned to Ema’as. 
 
    “So, it is definitely stuck,” he confirmed, “But I might know how to fix it.” He scanned the area for a moment, obviously looking for something, “There!” He pointed to a rock and walked over to it.  
 
    “Hey!” Ema’as shouted as she ran over to him, “Stop! That’s not how this works! I will do it.” She bent down and picked up the rock, glaring at her slave as she did so. “I am not about to be bludgeoned to death by my food.”  
 
    “Right,” Camber sighed, “So basically you just need to stick the rock under the tire really tight, and the hope is that the tire will catch the rock just enough so that the truck moves forward. We only need to move it a bit.” 
 
    “You do it,” Ema’as shook her head. “I am not turning my back to you.” 
 
    “But what about me bludgeoning you to death with a rock?” Camber asked, confused. 
 
    “Nope,” She stepped back, holding tight onto the rope, “You won’t, I will see you coming. Get it done.” She moved back a couple more steps as Camber rolled his eyes and knelt down. He toiled for a moment, jamming the rock underneath the wheel. The slave was careful not to damage the tire as he worked. Once he got the stone firmly in place, he began digging the dirt around him, packing the soil around the rock. He made sure that the ground was smooth and level and finally after nearly a few minutes, stood and nodded to Ema’as. 
 
    “I think that should do it,” He was sweating profusely and unbuttoned what was left of his ripped shirt. Ema’as watched closely as he tossed the shirt aside, revealing his well-toned and horribly scarred body. She raised her eyebrows and cocked her head to the side, thinking the life she was finding herself living might not be so bad after all.  
 
    Camber tossed his helmet on the ground as well, revealing his Faire ears and short lavender colored hair. His eyes were the same color as his hair and the stubble on his face was white. He had scars all over the left side of his face, but she thought that made him look sexier, more dangerous. She smirked at her lucky find and cleared her throat as she walked toward him. 
 
    “Okay so, get in the truck,” She ushered him toward the driver’s side door, “Give me the keys.” 
 
    “How am I going to start it without the keys?” Camber groaned. 
 
    “Just do what I say, slave,” She commanded, “I don’t need you driving away without me.” 
 
    “Fine,” Camber put the keys into her hand, and she quickly let go of the rope and ran around to the passenger side of the truck. She jumped in, grabbed Camber’s rope again and pulled it inside the truck from his open door. 
 
    “Okay,” She adjusted her tarp and nodded at him to start the truck. She gave him the keys once again, and after he stuck them into the ignition, he turned them and the vehicle roared to life. He shut his door, and she closed hers, and she looked over him with anticipation. 
 
    “Oh I hope this works,” She groaned, as she watched him press on the gas. Almost instantly, the truck found traction and moved forward. Ema’as jumped up and down in her seat, rustling her tarp as she did so. Camber could not help but laugh as he pushed the accelerator and drove forward. 
 
    “You know you surprisingly aren’t as scary as you should be,” Camber noted as he directed the vehicle West, per Ema’as pointing, “When you’re not ripping my flesh off of me… you’re actually kind of bearable.” 
 
    “Watch it,” She growled as she wrinkled up her forehead and squinted her eyes at him, “Don’t get comfortable. I may have a likable personality, but we aren’t friends just yet. Just drive.”  
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” Camber replied. He looked down at the gas gauge and whistled.  
 
    “You know, it looks like we still have a half tank left,” He observed, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “North Barus,” she told him, “I have no idea how far it is, so just keep driving northish westy.” 
 
    “Northish westy?” Camber could not help but laugh. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “What?” Ema’as asked, confused by his laughing. She smiled and started laughing herself. “What?” 
 
    “Just… northwest is a word. Northish westy… isn’t” He blurted out a laugh again and she joined him.  
 
    “Okay so I am not a complete genius,” she said sarcastically, “You knew what I meant though.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I got it,” Camber shook his head, “It was just funny.” They sat in silence for nearly an hour after that. Camber had found it easy to trust Ema’as. He had discovered that she was right; she was not all bad after all. She was funny, kind of ditsy and cute. In his mind, he knew it was best that they got along if he was going to be her slave. 
 
    The filleting and consumption of his flesh, of course, had been traumatizing to him. He found it strange that he was so quickly able to be comfortable with Ema'as even after he watched her rip into him. He wondered if it was some kind of Vampre magic, some kind of spell she had him under. He had heard of High Vampre controlling other people’s thoughts and wondered if she was somehow doing that.  
 
    “So, were you always a marauder?” She finally broke the silence and asked, “I mean, were you born into it?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” Camber replied, “Though I never knew my parents. They and my original tribe were wiped out when I was a baby. Somehow I didn’t get eaten and was raised by the tribe that conquered mine… it was Heklaar’s tribe.” 
 
    “Heklaar huh?” Ema’as rolled her eyes and groaned at the thought of the Gaian judge, “I really hate that guy.” 
 
    “Well he’s dead now so, I guess that's good news to you.”  
 
    “Dead?” Ema’as repeated, “How did that happen?” 
 
    “Eon has these things… they were monsters really. They are called Maas’Eon. Someone told me that it means Children of Eon in Ancient Vampre.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Ema’as replied, “So these Maas’Eon killed Heklaar?” 
 
    “Yeah. Eon wanted to see how strong they were so he sent Heklaar to fight them. Heklaar killed one and then Eon thought it was unfair, so he had Heklaar take off his armor. Heklaar didn’t last nearly as long and was chopped up by three of them.” 
 
    “Damn,” Ema’as snickered, “What an idiot, Heklaar was his strongest, most loyal Judge. I didn’t get that guy… Eon. He was pretty absorbed with himself.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Camber chuckled, “And the Demon. Man, I bet those two are going to suck each other’s dicks hard when they find each other.” Ema’as burst out laughing and leaned back in her seat. 
 
    “Yeah, I can hear it now!” She giggled as she began to impersonate Eon, “I am that I am, cum onto me that I may be glazed with your essence of purity…” She began laughing hysterically, and Camber rolled his eyes and laughed with her. 
 
    “Good impression,” He snickered, “Yeah that guy was weird. I am kind of glad that I am not with him anymore.” 
 
    “Me too,” Ema’as snorted, “He made me this way you know.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Camber replied, “I watched it happen. That sucks.”  
 
    “You have no idea,” Ema’as felt her mouth start to go dry, and her muscles began to feel sore. She looked over at Camber and sighed. 
 
    “Camber…” She groaned, “Camber I need to eat before I start getting angry.” He pushed on the brakes and pulled over. As he shifted the vehicle into park, he looked over at Ema’as and sighed. 
 
    “Just… make it quick,” He closed his eyes and held out his arm, “Try not to overeat I guess.”  
 
    Ema’as pursed her lips together and grabbed his arm. She opened her mouth and her fangs extended outward. Camber turned his head and she sunk them into his forearm. 
 
    “Okay, don’t bite, just suck!” He desperately instructed her, “See if the blood will satisfy you, not the flesh.” Ema’as grinned and clamped down on his wrist in defiance. He yelped and jerked away, and Ema’as raised her eyebrows in a ‘fuck you I’m the boss’ kind of way. Camber took the hint and shut his mouth. 
 
    Warm blood seeped into her mouth and down her throat. As she drank, she felt her muscles loosen and her head clear. She began to moan as she swallowed more and more of Camber’s blood and finally, she pulled away and wiped her mouth. 
 
    “I am satisfied,” She smiled, happy to find that that was all it took, “How do you feel?” 
 
    “I am fine,” Camber replied, “That was bearable.” 
 
    “Yeah?” She asked, licking the flavor from her lips. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the euphoria that the blood gave her. She breathed softly, gently moaning every time she exhaled. 
 
    Her whole body felt good, relaxed, comfortable. She laid her head on Camber’s shoulder and placed her hand on his lap. 
 
    “Thank you, Camber,” She kissed him on his neck and searched for the edge of his pants with her fingers, “I think I am ready.”  
 
    Camber turned toward her and looked into her eyes. The mutual sharing of blood had put them both in a highly erotic mood, as was the norm. She smiled, and they leaned closer and touched their lips together. Slowly they kissed, and Camber groaned as Ema’as caressed his body. 
 
    “I think I am ready too,” Camber laughed as he pushed her back onto the seat. Ema’as covered both of them with her tarp and bit her lip as she felt Camber’s body on top of hers. 
 
    “I think we are going to get along fine,” She whispered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Rubaan VIII 
 
    22nd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    22:00 - Canrom City 
 
      
 
    Rubaan slouched in a chair across from his wife at his mother’s dinner table. His eyes were cast down toward the wood, but he could feel Amaria’s gaze burning through him. She had every right to be angry; he had, after all, left her and Roc without warning.  
 
    He wished she would try to understand his side of things. He wanted her to just… be on his team. He needed her support; he wanted her love and knew that it if he were able to feel it, it would validate his insecurities as a clone. Rubaan felt like everything he did was scrutinized by her, like he was on trial for every decision that was made both good and bad, like no matter what he did it had to be approved by her. He stared down at the table and sighed. He was, of course, being dramatic - she wasn’t really like that all the time. 
 
    “I just need to understand,” she spoke slowly and patiently, but with clear anger. “I need to understand what made you think it was okay to just abandon us the way you did.” 
 
    “I didn’t abandon you!” Rubaan argued as he snapped his head up. His gaze was met with an icy cold stare, and he sighed as he ran his fingers through his hair, “Amaria you are in danger with me around. I had to get away from you as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Rubaan, what are you talking about?” She rolled her eyes and looked up toward the ceiling, “You are the most harmless person I know; you would never hurt Roc or me. How am I in any danger?” 
 
    “Hey wait, I’m not entirely harmless,” He objected. Not in danger of me…” Rubaan groaned as he buried his face in his hands. He sighed, for he knew that the road he was on with her had come to an end. He could hide no more; he had to reveal the truth. He realized it was his own fault that the two had butted heads, that he needed to change for them to get out of the funk they were in.  
 
    "I have been hiding the truth from you," He croaked, not looking up at her. She stared at him with cold eyes. 
 
    "No shit." She smirked, burning a hole through him with her gaze. 
 
    "Something happened to me about ten days ago," Rubaan explained in an ashamed tone, "You won't believe me, but I just need you to listen..." Rubaan recanted the story of Eon from beginning to end. He told Amaria of the possession, the cloning of his body, and of Dauid and the encounter with his original body outside of the mines. 
 
    When Rubaan finished his story, Amaria could do nothing but stare at him. She did not make a sound or an expression for a moment. Eventually, however, she sighed and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    "You have lost your mind, my love," She lamented as she recanted the outrageous story in her mind, “That or you are lying to me to cover something else up." She took a drink from the cup of water in front of her and let out a groan. 
 
    "I wish it were so," Rubaan whispered, once again looking at the table in front of him, "But it's all real. None of it is made up. I wish I truly were insane." 
 
    Amaria sneered, her shoulders bobbed up and down as she did so. She slid her chair back and stood, turning away from her husband. As she did, Rubaan's mother entered the room. 
 
    "Listen here," She snarled as she approached her son's Vampress wife. She extended a long-nailed finger and nearly jabbed it into Amaria's chest. 
 
    "My son does not need judgment right now," she growled as she invaded Amaria's space, "What Rubaan is telling you is... it is true. We have confirmed it. He is not lying to you." Amaria stared at Ladia intensely for a moment and tutted. She bit her lower lip and glared at Ladia.  
 
    "Who better to identify a lie than you?" She asked, bearing her pearly white teeth in a wicked smile, "Tell me, how much longer do you plan on keeping your... special little lie from him?" 
 
    "That’s... enough..." Ladia stepped back, burning with shock and anger, "How do you..."  
 
    Amaria tapped her head with a finger and raised her eyebrows. The Vampress knew she had gone too far, that her anger had taken her more steps than she wanted to go, but at that point, she could not turn back. 
 
    "Some of my High Vampre Abilities linger," She explained, "From time to time, I can hear the thoughts of the true-blooded. I heard your thoughts earlier today. I know your deepest secret, the one you have protected Rubaan and his brother from for so long." She stepped forward, and Ladia reeled back, her hand closing into a fist as she did so. 
 
    "Stop it," Ladia hissed, looking over at her son and then back to her daughter in law, "Stop it now, it is not your place." 
 
    "And this is not your place," Amaria growled, "Stay out of my marriage, and I will keep your secrets to myself."  
 
    Rubaan looked back and forth from his mother to his wife. He cringed as he listened to the whole exchange. His mother had always been protective of her children, perhaps overbearing at times. He knew she couldn't help it. Fyres blood was quick to ignite, and when it did, reason was rarely able to put the flames out. Amaria, however, had somehow quelled his mother.  
 
    "Enough, both of you!" Commander Crinnan declared as he suddenly entered the kitchen. He had heard the shouting from another room and had hurried to diffuse the situation. 
 
    "Amaria, you are right, we have no business in your affairs," He glared at Ladia, giving her a look that suggested that he too knew of his wife's secrets, "And you have no business in my wife's. Please, we are a family. Let us sit and find level ground together." Commander Crinnan pulled a chair from the table for his wife and held his hand out, beckoning her to sit. She looked around nervously and eased herself down, Amaria followed suit. Crinnan walked to the opposite side of the table and sat across from his wife, smiling at her as he did so. 
 
    "It is true," Commander Crinnan looked to his left at Amaria, "Everything Rubaan told you. We confirmed and cross-checked it all with Commander Xian earlier today; this is not something that Rubaan could have just... made up. Something has happened to the man that we love, and we need to do our best to support him." 
 
    "How..." Amaria asked, visibly frustrated, "It seems so farfetched, so unrealistic. How could Rubaan be..." 
 
    "A clone?" Crinnan raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips together, "Amaria, I am as... stricken with all this as you are. I now have triplet sons instead of twins. One returned from the dead and is lost in the Belhaasi Weald, one is possessed by a chaotic entity and currently pursuing the one lost in the Belhaasi Weald, and the third is here sitting with us because I would not permit him to leave. I did this for you, Amaria, for you and my grandson." 
 
    Amaria looked over at Rubaan and tried to rub the stress out of her forehead. Finally, she closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    "Rubaan..." She sighed, not opening her eyes, "If this is all true then... then the man I married is in the Belhaasi Weald." Rubaan felt his heart drop into his stomach.  
 
    "It's... It's so..." She groaned and stood up, "You're not the Rubaan I married. You're a different body, a copy. I know you have his feelings and memories, but you're... a different person. You were pulled out of thin air!" She turned around and began to weep. Rubaan started to stand, but Ladia reached out and grabbed his arm, shaking her head as she did so. 
 
    "I did not make my vows to you," Amaria sobbed, looking at Rubaan, "It... it is not fair to him for me to..." 
 
    "I understand," Rubaan gently croaked. He locked his eyes onto Amaria's, and he slowly nodded. He quickly found that he couldn’t control himself, his face contorted and tears began to fall from his eyes. In a way, she was right. She did marry the original Rubaan, and he was just a copy of that person even though he remembered their wedding day perfectly. He closed his eyes and lowered his head into his hands, and his mother scooted closer and placed her hand on his back. 
 
    "We have all found ourselves in difficult situations," Commander Crinnan announced, "But we must remember we are family. Be it by blood or by love, we are all bound together. While we all must sort through our emotions and come to terms with them, none of us can forget that we all are on the same side... This is house Jamiso; together we stand strong." 
 
    Amaria howled and keeled over, vomiting as she did so. Rubaan again tried to stand but his mother's grip on his arm grew tighter, and she shook her head. Instead, Commander Crinnan stood and walked to Amaria's side. 
 
    "Come," He urged her, placing his hand on her back, "You need to lie down, you need to..." 
 
    Amaria spun and held a finger up at Crinnan. He jumped back with hands raised, showing he meant no harm. Amaria hissed, and fangs burst from her gums. Rubaan then realized that the vomit was a dark red, it was blood... 
 
    "Easy Amaria," Crinnan urged her, "Please, we..." 
 
    "Just stop..." She shook her head and grabbed hold of the back of the chair, trying to balance herself. She bent over, and Rubaan shrugged off his mother's grip and stood.  
 
    "What is this?" He demanded as he approached her, "The fangs, the blood..." 
 
    "All mortal life ends," She groaned, looking up at him with red eyes, "You... the other you gave me mortal life again but... recently it has faded. The Thirst has returned, I am reverting to how I was when you... when he met me." She coughed, splashing blood onto the table. Rubaan reached out and touched her, but she reeled back. 
 
    "Please stop," She begged as she wept bitterly. Tears of blood streamed down her face, and she looked at everyone with a horrified expression, "I just… I need to be left alone... just for tonight. Please just leave me alone." 
 
    Commander Crinnan stepped forward and held his hands out, "Amaria we love you." He assured her with a comforting tone, "Go rest. We will leave for Base 21 later. You will all be safe there." 
 
    Amaria nodded her head and turned around to leave the room they were in. As she approached the door frame, she turned around and frowned once more at Rubaan. 
 
    "I am sorry," She choked, "Truly." At that, she hurried up the stairs and left the others behind. 
 
    “Son," Commander Crinnan immediately turned toward Rubaan, shaking his head as he did so, "I know this is hard for you, but considering the circumstances, I think it would be best for you to consider the worst... with Amaria I mean." 
 
    Rubaan cringed and began to choke at the idea of being away from his wife. He had spent the last two years of his life with her. At least it felt that way to him. In reality, he was actually only ten days old, but he had all the memories of his "real" twenty-three-year-old self. 
 
    "Why must it be this way?" Rubaan asked between sobs, begging his father for answers, "What about Roc? What do I do about my son?" Commander Crinnan bit his lip and shook his head. 
 
    "Son I... I don't know right now," He looked tenderly at the boy with no idea how to empathize with him. Ladia walked up and buried him in a hug, which only caused him to cry harder. 
 
    "It hurts mom," He wailed, burying his head into her shoulder. He sniffled and wiped the snot from his nose, groaning from the pain, "I have lost everything! Everything I worked for because of that... stupid fucking Eon." 
 
    "I know," Ladia hushed him as she gently rubbed the back of his head like she did when he was a child. She looked over to her husband, and he gave her a sympathetic look.  
 
    "Son, you should get some rest. We will travel to Base 21. There you can work and get your mind off things and soon your brother will be home," Commander Crinnan walked over and gently pulled Ladia back. He squared Rubaan in front of him and placed a hand on each of his shoulders. 
 
    "I am very proud of you my boy," His eyes burned into Rubaan with sincerity. Rubaan nodded and wiped his tears away, "Never, ever forget that. You bring me joy son, I would do anything for you." Rubaan lunged forward and hugged his father. His embrace was returned, and the two stood silently for a moment. 
 
    "Go get some sleep kid. Leave Amaria with her thoughts, she needs to process all this as well," Rubaan nodded and turned away from his father, heading toward the couch in the living room. 
 
    When he was gone, Crinnan turned toward his wife and shook his head. She walked over and hugged him, and the two sat at the table. For a moment the two sat in silence, but then Ladia spoke. 
 
    "Are you angry?" She asked, "About what Amaria brought up?" 
 
    "No," Commander Crinnan replied quickly and sternly. "I forgave you a long time ago, and I try not to think about it. Though, after our talk with Xian and now Amaria, I fear the truth will be revealed soon.' 
 
    Ladia said nothing in response. Instead, she reached her hand out and grabbed her husband's. He looked up at her and smiled warmly, yet she did not return the expression. He saw fit to leave her alone with her thoughts, and the two remained silent for the rest of the night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "I know you are here," Amaria groaned as she rested her back against the door to her and Roc's     bedroom, "I can feel you again."  
 
    What felt to her like a gust of wind gently passed through the dark room and came to a stop at the foot of Roc's crib. Amaria blinked, and suddenly a person with blonde slicked back hair, and a fitted white suit stood next to her child. 
 
    "You have been busy," The being, a High Vampre hissed between smiling lips. Amaria quickly got to her feet, careful not to make a noise and stepped toward the High Vampre. 
 
    "Get away from there," She ordered in a whispery shout as she reached for him, "Get away from my son!" 
 
    "Oh, do not fret," His voice was smooth like cream, ageless and beautiful just as he was, "You should know not to fear. Despite your treachery, I harbor no ill will toward you." He looked at the sleeping baby and ran a pale finger along the edge of the white crib. He reached one of his long-nailed hands out and gently caressed Roc's cheek. 
 
    "A beautiful child," He gushed as he turned to face Amaria, "Who would have ever dreamt that you would bring another into this world." 
 
    "Enough, Daanel!" Amaria ordered, "Leave this place. You are not welcome here!" 
 
    Daanel took a few steps toward Amaria and smiled, showing off his obscenely white fangs as he did so. Amaria did not move, she held her ground and glared at the High Vampre even as got closer. 
 
    "You have awakened, mother," Daanel whispered, tearing into her heart with his eyes, "You cannot deny this. You feel the thirst again; you crave the blood... just as you did when I first turned you." 
 
    "Fuck yourself!" Amaria snarled, finally taking a step back, "You had no right." 
 
    "I elevated you. Just as you gave birth to me, so did I to you. Mother, I gave you life once again. When you were but an old dying common Vampress, I rejuvenated you so that you may live forever!" 
 
    "You cursed me," Amaria snapped back, "Everyone must die, it was my turn, and you took that from me!" 
 
    Daanel stood for a moment in silence and then looked at the watch on his wrist. He quickly sighed and phased forward so that he was only inches from his mother. 
 
    "I am a busy person, mother," He said as he stroked her hair, "Our time together, this eternity we have forged with each other is only beginning. You will need me soon, all you need do is beckon, and I will come to you. I am, after all, your sworn protector." 
 
    "Go away Daanel," Amaria was afraid and fought the feelings of love she had for her first son. Though she felt he had wronged her, that he had forced the thirst on her, she could not deny her primal instincts as a mother, "Go be with the others." 
 
    Daanel smiled and looked down at his baby half-brother one more time, "He is beautiful, mother. Remember me too." At that, he was gone. 
 
    When she had been left alone again, Amaria clenched her fist and slammed it into the wall behind her. She lost her strength and fell to her knees, weeping bitterly as she did so.  
 
    Her days as a mortal had finished, the thirst and her past had returned, and she had once again been elevated to a High Vampress. She ran her tongue against the points of the fangs in her mouth, whining as she did so, and placed her forehead against the wooden floor beneath her.  
 
    "Roc," She quietly sobbed, not bothering to look up at the boy, “Roc I am sorry."


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Crinnan XX 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    03:00 - Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    The storm was coming...  
 
    The rain fell harder and faster; lightning danced through the cloudy sky and occasionally illuminated their path. The mud splashed beneath their feet as their tired legs carried their aching bodies as fast as they could toward their destination. The day had been long, and from what they had experienced thus far, it seemed the night was only going to be longer. 
 
    All the running and fighting they had needed to endure was leading them all to the point of exhaustion. They wished the night could be over; they just wanted to live to see the Brothers rise the next morning. To have an opportunity to continue their lives. 
 
    They were fearful of what was pursuing them. Crinnan thought back to the danger that was moving toward them. He had seen them at Pado; he had fought one of them after their encounter with the Reapers. He thought of the Govians and of Eon’s army and feared that the night had only just begun. 
 
    Crinnan ran only a few paces behind Freyja. He kept a watchful eye on the boy to make sure that he stayed out of danger. The Lycaani child was covered from head to toe in the blood of the Reaper that he had viciously decapitated only moments before. Crinnan was mildly bothered by the sight, the idea that someone as young as Freyja had to live the way he did wasn’t right. The child had endured so much in his short life, and all his pain had finally exploded into the violent slaying of the Reaper. He wouldn’t have freely admitted it, but he wanted better for the boy. 
 
    The snarls of the Thirst-stricken Vampre played again in Crinnan’s mind, and he pondered over the mysterious voice that had beckoned the Black Knight to join him. He thought about Eon's words, how he had spoken about being together in the Hells and what that meant if it were so. By that point, Crinnan had realized that what everyone was saying was probably true. Why couldn't he remember any of it though, what had really happened to him? 
 
    With the death of Sage, he felt like he had lost his opportunity to find answers. Something told him that the Elf had known much more than he admitted to, that he could have explained everything if he still lived. Crinnan sighed at the very thought of him.  
 
    To say that he mourned the death of Sage Lynx would be a bit of an overstatement. He had, after all, only known him for a day… as far as he knew. Perhaps it was more a pinch of sadness mixed with a heaping spoonful of confusion. Sage had not only brought Crinnan back to life, as strange as that sounded but also died protecting him. What compelled him to do either of those things? 
 
    He felt a wave of depression come over him. It was like something was missing, something significant that seemed so close to being realized yet when he felt like he was about to grasp it, it slithered away. He wondered if Eon held the answers to the questions in his mind if the time he spent in the Hells was the key to the strange emptiness he felt inside him... 
 
    A rustle in the brush to his right snapped Crinnan away from his thoughts. In the darkness, he could not see what was making the noise; he could only hear the sound that was made. He heard breathing: wheezy, animalistic breathing that may as well have been a growl. Crinnan stopped, spun his sword in anticipation, and reached for his pistol. Whatever was waiting in the bushes, Crinnan knew it had to do with Eon. 
 
    “Come out, fucker,” Crinnan beckoned as he readied his blade. He pulled back on the hammer on his revolver, and as he stood on guard, he pointed the gun at the brush. For a moment, nothing happened. Crinnan felt compelled to step closer but could not give up his defensive stance. He stared into the darkness and waited. 
 
    “Come out,” He whispered again as he squeezed the leather wrapped handle of his sword and held his revolver at the ready, “Let’s get this over with.” His companions hadn’t noticed he wasn’t with them and were long gone by then; he was left alone in the rain with whatever was growling at him from the bushes. He felt his hand begin to tingle and the sword he held glowed with a blue pulsing electric light. Crinnan, only barely moving his head, glanced over at the electrified blade and took a deep breath. 
 
    With a high-pitched battle cry, a strange and terrifying beast charged from the brush, swiping wildly at Crinnan with his sword arms. Crinnan saw the nightmarish creature in the light that was cast from his blade and fired his revolver as he stepped backward. Crinnan had never seen anything like it; the very image of the grotesque monster was enough to make him wish he had kept running. 
 
    Crinnan fired again, noting that the first bullet had only barely slowed the Maas’Eon down. His second shot made contact square in its chest, but it kept moving. Crinnan couldn’t believe it; bullets didn’t slow the Maas’Eon down. It was as if the beast were impervious to pain for, despite its wounds, it kept coming. Crinnan had no other choice. He abandoned his revolver and braced himself for the attack holding his sword tight with two hands. 
 
    “Shit!” Crinnan shouted as two serrated blades bore down on his own. The Maas’Eon hissed and spat as it tried to rip into Crinnan. It reeled back to attack again, and Crinnan leaped out of the way. The arm blades swiped through the air where Crinnan had stood, and before he knew it, another Maas’Eon leaped from the woods, ramming its scaled shoulder into Crinnan’s side and knocking the wind out of him. 
 
    Crinnan gasped and staggered out of the way. He was not wounded, and he knew it, but for the moment he could not breathe. He needed to fight though; he needed to win. With that in mind, he abandoned the idea of breathing and spun out of the way of the first Maas’Eon, finding himself behind the beast. He drove his sword through the back of the monster’s neck, severing its spine, and pulled it out in time for him to dart out of the way of the second. 
 
    The remaining beast clamored over the body of the first, and Crinnan did his best to avoid the threat. It adapted, however, and made a ninety-degree turn, lunging with his right sword arm. The blade ripped through Crinnan’s right side, causing him to wail with pain, but he knew he was only grazed. He pulled his second revolver from its holster, and while the Maas’Eon had its back to him, Crinnan planted his sword between its shoulder blades and fired three consecutive shots through the back of its head. The Maas’Eon fell forward and crashed to the ground, dead.  
 
    “By the brothers…” he gasped as he holstered his revolver and checked the wound on his side. He had been right; it was nothing more than a deep scratch, nothing lasting. He panted a bit, and as he caught his breath, Cade and Flox appeared, both with their rifles raised. 
 
    “What happened?” Flox asked as he looked down at the dead Maas’Eon, “What are those?” 
 
    “I saw one of those earlier…” Cade replied, pointing to the one Crinnan had nearly decapitated. “One attacked me outside of Pado. I got lucky, his swords got stuck in a tree trunk, and he was immobilized. Easy kill.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Crinnan grumbled as he knelt to retrieve the revolver he had dropped, “These fuckers are tough.” 
 
    “You killed them,” Flox nodded, “So I am not worried about there being more of them.” 
 
    “They are fast,” Crinnan noted. Cade nodded in agreement, “Bran would probably have trouble with more than one of them at close range, any Gaian might…” 
 
    “Let us get to the rest of the squad,” Flox stepped forward and motioned in the direction that they had come from, “I feel that we will have a better chance of surviving the night together with more firepower.” 
 
    “Right…” Crinnan looked down at the Maas’Eon once more and then nodded, “Lead the way.” 
 
    The trio took off in the direction that Cade and Flox had come from. The area they were in was horribly overgrown; it did not even resemble a city anymore. Garb pushed through the thick brush in front of him, and as he emerged on the other side of it all, they finally saw Racon Tower. They hurried forward toward the building and Crinnan came to a stop as he saw a Govian HAPT and a group of people standing on the ground next to it. For a moment he readied his sword to fight again, but after he realized who he was looking at, he finally for the first time that night felt comfortable relaxing his sword arm.  
 
    “There he is!” Elia squealed as she frantically squeezed Alec’s arm and jumped up and down in place. She let go and sprinted toward Crinnan; gently crying as she crashed into him. Crinnan grunted from the impact but quickly closed his aching arms around her and held her tight. 
 
    “You are alive!” She cried as she buried her nose into his neck, “By the Brothers you are fucking alive!” Crinnan ran his hand through Elia’s thick brown hair and rested his chin atop her head.  
 
    “I am,” He whispered, feeling a bit overwhelmed with emotion. He would not allow himself to cry, not after everything he went through that day. Instead, he kissed the top of Elia’s head, and she stepped aside revealing one of the few people he would ever call his brother.  
 
    Alec Flinn did not share any family or blood with Crinnan Jamiso, yet the two were more connected than Crinnan ever had been with anyone else. Alec was merely, yet ever so importantly, the only person Crinnan had ever truly trusted. He was his battle buddy, his friend, and most of all his brother. 
 
    “You stupid son of a bitch,” Alec choked as rainwater dripped from every inch of his body. The two collided with a force that should have knocked each of them over. Alec’s soaked beard scratched against Crinnan’s neck, and the two embraced harder than they had ever embraced anyone before. Crinnan dug his fingers into Alec’s back as they hugged and let out a sigh. He could hear the Humaan gently sniffle and when they let go and stepped back, Crinnan watched him wipe something away from his cheek, just under his visor. They looked at each other, and Alec shook his head and laughed.  
 
    “You’re alive!” He reached out and slapped Crinnan’s arm, hard, “Crinnan, you’re fucking alive!”  
 
    “Yeah,” Crinnan nodded his head. He did not know exactly what words to say or how to effectively communicate how happy he was to see them. He knew that no matter how relieved he was to see them, that they were feeling an even more immense level of joy. His brain was still telling him that it had only been one day since they had last seen each other whereas theirs were saying that they had been without him for ninety days.  
 
    “Where have you been?” Alec asked, firmly grabbing each of his shoulders. Crinnan snickered and looked back at Cade, Garb, and Freyja for a moment and then back to Alec. He briefly thought of Sage and Nora and Guntz; he saw the faces of Minister Xydos of Pado and Jethro the innkeeper and realized they were most likely dead. He recalled for a moment the sound of Eon’s voice and of Eshan’s and of all the many voices he had silenced that day. He stared directly into the visor over Alec’s blind eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “We must go,” Crinnan declared as the feeling of urgency returning to him, “We must leave before they arrive.” 
 
    “Who?” Elia asked, stepping up beside Alec, “Are you running from someone?” 
 
    “We are,” Crinnan replied with a nod, “It seems that everyone is after me.” He thought of how to explain his encounter with Eon to them but could not seem to find words that made sense.  
 
    “I have been fighting all day,” He explained, “Govians, monsters… Eon… There is a large group of unfriendlies that will be on top of us soon. We need to leave.”  
 
    Matalo and Dierlok both walked up behind Alec and gave Crinnan a nod, “Glad to see our time wasn’t completely wasted,” Matalo smirked, “Hopefully you can make Kelso’s death worth it.”  
 
    “Kelso died?” Crinnan asked as he looked over at his friend. Alec somberly nodded his head in response and looked away. 
 
    “He did…” Alec sighed. Kelso’s death was obviously weighing on his mind, so Crinnan decided not to ask any more about it. Instead, he walked forward toward the HAPT.  
 
    “Is this what we will use to get out of here?” Crinnan asked, looking at the vehicle. “It looks a little rough.” 
 
    “Watch it!” An old robotic-handed Humaan wearing a visor like Alec’s snapped, “Without this vehicle, we’d have never gotten here!” Crinnan stared at the old man for a moment and looked to Alec. 
 
    “Don’t tell me that’s...” He looked back and forth between the two Humaans. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Alec replied with a faint smile, “My grandfather.” Dauid nodded his head and adjusted his breathing mask. 
 
    “Your brother says hi,” Dauid waved as he popped a cigarette in his mouth. “Ol’ Rubaan, that is.” 
 
    “My brother…” Crinnan thought of his twin. The last time he had seen him was shortly after his nephew had been born. At the time, Crinnan could not remember the child’s name, but it was not important. Dauid and Crinnan clasped hands, and then he turned back toward Alec. 
 
    “The HAPT will not be taking us anywhere else Crinnan,” Alec informed him with a defeated sounding tone, “We were only able to get enough fuel in it to get here. It is nearly dry now. We are going to have to trek it.”  
 
    That was not what Crinnan wanted to hear. He felt a wave of panic spread over him and looked nervously back at the tree line. He knew that Eon’s group had to be getting close to finding them by then considering all the time they had wasted with the Govians.  
 
    “Well shit, we need to go now!” Crinnan shouted, nearly panicked as he waved for everyone to follow him, “We need to get out of here!” He heard some rustling in the bushes, and his sword began to spark. 
 
    “What is that?” Elia asked, noticing the electricity emitting from Crinnan’s body. Everyone watched, and he shook his head. 
 
    “No time to explain, they will be here any minute!” As if by command, a figure tumbled through the brush and crashed face first into the ground next to Cade. Cade jumped back and aimed his rifle at her, but lifted it once he saw who it was. 
 
    “Inside,” Nora said weakly as she panted heavily. She grabbed her bloody stomach with one hand, and pushed herself up with the others, “We all need to get inside! They are almost here!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Sarasin XII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    19:00 - Village of Empyr 
 
      
 
    The Black Knight HAPT touched down just outside the village of Empyr and Pancho heaved himself up and slid the hatch open. Sarasin stepped out first and shielded her eyes from the Brothers light with her bound hands. Gerard followed close behind, and Pancho slammed the hatch shut as he joined them. 
 
    “Welcome to Empyr,” He grinned, once again showing his sharp teeth, “We pretty much run this town so just stick with me and you’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Why have we stopped here?” Sarasin lowered her hands and turned her head toward Pancho. “What are we doing?” 
 
    “Picking up a truck,” Pancho replied, “Rendezvousing with another Black Knight, heading to Base 21.” 
 
    “A truck?” Sarasin repeated with a confused tone, “What do we need a truck for?” 
 
    “This HAPT stays here,” Pancho told her, “We don’t keep it at the base with the others. If anyone somehow put a tracker or something on it while we are out, it’ll take them to Empyr and not us.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate for the people of Empyr,” Sarasin commented. 
 
    “We have people here to protect them,” Pancho rolled his eyes and gently pushed her forward. Gerard’s eyes opened wide at the contact, but Sarasin shook her head at him. 
 
    “What will happen to us at the base?” Sarasin continued. 
 
    “You’ll probably go to a cell for a while,” Pancho shrugged, “I don’t really know, that is above my paygrade. They just sent me to fetch you… that's what us dogs are good for, right?” Sarasin did not answer him, only looked around at the town. There was not much to it; it was mostly a train station and a handful of houses. A general store sat next to the train station and parked in front of the store was an old green Billings 4x4 with a lifted suspension and off-road tires. Sarasin looked at Pancho, and he pointed at the truck. 
 
    “Well get moving, not much longer to the base,” He popped a toothpick in his mouth, “Suns will be going down soon. We want to get home in time for dinner.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Sarasin groaned, “I bet your bread and water is to die for.” Pancho grinned widely and let out a small laugh. 
 
    “Funny lady. No doubt you are Crinnan’s sister with that glowing personality. Let’s get to the truck.” He led Sarasin and Gerard to the vehicle and opened the back door for them.  
 
    “Get in,” Pancho ordered. He helped Gerard into the back and shut the door behind him. He hopped into the front seat and turned to look at the prisoners, “Comfy?” 
 
    “As best as can be expected,” Sarasin sighed as she looked down at the seat next to her and saw little Sarasin sitting there looking up at her. The girl had been absent for quite some time; Sarasin was beginning to think she wasn’t going to see her again.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Little Sarasin comforted, “They won’t hurt you.” Sarasin chuckled and looked out the window. 
 
    “Whatever,” She whispered after an eye roll.  
 
    “Lady and gentleman, your driver today is none other than Sergeant Kavin Preast of Century Squad.” Pancho leaned over and punched Kavin in the shoulder. Kavin turned around and grinned a wide yellow-toothed smile at the two Govians. 
 
    “Pleased to meet ya!” He declared. Kavin was a muscular Humaan who looked to be in his late forties. He had thick salt and pepper hair and a receding hairline, but his most notable feature was the giant brown mustache growing above his lip, “I hear you folks got yourselves into a bit of trouble!” 
 
    “To put it lightly, Sergeant, yes,” Sarasin confirmed, not moving her eyes from her window.  
 
    “Well don’t you fret little lady. You got yourself a rocky past but you found the light, and you took some Govians with you on your way there. I’m sure Commander Xian will go easy on you when he gets back.” 
 
    “Commander Xian,” Sarasin sighed, “To think, yesterday I could have held the world in my hands.” 
 
    “Life’s funny like that, ain’t it?” Kavin turned around and started the truck, “One day at a time, friends.” He threw the truck in reverse and pulled out of the train station, “You ever been to Base 21?” 
 
    “My parents brought me when I was a child,” Sarasin recalled, “I met commander Xian and Lord Card.” At the mention of their names, Kavin glanced over at Pancho and Pancho shook his head.  
 
    “Yeah, they’re… good people. Good leaders, your parents are too.”  
 
    “The best kind,” Sarasin sighed. Kavin took the truck off road and started driving toward the mountains. 
 
    “The trip’s gonna be a bit bumpy. I’d apologize but it ain’t my fault. Best get used to the ride…” 
 
    Kavin drove over the green grassy ground that made up the landscape of the Calduur mountains in North Canrom. Sarasin could tell that at one point there had been a road there, perhaps in the Ancient times, but it was nothing but a crumbled mess at that point. The truck jerked and bumped as Kavin drove and she had trouble not falling over. Gerard scooted over and allowed her to use his body for support. She smiled up at him and nodded her head, “Thank you.” She whispered warmly. 
 
    “I am all that is left,” Gerard finally spoke. He looked down at the person he was sworn to protect with a saddened expression. The Gaian was, of course, mourning the loss of Eryc, a soldier whom he had spent most of his life fighting alongside. The two had been as close as brothers, and the fact that he would never see him again weighed heavily on his mind, “Sarasin, I will always be at your side. Until they kill me that is.” 
 
    “I will make sure they do not,” Sarasin gently laid her head on Gerard’s massive bicep, “You are all I have left my friend. I will protect you just as you will protect me.” Gerard went silent again and looked out his window. In spite of the bumpy ride, Sarasin was very tired. She decided to let her eyes close, thought that perhaps it would be best to sleep for she did not know what the day would bring. It did not take long before she found herself asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is this a dream?” Sarasin sat at a table in a wall-less, floorless room. Across from her sat Korros, Little Sarasin and Eliss. Korros had his hands folded on the table and smiled as Sarasin appeared. 
 
    “It is, child,” He purred with his confident tone, “But that does not make it any less real.”  
 
    “Why the fuck are you here?” Sarasin groaned, “Why can you not just stay dead and away from me?” 
 
    “My dear I know the resentment you harbor toward me,” Korros shifted in his chair and pursed his lips together, “But God has sent me to guide you.” 
 
    I do not want your damn guidance,” Sarasin growled, “I want you to stay fucking dead and out of my head.” 
 
    “Me too,” Little Sarasin hissed as she looked over at Korros.  
 
    “My sins against you are great; they are nothing that I can atone for,” Korros confessed with a lowered head, “I can apologize, but my words would hold no weight for you are… too broken to forgive. That is partly my doing, and I accept it. All I can do now is what is requested of me.” 
 
    “Why does God even talk to you?” Sarasin snapped, “You were evil; you are Humaan, not even native to this planet.” 
 
    “Oh but I am,” Korros corrected and looked up, “While my ancestors are from another world, I was created from the same materials you were. The elements of this planet are what crafted my body. Thus I am a child of the God of this world.” Sarasin groaned and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “Out with it then,” She ordered, “What does God wish for me to know?” 
 
    “That he exists,” Korros answered, “But only you, he is not trying to create another religion. He only needs you.” 
 
    “For what?”  
 
    “He simply wants to meet you,” Korros smiled, and his eye seemed to twinkle, “He wants you to come to his island so that he can show you the ways of those that came before the Ancients. He wants to give you his power so you can make the world just a little bit better.” 
 
    “So I can fight the Empire...” Sarasin surmised, “What makes him think I would want to do something like that?” 
 
    “Do not be so hasty in assuming fighting is the only way to make the world better, child. I know the Empire has taken everything from you, I know that inside you harbor a deep resentment for me and just as you wanted me dead, you undoubtedly want to see Govia Cidro’s Empire burned to the ground.” Korros paused and briefly glanced at Little Sarasin, “God wants you to find your own way. If that means the Empire is destroyed then so be it.” 
 
    “Why can’t God just, send fire down from Heaven or something?” Sarasin asked, “Can’t he destroy it all somehow by himself? Why does he need me?” 
 
    “Oh, that is not how God works, child.” Korros said, “God only recently gained sentience. Well, within the last millennium, shortly after the NaNe was created. He was, in a sense, sleeping; having never once opened his eyes… but God’s power, his works are not exacted by his hands. They are executed by those who wish to serve him.” 
 
    “Well maybe God should just go back to sleep,” Sarasin growled as she looked away from Korros, “And you should too.” She stood up from the table and sneered at the man, “Do not talk to me again, move on to whatever bullshit afterlife awaits you.” Her eyes wandered back to Korros, and she leaned closer to him, “I fucking killed you so that I would never have to worry about you again. I do not want you in my sight. Not ever. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Korros smiled thinly and looked down at Eliss as he furrowed his brow and pursed his lips together. He gave the boy a warm smile and shook his head as he looked up. He nodded at Sarasin and closed his eyes, “For what it is worth, Sarasin, I am sorry.”  
 
    He looked at Eliss once again, and a grimace spread across his face, “Seek out God,” He urged, “Find answers. You are strong; use that strength.” Eliss looked up at him, and Korros smiled. He leaned into the boy and ran his hand over his red hair. 
 
    “Take care of your mother, son,” Korros’ eyes welled up, and he choked, “I am, eternally sorry to you as well, my boy.” At that, Korros’ eyes closed and he faded away.  
 
    Sarasin looked down at Eliss, and he wore a distraught look on his face. He looked up at his mother and a tear formed in his eye. 
 
    “I wish I could have lived,” He whimpered, “I wish my daddy had been a good man.” Initially, Sarasin was repulsed by the boy’s tears, but quickly her heart broke, and the voice of a mother poured out. 
 
    “Hey,” She tenderly comforted the child as she stepped over to him, “There, there. I am here.” 
 
    “You do not want me,” Eliss shook his head, “My dad killed me. You do not even think I am real!” He stood up from his chair and tried to run away, but Sarasin quickly grabbed him and picked him up. 
 
    “I do,” Her voice cracked and tears began to fall from her eyes. Sarasin took hold of his head and turned it, so they looked at each other, “Eliss, love, I do want you. I want you more than anything in the world my sweet child.” 
 
    “Then stop running!” He pleaded as he gazed upon his mother with tearful, reddened eyes, “Stop running from me. Please mommy, please don’t turn away from me anymore!” Sarasin grabbed hold of her son with one arm and held him tight as she used the other to cradle his head. He whimpered softly in her embrace, but soon enough he was soothed. 
 
    As she held the boy in her arms, she felt him begin to shrink. She squeezed tighter out of fear of losing him but eventually, the shrinking stopped, and Sarasin looked down to see the baby boy that had only had a few moments breath before his death. His cheeks were rosy and healthy and his thin red hair curled on top of his head. Sarasin smiled at the child and pulled him close.  
 
    “Open your eyes,” She heard a comforting voice softly whisper. It felt as if a warm wind had surrounded and cradled her just as she did so her own baby, “Open your eyes and come find me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sarasin opened her eyes to find herself once again in the back seat of the green truck. The Black Knights were in the front seat and Gerard was next to her, and she saw that the truck had stopped. She leaned forward, and as she looked out the windshield, she realized that they were parked in front of a large metal gate that looked like it was inside of a cave. She realized that they had arrived at Base 21.  
 
    “What the fuck!” Gerard suddenly shouted. He jerked away from her and as Sarasin looked over at him and saw that he was staring at her stomach.  
 
    “What is wrong?” She asked, confused at his odd behavior.  
 
    “You…” He whispered fearfully as he pointed down at her belly, “That!” Sarasin looked down and saw that her stomach was no longer flat and toned but instead swollen to a point where it hung beyond her breasts.  
 
    “What,” She groaned in a confused tone, “What the fuck is that!” 
 
    “What is going on?” Pancho turned around to look, and his eyes grew wide, “Oh shit, when did that happen!” He looked over at Gerard, who shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Was she always pregnant?” Pancho shouted with a confused tone, “Where did that belly come from?” 
 
    “Do not fucking ask me!” Sarasin panicked as she wriggled to free her wrists from their bindings. “Cut me loose; it hurts!” She groaned as she felt her cervix begin to open. Her entire body stiffened, it felt like every muscle she had was bearing down.  
 
    “Oh no,” She whined and grit her teeth together. She remembered it; she knew exactly what was going on. A painful shock jolted through her body, and she leaned her head back and gasped. 
 
    “Get a fucking doctor!” She growled as her back arched, “This can’t be real! This isn’t right!” 
 
    “A doctor?” Pancho repeated as he looked to Kavin.  
 
    “Well go, kid!” Kavin shouted as he threw his door open. He hopped out and ran around the truck to Sarasin’s door, promptly opening it. As he reached his hand inside to offer Sarasin help, she jerked away from him. 
 
    “Oh, do not touch me!” She hissed, kicking at him, “Just wait!” Gerard looked down at her, and she laid the back of her head down on his lap. She looked up at him, and a look of pure pain spread over her face.  
 
    “I don’t know what is going on.” She whined, “What is this?” 
 
    “Hush,” Gerard stroked her hair calmly, though he wore a fearful expression, “All will be well.” 
 
    The gates opened and three females suddenly rushed out and hurried to the truck. “Move it Kavin!” Sarasin heard her mother’s voice shout. Kavin quickly stepped aside, and Ladia Jamiso looked into the truck.  
 
    “What the shit is going on?!” She demanded in surprise as she saw her daughter writhing in pain, “How is this...” 
 
    “Get her out of the truck!” Another voice ordered, “Amaria come on; I will get her out, you help me get her inside. Be gentle!” 
 
    “No!” Sarasin screamed, “Do not touch me!” 
 
    “Sweet girl,” Ladia sternly tried to comfort her daughter, “Somehow you are…” She paused and took a second to look at the swollen belly, barely believing what she was saying or seeing, “You are having a baby.” 
 
    Sarasin wept as a blonde haired Vampre whom she did not know emerged in the door at her feet. 
 
    “Hey,” Amaria smiled, “Do not worry, I am Rubaan’s wife.” 
 
    “Oh, fucking great to meet you!” Sarasin growled. 
 
    “You too. Hey, you are going to have to work with me. I have been in your shoes before, and I know how it feels,” Amaria continued, “Let me help.” 
 
    Sarasin did not fight as her aunt Emerald appeared and ushered Gerard out of the truck. She leaned in and took hold of Sarasin’s shoulders, bent down, and kissed her niece on the forehead. 
 
    “Hello, my sweet child,” Emerald, whom Sarasin had not seen since before she left to join the Empire, stood above her and looked straight into her eyes, “Come, let us get through this together and worry about explaining it later.” Emerald smiled warmly, and Sarasin nodded her head. 
 
    “I am overjoyed that you have returned home,” A tear fell from her eye and splashed onto Sarasin’s face. Emerald was the emotional type and a bit eccentric. She was a beautiful blue haired Elf who had gone through stasis decades prior. She pulled out a knife and quickly cut the rope around Sarasin’s wrists.  
 
    “Okay, here we go!” She grabbed Sarasin’s arm and helped her sit up. “Easy now, darling!” The near whisper of the voice of her wise aunt was comforting. Sarasin found it easy to obey. 
 
    Amaria rushed to Sarasin’s free arm and took hold, Ladia shouted at everyone within a ten-foot radius to get out of the way.   
 
    “Come on sweet girl!” Ladia encouraged as she turned toward her daughter, “Inside!” 
 
    “I can’t!” Sarasin cried as another contraction locked up her body. She wriggled her arms free and bent over to try to fight the pain.  
 
    “Cut me free,” Gerard held his bound arms out, “I will carry her.” Emerald nodded and cut the Govian soldier’s bindings. Once he was able, he hurried over to Sarasin and scooped her up. 
 
    “I have you, my Lady.” He spoke in a comforting tone. She looked up at him and did her best to smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Gerard.”  
 
    “Get her inside!” Ladia ordered Gerard, “Follow me!” Ladia ran forward through the gates and Gerard, though injured from the battles in Canrom City, kept up behind her. 
 
    Beyond the gates was a large chamber, about fifty feet wide and at least twenty feet tall. The ground went from being the red dirt that made up the floor of the cave to a grey stone road-like surface. The road seemed to have been made of thick cut and sanded pieces of granite as there were seams where the pieces fit together every ten feet or so. It was cracked in places and had a thin layer of dust over it, but it seemed to do its job. 
 
    On either side of the road were stone buildings that stood as tall as the ceiling of the chamber. The buildings were square at the base, about fifteen by fifteen feet each and had three stories with glass-less windows every story. There were five buildings on each side of the road, and then there was a crossing. Another road ran perpendicular to the main one that had five more buildings on each side going left and right. If you went straight, you would pass ten more buildings. In total, there were forty buildings at the entrance of Black Knight Base 21. 
 
    Ladia led Gerard and the others halfway down the road and then stopped at the third building on the left. 
 
    “Inside,” She ushered, “Get her on a bed.” Gerard gently set Sarasin down and tried to help her forward, but Sarasin wriggled free and keeled over, groaning as she did so. 
 
    "No!" She moaned with agony. The feelings were, of course, no stranger to her as she had given birth long before... however, the fact that they were all happening so suddenly and unexpectedly seemed to compound the pain of her cervix stretching. 
 
    "Do not touch me!" She panted. Sweat dripped from her brow, and she trembled as she stood and held her swollen belly. None of it made any sense, none of it was possible. Everyone stood around her and of course, they felt the same way, but they all knew they had to get the baby out of her.  
 
    "Sweet girl, listen," Ladia urged her daughter, moving so that her face was directly in front of Sarasin's, "None of us have any clue what is going on right now or how any of this so suddenly happened. At this point though, it is happening, and you have to let us help you!" 
 
    "No!" Sarasin wailed. She bawled bitterly and fell down to a knee, "I'm sorry mommy, I'm sorry!" Ladia looked over at her sister Emerald and pursed her lips together. It was not a look of frustration, but more so an expression of not having any idea what to do.  
 
    "Baby..." Ladia pulled Sarasin's head into her chest. Sarasin wrapped her arms around her mother's neck and wept bitterly against her breasts. She wailed and screamed, and Ladia stroked the back of her hair, trying to comfort her daughter, "Baby come on. It is time."  
 
    At that, Emerald hooked her arms under Sarasin's chest and lifted her to her feet. Ladia helped guide her to a bed, and the sisters laid her down. Sarasin clenched her fists and tried not only to fight the pain but everyone around her that was making it worse. Finally, as her nails broke the skin of her palms, she felt a warm trickle run down her leg. She looked up at her mother with horror in her eyes, and Ladia knew precisely what that meant. 
 
    “It is time!” Ladia announced as she shooed Gerard from the room. Pancho and Kavin took hold of him and escorted him out of the building, and Amaria and Emerald stayed behind. 
 
    “Take her pants off,” Ladia ordered Amaria, pointing to Sarasin’s leggings, “Sayraa, hold still and work with us.” Sarasin whimpered as Amaria quickly worked to remove her boots and then her pants. Emerald sat at Sarasin’s head, gently petting her hair and whispering comforting things into her ear.  
 
    Sarasin was terrified. It felt like a dream, one which she could not wake up from. She did not have time to process it all, no time to think clearly for every time she did… 
 
    “It hurts!” She screamed as she kicked her bare legs. Emerald hushed her niece, and Amaria took hold of her ankles. Ladia stood over Sarasin and looked into her eyes. She smiled at her daughter, and Sarasin rested her head on the pillow behind her. She felt a sense of calm overcome her as she realized she was surrounded by people who loved her. Her eyes watered as the thought hit her and Emerald whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Breathe, child. It is time.”  
 
    Sarasin’s lower back felt like it was twisting into knots and she felt an immense amount of pressure. She knew it was happening; she remembered it from the first time so many years ago. She felt like everything inside her was cramping, and she moaned in pain as her back arched. 
 
    “Push my love,” Emerald encouraged her. Sarasin reached up, and Emerald grabbed her hand and held tight, “Breathe in and then push as you exhale.” 
 
    Sarasin took a breath and held it. Sweat began to drip down her brow, and Emerald squeezed her hand, “Breathe, my love. Breathe and push.” Sarasin exhaled and bore down, howling as she did so. 
 
    “Good job baby, you are doing great,” Ladia encouraged, “Do it again, the baby is coming; it’s almost here.” 
 
    Sarasin took in a breath and pushed once again, screaming as she did so. When she could push no more, Ladia shook her head and looked up at her. 
 
    “Do not stop!” She shouted, “I can see its head, do it again baby!” 
 
    Sarasin screamed and forced everything she had into the next push. She felt like she was about to split in two, but when she looked down, she could have screamed with joy. 
 
    “It’s him!” She cried as Ladia pulled the baby out of her. “It’s Eliss!” She panted and fell backward, crying both bitterly and joyfully as she did so. “It is Eliss…” 
 
    Ladia looked down at the baby in her arms and smiled. She rubbed the sticky, messy boy on the nose, and he wiggled in her arms and let out a cry. When Sarasin heard the baby’s voice, she sat up and reached her arms out. 
 
    “Give him to me!” She urged Ladia, “Let me see him!” Gently, Ladia stepped forward and laid the baby into his mother’s arms. Sarasin wept and held Eliss close to her chest. He whined and nuzzled into her, opening and closing his mouth as he searched for her breast.  
 
    “You came back!” Sarasin whispered at her boy, laughing and crying as she did so. “You came back to me Eliss.” The baby looked just as she remembered him. It was as if things had been set right, as if they had gotten a second chance at life. 
 
    “He is beautiful,” Emerald gushed as she kissed Sarasin on top of the head. Amaria shifted her attention away from all the blood and smiled at her sister in law. 
 
    “He is,” She nodded, “I cannot wait for him to meet Roc!” 
 
    Ladia walked up to Sarasin’s side, and as she brushed her fingers through her daughter’s hair, her face went from a smile to a frown. She shook her head and sighed. 
 
    “We will clean… Eliss up,” Ladia assured her daughter, “You need to rest… we will bring him back shortly for you to feed him. We… we still need to figure out what to do with you.”          
 
    Sarasin, though weak, looked up at her mother and nodded. The fact that she was a prisoner had not left her; she knew that she was headed for a jail cell if not death. She took one last look at her son and then placed him into her mother’s arms.  
 
    “Mommy…” Sarasin called out as Ladia started walking away with the child. Ladia turned around and raised her eyebrows at her daughter. 
 
    “Yes, Sayraa?”  
 
    “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Ema’as II 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    11:00 - Canruusi Wastes 
 
      
 
    “Hey not so hard!” Camber whined as Ema’as dug her fangs into his wrist. It was their first official “friendly” feeding, and even though they had already made love… twice, it was awkward for both of them.  
 
    “Oh, don’t be a baby, baby,” Ema’as teased as she momentarily pulled her lips away from his arm. She was acting strangely as if she were in some kind of trance. Camber noticed, but didn’t dare say anything about it, “And don’t you forget, lovey, you’re still my slave. Just relax, remember you’re mine and know I’ll take care of you.”  
 
    Camber groaned and leaned back in his seat as Ema’as continued sucking from his arm. He could feel the blood being pulled from his veins and into her mouth, it was a strange sensation for sure, but one that he knew he had to get used to.  
 
    “So, how many times a day do you need to feed?” He asked, not bothering to look down at his wrist. The sight of it made him feel a bit squeamish. He could only surmise that it was due to the very recent memories of methodically being ripped apart and consumed. In his time as a Marauder, he had picked the bones of other people clean and had both seen and taken part in the butchering of whole caravans, but had never until then been on the receiving end.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Ema’as shrugged, and blood dripped from her mouth, “From what I can tell so far I think just one or two…” Ema’as looked up at him and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. He frowned at the sight of his blood smeared on her dark skin and swallowed a lump in his throat, nodding his head as he did so. 
 
    “I guess I can live with that,” he turned to look out the window of the truck and into the Canruusi Wastes outside. There was nothing to be seen for miles, only dry orange ground and bright shining sunslight. His mind raced as he thought about the terrible decisions he had made that led him to such an unfortunate existence, but Camber knew that there was nothing he could do about it. He knew, at least for the moment, that he was nothing more than fuckable cattle. 
 
    “Okay,” Ema’as sat up, gently rested her head on the seat behind her and smiled. The blood was warm in her belly; it felt very much like a flagon of mead. She sat and indulged in the post-feeding euphoria and released Camber’s hand. He quickly snatched it over to him and immediately put pressure on his bleeding wrist. 
 
    “Can I…” Camber grunted as he spoke because he didn’t want to upset his new master, “I mean, can you heal me?” 
 
    “Right,” Ema’as slowly turned her head toward Camber and formed a stupid looking smile. She dizzily reached a finger up to her mouth and pricked it with one of her fangs. Gently giggling, she extended her hand and wiped her bloodied digit against Camber’s lips. 
 
    “Whoa!” Camber reeled back and turned his head away, “Just a second, I wasn’t ready!” 
 
    “Oh just drink you little bitch,” Ema’as smiled and bit her lower lip as she continued to smear the blood on his lips, laughing as she did. He groaned and instinctively sealed his lips and shook his head back and forth to avoid her for a moment, but finally, he opened his mouth. She shoved her finger inside, and his eyes grew wide. 
 
    “This is gross,” Her finger rested against his tongue, and she smiled and raised her eyebrows as he spoke, “Your blood tastes like shit.” Ema'as laughed playfully and wiped her bleeding finger around the inside of his mouth. The wound on his wrist promptly closed and when she was finished playing, she pulled it out. 
 
    "All better!" Ema'as sang as she slouched down in her seat. She rested her filthy bare feet on the dash and laughed as she took deep, euphoric breaths. With her head leaning against the seat once again, she looked over at Camber. 
 
    "You know if you're going to be my boyfriend, you're going to have to loosen up a little," She smiled and gave him a wink. Camber started the truck and glanced over at his companion; he was at a loss by her words. 
 
    "Boyfriend?" He choked, "What makes you think I'm going to be your boyfriend? I barely know you." 
 
    "You don't have a choice, baby," Ema'as chirped, "You're stuck with me. Forever. You might as well learn to love me." 
 
    Camber's heart sank for the hundredth time that day, and he rested his forehead against the steering wheel. Ema'as giggled and rubbed his back, not moving from the comfortable position she had found. 
 
    "Look, Ema’as I'd at least like to get to know you a little more before..." 
 
    Ema'as' hand crept up his back and rested on his neck. As Camber turned his head and gave her a confused expression, she squeezed. A sharp pain knifed through his body and he straightened his back and sat upright, yelping as he did so.  
 
    "I'm not asking, you little shit!" Ema'as snarled as she squeezed tighter and tighter. She was in a strange and sudden rage, one that she could not explain, “You are going to love me. You are going to protect me and take care of me. You got it?" 
 
    "Fine!" Camber shouted, content with doing whatever he had to survive, "Whatever you want!" 
 
    "Tell me you love me," She commanded as she bore her fangs, “Tell me!” 
 
    "I... I love you!" He cried out, desperate for her to let go. She released his neck and gently nuzzled up beside him and rested her dirt and blood matted head on his shoulder. Camber gasped once he was free, and panted as he fell backward against the seat. Ema'as reached her arm around his chest and hugged him. 
 
    "I love you too baby," She sweetly sang as she let out a little lovestruck moan. She caressed his ribs with her hand and planted a kiss on his neck, smelling him as she did, "Promise that you'll be mine forever?" 
 
    "Y... yes," Camber wondered if the feeding did something to her mind. She had gone completely psycho since drinking from him, before she had been level headed and for the most part, kind, "Forever." 
 
    At that, Ema'as belted out an airy laugh and jumped up. She crawled over and straddled the frightened Faire, locking him between her abnormally strong thighs. As she reached down and shoved her hand inside his pants, Camber reeled back but knew he shouldn't fight. She growled and moaned as she licked her lips and began kissing his neck wildly, and as quickly as she started to grind against him, she suddenly stopped. 
 
    "Someone is coming," She whispered. She had seen something out the driver side window. Camber turned to look and saw a cloud of dust in the distance, a convoy truck very much like their own was heading toward them. Ema'as sighed, but did not stop, in fact, she rubbed against him harder.  
 
    "We have a minute baby,” she reached up and grabbed his blonde hair and breathed erotically into his ear. "Give me what I want baby." 
 
    "You have to stop!" Camber shouted as he pushed her away. She fell back into the steering wheel and hissed at him, once again baring her fangs as she did. Camber held up his trembling hands just as she slapped him across his face. 
 
    "I... love you, baby!" He cried out, desperate to reach some kind of sensibility in her, "B... but more Marauders are coming our way. They might even be a part of Eon's army. I'll give you what you want, but first, we have to get away from them!" he punctuated them with a jab in the direction of the oncoming truck. 
 
    Ema'as face twisted with confusion and she abruptly shook her head. For a moment she looked around as if she were lost and then without notice, an expression of clarity spread across her face. 
 
    "What have I done..." She whispered as her eyes grew wide. She looked mournfully at Camber, realizing how evil she must have seemed to him and began shaking her head violently, "I'm sorry, I... I don't know what came over me."  
 
    Camber observed her as she moved back over to her own seat. She wrapped herself up in her tarp and began to cry softly. "I can't control myself," She whimpered, "The blood makes me… I mean, these urges, they are so strong." 
 
    "We will have to worry about that later..." he said, not taking his eyes off her. He felt pity for her but had no idea how he was going to live with her and her moments of psychosis, "For now, we have to get the Hells out of here!" Ema'as nodded, and Camber threw the truck into gear and stomped on the gas. 
 
    In his side mirror, he could see that the other truck was much closer and had turned to pursue them. He cursed and gave his vehicle more gas, hoping to put some distance between them. As he drove, however, he worried that it was all in vain. Fuel didn’t last forever, and there was nowhere for them to hide as far as he could see. Not only that, but he had no weapons to fight if he needed to. He felt like he was completely fucked. 
 
    The truck was gaining on them quickly, and they were low on gas. Camber gave the pedal everything he had, but it ended up not being near enough. He cursed as he saw the Marauder truck roll up beside them. In the cab, he saw three marauders, each wearing bone armor and helmets made from Gaian skulls. They taunted him as they drove by and the Marauder in the passenger seat aimed a pistol down at one of Camber’s tires. Camber swore and bit his lip, expecting the worst.  
 
    Strangely, the Marauder did not fire. He turned his cackling head to his companions next to him, and after a few seconds, he adjusted his aim and pulled the trigger wildly. Ema'as could hear them laughing maniacally as bullets tore through Camber's skull, painting the inside of the cabin red with blood and brain. Ema'as screamed, and Camber's body fell over dead. His hands jerked the wheel, and the truck lost control, promptly flipping onto its side.  
 
    Ema'as tumbled violently around the cabin as the truck skidded on the dead ground. Her body collided with Camber's multiple times and when the truck finally came to a stop, she found herself laying on top of his corpse.  
 
    The left side of Camber's skull had two bullet holes in it and had mostly collapsed. His blood and brains leaked out onto the seat, and his tongue poked out of his open mouth. Ema'as groaned and pushed herself off of him, remorseful that he had left her so quickly and saddened that she had mistreated him just before he died. She didn’t have time to worry about that though. 
 
    Smoke rose from the engine compartment and quickly began to fill the cabin. She swore as another wave of adrenaline crashed over her. As she took hold of her tarp, her protection from the Brothers light, she kicked at the passenger door, and it flew open, nearly breaking off its hinges due to her new Vampre strength.  
 
    Ema'as quickly crawled out of the truck and onto the orange ground only to be met by the toe of a boot cracking against her cheek. She tumbled to the side and crashed into the ground, hearing the horrifying sound of three Marauders laughing maniacally. 
 
    "Oh, this one's a pretty one!" One of them yelped with excitement, "We're gonna have a bit of fun with ‘er aren’t we!" She felt someone grab each of her arms and flip her over, slamming her onto her back. Her tarp fell to the side, and her skin immediately began to feel like it was burning. She groaned at the pain, and one of the Marauders fell on top of her and thrust his hand up her soiled shirt, whooping with joy as he did.  
 
    "Perky girl!" He salivated and growled like a dog as he laughed. He reached up and wiped the spit away from his mouth and then bent over so that his face was only inches from hers. He smelled her neck and licked the side of her cheek, she reeled back and whined in response. Finally, he grabbed each side of her head and planted his blistered lips on hers, forcing his tongue into her mouth and grinding his crotch against her. The other two Marauders howled at the entertainment and cheered him on. 
 
    "No!" She whispered, turning her head as the assaulting Marauder reached down and took hold of her pants. Her skin felt like it was about to burst into flame from the Brother’s light and her mind was racing. She was terrified and angry. The pain from the sunslight was increasing by the second, and when she felt the Marauders hand pass by the hem of her pants everything suddenly went silent and she snapped. 
 
    "No!" With her new strength, she hurled one of her arms to the side. The Marauder that held her down went flying, and she snarled and repeated the action with her other arm. The third marauder quickly jumped back and reached for his weapon, but Ema'as was much faster.  
 
    With lightning speed and a scream that sounded like it was born in the deepest Hells, the Vampress pounced on him and began to rip the hair from his head with her hands. He cried out in terror and pain as she attacked him. Desperately, he tried to wrap his hands around her throat, but she was quick to take hold of his wrists and squeeze. 
 
    "Stop!" The Marauder painfully begged, “Please!" 
 
    Her eyes burned red like hot coals, and as the power surged through her, she realized that she had more brute strength than she had ever seen before, save for Eon. She jerked one of his arms and felt his shoulder pop out of place. He cried in agony, and she gritted her teeth and yanked one more time. The arm ripped free from his body, and she tossed it aside. As the Marauder slipped into shock, Ema'as planted her fangs into his neck and jerked her head, ripping his throat out. Blood sprayed onto her face, and she quickly grabbed her tarp and draped it over her body as she stood. 
 
    She reeled back at the sudden impact of the bullets tearing through her torso but quickly realized that there was no pain. She turned to see one of the Marauders unconscious on the ground and the other standing and aiming a pistol at her. She hissed at him and lunged forward with a speed she had never imagined possible. He screamed and tried to run, but she was on top of him before he could take a step.  
 
    With the free hand that wasn't holding onto the tarp, she took hold of the Marauder's hair and pulled his head back so that his throat was open to her. As he screamed and begged her to stop, she dug into him, drinking and eating every morsel that was visible.  
 
    For nearly thirty minutes she devoured every piece of the Marauders that she could. Her rage fueled her hunger, and as she craved more flesh the anger intensified. The hangry Vampress tore into the three Marauders, and as she consumed more and more of them, she felt an increasingly more profound sense of euphoria come over her. Finally, with a swollen belly and a drunken high like she had never felt before, she collapsed onto the ground and draped the tarp over herself.  
 
    "This..." She delighted as she felt pleasure in every cell of her body, "so much better than sex..." the world spun around her as her entire body tingled and convulsed in a sort of extreme orgasmic sensation that would not leave her. Beneath the tarp, she experienced vivid, delightful hallucinations and pondered every curiosity of the universe in a level of mental detail that she never knew possible. She felt as if she had spent an eternity beneath the tarp when she finally began to come down. 
 
    Her pulse slowed, and her breathing eased up. The tingling pleasure faded and her world stopped spinning. Ema'as laid silently for a moment as sobriety hit her and listened to her breath. She thought over her life, her situation and everything that led her to where she was. Finally, with her tarp draped around her like a hooded cloak, she pushed herself up off the ground and looked around. 
 
    The unmoving bodies of the Marauders were not much more than gore and bone. She stared at them in contemplative silence and found herself feeling both disgusted and in awe at what she had become and with what she was capable of. The power was more than she had ever experienced, but so was the hunger.  
 
    As she turned to look at her truck, she saw that the engine compartment continued to emit thick black clouds of smoke. She could just barely see Camber's corpse inside the cab and felt a sense of regret. He had seemed to be a good person or at least good for a Marauder, and her actions had led to his death. As the engine burst into flames and spread to the cabin, she compelled herself to watch.  
 
    The inferno tore through the truck and consumed everything inside. Tongues of fire flicked out of every opening, giving the vehicle a hellish appearance. Ema'as gripped her tarp tighter and stepped toward the Marauder's truck.  
 
    As she took a seat in her new truck, she adjusted her tarp and flipped her visor down. She was afraid of the coming journey for she knew she had no food, no blood to keep her alive. The Marauders were dead; there was no bringing them back with her own blood.  
 
    She cursed at what she perceived was her own stupidity and pounded on the steering wheel. She did not want to lose her mind again; she did not want to feel the thirst. Finally, she realized nothing would change if she sat there and so she threw the truck into gear and pushed on the gas pedal. The vehicle chugged forward but Ema’as was quick to slam her foot on the brakes for somehow, she was no longer alone.  
 
    A handsome blonde haired male Vampre in a white fitted suit stood silently in front of her truck smiling widely and staring directly at her. Ema’as returned his gaze for a moment and wondered just where he had come from and how he had so abruptly appeared. 
 
    The Vampre did not move. He stood and waited patiently. The gaze he was casting toward her somehow drew her to him. She felt compelled to be closer. Of course, Ema’as thought the whole situation a bit odd, but finally, she put the truck into park and slowly opened her door.  
 
    As she walked toward the Vampre, he opened his arms in a way that looked like he was about to embrace her. She eyed him queerly and stopped a few feet away from him, ready to defend herself if needed. The Vampre pressed his palms together and bowed his head before her. 
 
    “‘Tis a great stroke of luck that I have found you, my child,” his voice was smooth and sure. Ema’as could see that he apparently did not lack confidence. She did not reply; she remained still and silent. 
 
    “I felt you, you see,” The Vampre continued, “I felt you from a great distance away. I could feel your loneliness, your confusion. I felt your anger and your suffering… yet, I also felt your pleasure.”  
 
    Ema’as looked over at the burning truck and then to the mutilated bodies of the Marauders. The Vampre in the white suit, however, remained focused on her. 
 
    “I am Daanel,” He smiled and took a single step forward, extending his hand toward her, “I have felt and conquered the very Thirst that you have been stricken with. You are undergoing the same transformation that our ancestors did so many years ago. I have come to claim you, to guide you. Follow me, for I am your master now.” 
 
    Ema’as had no words, she had no thoughts. Whatever was happening felt right; it felt like it did not need any explanation. With that on her mind, she did not speak; instead, she merely nodded her head and grabbed Daanel’s outstretched hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Rubaan IX 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    19:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    Rubaan walked between his parents and the gates to Base 21 slowly closed behind him. He briefly looked back to see Amaria in tow carrying Roc in her arms. Their eyes met, and he quickly looked away, he didn’t want to upset her any more than she already was. As he continued onward, he stared down at his feet and sighed. 
 
    The idea that she wanted nothing to do with him felt like a dagger in his heart. He knew he was nothing more than a clone of the man she married, but it hurt all the same. He had the memories of the first Rubaan; he remembered their meeting, their wedding and the birth of their child. It was beyond difficult for him to accept that his memories were in truth, someone else's. 
 
    Rubaan’s heart pounded as he walked into Base 21 and he mulled over his situation. Eon had quite literally formed him from nothing, gathering particles in the air and fashioning them into a body according to Rubaan’s NaNe blueprint. He was alive, he had his memories and his feelings… but he was not who he felt like he was. He in truth was nobody. 
 
    The family passed the identical buildings that lined the street as they headed deeper into the base. Base 21 had been established in an Ancient bunker, a hollowed-out mountain that was equipped with such things as a reservoir, a giant auditorium, and a hangar among living accommodations for a significant number of people. There was room enough inside the base for two hundred thousand people to live, though at the time the base only housed nearly twenty thousand.  
 
    Of the twenty thousand inside Base 21, only a third were actual able-bodied Black Knights. The rest of the souls were comprised of the soldier's families, children in the academy and the elderly. Up to that point, Govia had not learned the location of Base 21 as entry and exit was fiercely regulated. Food was grown on site, waste was recycled or incinerated, and for the most part, only Century and Millenium squads regularly entered or left the Base, for there had not been any need for a large force since the Kamlotian Civil wars nearly a decade prior.  
 
    The Jamisos walked down the street, passing a few of Base 21’s occupants as they did so. Commander Crinnan and his wife were immediately recognized as they were among the most famous members of the army. As soldiers shouted his name and waved, Commander Crinnan nodded and smiled in response, returning their gestures as quickly as they were delivered to him.  
 
    The celebrated entrance did nothing for Rubaan. He felt like he was acting a bit like his brother, sullen and a bit of a downer, but at the same time, he did not care. The weight of his situation was unique to him, he knew that. He felt that what he was going through was unlike anything that had ever happened on Duraan before and in that sense, he felt truly alone.  
 
    “Commander Crinnan,” a voice as deep and clear as the seas announced from ahead of them, “Welcome to Base 21.”  
 
    Vice Commander Card Gamiz walked toward the Jamiso family with his entourage following closely behind. In the absence of Supreme Commander Xian, Lord Card was the acting Commander of the base. Just as he was renowned for his abilities with a sword, he was also very highly regarded for his skills in leadership.  
 
    “I trust that your journey here was pleasant?” Card asked as he extended his hand toward Commander Crinnan. He nodded in response and Card smiled superficially and turned toward Ladia. 
 
    “Beautiful as ever, Lady Jamiso,” He bowed his head, and Ladia spoke. 
 
    “You as well, Lord Card,” according to popular opinion, she was correct. Vice Commander Card was known to be one of the most handsome members of Black Knight’s upper leadership. His skin was soft and fair, and his jaw was angled with perfectly symmetrical cheekbones. His chin was masculine, and his face was cleanly shaven every morning. The eight-pointed familial insignia of Sym was tattooed over his left eye. That paired with the long thick black hair on top of his head added a shred of mystery to his demeanor and an additional level of beauty that appealed to many. 
 
    “Young Lord Rubaan, it is a joy to see that you have returned to us,” Card turned toward Rubaan and nodded his head, “I understand that the plight of your siblings probably weighs heavily on your mind. Trust me when I say that every measure is being taken to bring them all here safe and sound. Your sister, though our prisoner, will be delivered shortly and your brother Crinnan is being fetched as we speak.” 
 
    “I am happy to hear it, my Lord,” Rubaan faked a smile and gave Vice Commander Card a slight nod.  
 
    “Outstanding,” Card took another step toward Rubaan. He reached out and grabbed his upper arm and gave it a tight squeeze, “Now that you have been inducted back into the movement, I am prepared to assign you with your first mission.” 
 
    “Mission?” Rubaan repeated looking back and forth at his parents, “I thought…” 
 
    “Lord Rubaan, you are a member of Base 21.” Card interrupted with a stern look, “I am fully aware that you traveled here under the pretense that you would serve as one of your parent’s guard. That, while not completely out of the…” He paused and smiled, “...out of the cards, is not how you will initially be serving Base 21 during your stay here. You have been out of the army for, how long has it been, two years?” 
 
    “About that, yes,” Rubaan answered, nervous about Card’s words. 
 
    “Two years… your body must be retrained; your skills must be sharpened. As a member of one of Black Knight’s noble families, it will be of utmost importance for the common soldiers to see you as a role model, an inspiration to continue fighting. With that in mind, dear Rubaan, I grant you the rank of Corporal pending your completion of training under Lieutenant Marka Nelson.” 
 
    “Corporal?” Rubaan’s eyes grew wide, and he looked at his father. Crinnan nodded his head, and Rubaan looked back at Card. “And… Marka Nelson, you mean the Centurion?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Card affirmed, “You will squire for her. You will carry out her every command, follow her into battle, you will learn from her just as she learned from me many years ago. Of course, your family will be well taken care of here at the base.” Card lifted his head and looked past Rubaan at Amaria and Roc. His expression suddenly changed to a look of intrigue, and he turned back to Rubaan. 
 
    “The rumors are true then. You are married to a High Vampre,” Card gave Rubaan’s arm a final squeeze and then walked past and approached Amaria, “Tis a pleasure to meet you Lady Jamiso, I am Vice Commander Card Gamiz. If you or your son need anything during your stay…” 
 
    “I want to fight,” Amaria declared, looking sternly at Card. Card raised his eyebrows and grinned.  
 
    “Perhaps you may need to discuss with your husband…” 
 
    “I do not need to discuss it with my husband,” Amaria assured him, “Point me in the right direction. I do not require training; I simply need to be told where to go and who to kill.” Card pursed his lips together and nodded at Amaria. 
 
    “We will see what we can arrange my Lady,” he turned and walked past Lord and Lady Jamiso and beckoned everyone to follow him. 
 
    “It seems we have much to talk about. I invite you all inside, let us sit and discuss the future of House Jamiso…” As he walked down the road toward a large administrative building, his entourage broke so that the Jamisos could walk through. Rubaan stopped to wait for Amaria but as he turned and looked her way, a look of sadness spread over her face, and she shook her head at him. He nodded, understanding her unspoken words and walked forward behind his parents. As Amaria followed, the entourage closed behind them, and they made their way to the admin building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord Card sat at a long wooden table within one of the meeting rooms of the admin building. To his right sat Captain Blaze T’wel, a dark-skinned Elf from the Galataan Islands. Blaze had broad shoulders, thick bushy eyebrows and a stern expression that was permanently plastered on his face. Atop his bald head, he wore a turban as was typical for the followers of Galataan, the chief god of the polytheistic religion that the Islanders followed.  
 
    Blaze was Captain of Millennium Squad, Base 21’s auxiliary team of elites that, when needed, accompanied or followed Century on missions. They, of course, carried out their own missions as well, but where Century could have been described as “A” class, Millenium would have been classified as “B.” 
 
    To Card’s left sat Lady Emerald Fyres, the lieutenant rank advisor to Captain Bran Phils of Century Squad. She was sister to Ladia Jamiso and the eldest and matriarch of the Fyres Clan even though she had no children of her own. A beauty to behold, she was a fair skinned Elf who had gone through stasis at age 31. She had a light pastel blue hue to her long wavy hair which was generally kept up and out of her face. Her patient and mystical seeming blue and sparkling purple eyes looked like deep wells of wisdom, by merely looking at her one could see why she was such a highly regarded teacher and advisor.  
 
    “The Jamiso house, the Fyres Clan, your families have always been well respected and highly regarded as valuable and irreplaceable assets to Black Knight,” Card looked back and forth between Crinnan and Ladia as he spoke. His hands were clasped together on the table in front of him, and he stared at them with a sincere and earnest expression. 
 
    “While your loyalty and devotion to the resistance is and never will be in question, recent events from members of your family, your children in specific, have raised many security flags for us.” Card sighed and looked over to Blaze who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Our intelligence, moles of ours in Govia, have done some digging per my request. The information that they uncovered was… staggering to say the least. You see, Jamisos, they informed me of the real situation with your son Crinnan. For those of you who are unaware of the reality of the Hells, I will go ahead and reassure you that they are in fact very real. Furthermore, to preface what I am about to explain to you I need you all to understand, and some of you do, that what you perceive as magic is in fact not and has never been so. Magic died when the Humaan people arrived so many years ago. The abilities that our few battle mages use, the blessings that keep us looking young and safe from sickness and disease, the very ones that give us life indefinite… it is all Ancient technology. Rubaan Jamiso, this explanation is mostly for you, so please, those of you who understand bear with me.”  
 
    Rubaan looked around the room and realized that he was the only adult that was hearing this for the first time. He, though intrigued, felt embarrassed by that.  
 
    “Swirling about in the air that surrounds us is an insurmountable number of Ancient, microscopic machines. These machines, which were once called NaNe, heal us, keep us alive, they give us great and indescribable powers… the understanding of this technology has been mostly lost through the generations. It was suppressed by the Govian Empire for if the common people learned the potential of the NaNe, then they could stand against them. The NaNe thought forgotten, still exists and the power it holds is… extraordinary.” 
 
    Card nodded his head and looked over at Emerald briefly, she returned his nod, and he continued his explanation. “The Hells are real, Jamisos. The report I received from Govia explained in full detail how your son, your brother, perished by a way unknown and was sent to the Hells for his eternal punishment. Now, understanding that I will explain to you that in Govia the Hells is a type of… it is a strange game that people play on their computers.” 
 
    “A game on a computer?” Rubaan looked around like Card was speaking nonsense, “What? How does that even work? Who has time for that?” 
 
    Card shrugged and continued, “This game, the Hells, is a realistic simulation. People, also called Demons, play this game by punishing the prisoners of the Hells. They enter these strange egg-shaped pods that somehow transport them to this game. As you know, all sin is forbidden in the Empire, but in the Hells, the common folk are free to do as they please. You see, when Crinnan was killed his brain was essentially turned into a computer program of sorts and then placed in the Hells for his punishment. Apparently, something out of the ordinary happened, and Crinnan ended up slaying an entire army of the Demons of the Hells. It turns out that Demons actually dying was never a part of how the game was made. Somebody changed the game, and when the demons died in the Hells, they found themselves unable to come back in real life.” 
 
    “You are saying that Crinnan killed a bunch of Govians that played this game then?” Rubaan asked. Card nodded, and Rubaan smiled, “Good for him.” 
 
    “The country is in an uproar; the Hells have been locked down. Every demon that was playing the game when Crinnan escaped has been unable to leave for nearly a month. Whatever Crinnan did to escape and however he did it essentially broke the game, and now there are nearly fifty thousand Govians locked in the Hells.” 
 
    “That is a lot,” Rubaan smiled.  
 
    “Some reports are saying that Crinnan had help. As I said, somebody from the outside may have altered the game in a way that allowed him to escape. Who and why, however, is a mystery.”  
 
    Commander Crinnan felt a sudden rage grow inside him. He clenched his fists and ground his teeth together. Ladia noticed her husband’s frustration and gently grabbed his arm and urged him to relax. Everyone turned their heads curiously to look at the obviously furious man. Rubaan knew from the look of his father that an explosion was about to erupt. 
 
    “Crinnan, please do not do this,” A look of panic spread across Emerald’s face as she spoke. It was the same look that Ladia wore. Commander Crinnan trembled in his seat, his nostrils flared and his face twisted with fury, “Crinnan, not in front of Rubaan.” 
 
    “He’s fucking old enough!” Crinnan roared with fury, “That damn homewrecking piece of blue-haired shit did this.” 
 
    “Do you have more information?” Card calmly asked. 
 
    “Yeah I fucking have information,” Crinnan huffed, and Emerald sighed and shook her head. There was nothing that anybody could do anymore. 
 
    “Sajinious Lynx,” Crinnan growled, and his body shook. He looked over at Rubaan and tears formed in his eyes, “Son I love you more than you can ever know but… I am not your true father.” 
 
    “Crinnan please!” Ladia begged as her own tears began to fall. She grabbed hold of her husband’s arm and shook him in place, “Please no.” Rubaan looked around nervously. He knew he had to know more, that there was no coming back from what his father was saying. 
 
    “The fucking Elf… the damned Ancient mercenary or whatever he was back in Exgrane. He befriended me. We drank together; I saved his damned life and he… he fucked my wife and squirted my boys into her belly.” 
 
    “Oh my,” It was all that Card could say in response. His eyes grew wide, and he looked around the room at the others, noting that everyone seemed to be showing signs of surprise or discomfort. Commander Crinnan turned to Rubaan again and shook his head mournfully. 
 
    “You are my son, and I love you Rubaan, but… I did not create you. Sajinious Lynx created you, and he has apparently been watching you and your brother for your entire lives. For that reason, he helped Crinnan; he did something to get him out of the Hells and back to our world,” Commander Crinnan fumed. His face was red, and he was breathing heavily. He appeared to play it all again in his head and finally, he broke down. He wept bitterly and lowered his head into his hands in front of everybody. Ladia and Emerald looked at one another with expressions of shock and terror, and Rubaan sat and silently stared down at the wooden table. 
 
    “You’re… not my father?” Rubaan looked up and whispered to Crinnan. Crinnan shook his head remorsefully, and Rubaan lowered his head again and sighed.  
 
    “What a fucking shitty ass week,” He laughed as he stood and looked at everyone the room. “You’re not my wife, that’s not my son, you’re not my father, and I’m not fucking me. What a great fucking life this has been everyone! Thanks!” Rubaan’s laughing intensified until it became hysterical. He cackled and cried at the same time. Eventually, he had to bend over because his abdominal muscles ached from it all.  
 
    “The… the way I see it,” he belted as he found free breaths, “I don't even exist!” He fell down in his chair and laid his head on the table, pounding on it with his hand for he could not stop any of it. Card looked over at Blaze, and the two quickly stood. 
 
    “It appears that you all need a moment yourselves,” Card’s tone was confused and mildly irritated, “Blaze and I shall excuse ourselves.” At that, they walked out of the room leaving the Jamisos and Emerald behind. 
 
    The room was tense as the broken family all dealt with the situation in their own way. Ladia wore a look of pure horror and anger; Commander Crinnan had wholly shut himself off to everyone. Rubaan had lost himself to hysterics, Emerald looked embarrassed and concerned for everyone, and Amaria was uncomfortable and ready to get out of there. 
 
    Nobody spoke in the moments that they sat alone. Everyone silently processed the situation as best they could in what time they had. Commander Crinnan had held the secret for his wife for so long, he tried to put on a happy face and convinced himself that he had forgiven her for her treachery… but he could do it no longer. Sage was back in their lives, and it opened all of the emotional scars that Crinnan had tried to bury. 
 
    “Not my father…” Rubaan’s laughter had finally stopped, and he turned and looked at Crinnan. Crinnan removed his glasses and set them on the table in front of him. He ran his fingers through his long graying hair and shook his head. 
 
    “I am your father Rubaan,” Crinnan extended a finger toward him and gave him a solemn and stern expression, “I raised you, I built you into who you are today. I gave you all the love a man could; I was there when you were sick and when you were hurt, just because I wasn’t present at your conception doesn’t mean I didn’t give you everything I had!” Ladia looked at Rubaan, and Rubaan scoffed at her. 
 
    “You… kept this from me?” He was bewildered by what he perceived were lies from his mother. “To spare what, your feelings?”  
 
    “Rubaan that is…” Ladia started to speak but was cut off. 
 
    “No, shut up mom!” He shouted, “I don’t want to hear your excuses. You forced dad into silence; you made sure that your secret was buried so that nobody thought less of you. Don’t you dare say that you did this for me! My entire life I was lied to so that you wouldn’t feel bad.” Ladia closed her mouth and nodded her head. Rubaan felt like a well of rage inside him was boiling, and quickly, he turned to Amaria. 
 
    “And you!” Amaria looked like she had been hit by a ton of bricks. She glanced around nervously and held Roc a little tighter. Rubaan bit his lip and shook his head, waving his finger at her as he did so. 
 
    “I am Rubaan Jamiso,” He did not shout, he did not talk down to her. He looked her square in the eye and said exactly what he was thinking, “I married you. I was fucking there. I made Roc with you, I remember that night vividly, but I’ll spare everyone the description… I crawled out of those damn trenches and watched you murder your kin, I drained your blood and cut myself open so that you could be mortal again. You’re mad at me because I’m back in the army? Fine. But you’re not mortal anymore either. Shit changes Amaria, but my love for you never will.” She took a deep breath through her nose and tried to hold her own tears back. Rubaan stepped closer to, and she looked up at him. 
 
    “I would never give up on you Amaria. I am going through shit darker than the Hells themselves right now, but I keep going because I want to grow old with you and our son. Maybe my skin is made of different… whatever skin is made out of. Maybe this body isn’t even a month old, but this brain, these memories and these feelings in my heart? This pain and love? It is all real Amaria, and you can’t isolate me anymore. I am here, and I love you more than anything, and you need to realize that the… the other Rubaan is not coming back. I’m the same, I will never leave, and you need to get used to that because we are a family.” 
 
    Amaria burst into tears and stood to meet Rubaan. Cautiously, he stepped forward and slowly opened his arms. Between sobs, Amaria nodded at him and as his weeping began again, he wrapped his arms around his wife and son. 
 
    “I am sorry,” She cried, “I was scared, confused…” 
 
    “I still am baby,” Rubaan replied as he gently rubbed the back of her head, “But I promise you I will never abandon you. I am here to stay.” 
 
    At that, the door to the room burst open and a Black Knight hurried in and approached Lady Ladia. She immediately stood, and the soldier spoke. 
 
    “My lady, your daughter is here! She needs you.” 
 
    “Sayraa…” Ladia said as she turned toward the door, “Why are you out of breath soldier.” 
 
    “Emergency… she is… giving birth.” 
 
    “Birth?” Ladia looked to Emerald, who immediately stood. Amaria thrust Roc into a surprised Rubaan’s arms and pulled her hair back as if it were second nature. 
 
    “You’re going?” Rubaan asked, looking from his wife to his mother. Amaria nodded and caressed her husband’s cheek, “Yes. Take care of our son… I love you.” Rubaan smiled, for he felt like he finally had his family back. He held Roc tightly, and Amaria leaned in and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “You taste good,” She joked as she ran to join Ladia and Emerald. Rubaan watched her as she ran and as the ladies exited the room, Rubaan was left alone with Commander Crinnan. The man stood from the table silently and approached his son and grandson. He placed his hand on the side of Rubaan’s head and quickly wrapped them up in a hug. 
 
    “I mean it, son,” Crinnan assured him in as sincere a tone as he could muster, “I love you as much as you love that boy in your arms. Never doubt that, you hear me?” 
 
    “Of course dad,” Rubaan replied. Crinnan squeezed him one final time, hoping to transfer as much love as he could to the boys. He stepped back and took a deep breath to compose himself. 
 
    “Your… true father, Sajinious,” Crinnan mumbled, shaking his head as he did so, “There is much history to the Elf. In truth, he is a remarkable person. He fought the Empire before it was even the Empire… he is an Ancient and is very powerful.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about him?” Rubaan asked as he patted the back of Roc’s fuzzy head. Commander Crinnan circled the table, running his finger across the wood as he did so. He cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses before he looked back up at his son. 
 
    “I have access to the remnants of the Ancient interweb. It is a great wealth of information. Now, I have not had much time to devote to learning how to use it properly and to be honest I rarely know what to search for, but there is so much information on Sajinious Lynx. My son, though it pains me greatly, I feel that you deserve to know who your father truly is. To know what you come from.” 
 
    “Dad I don’t want to hurt you,” Rubaan sighed and looked down at Roc as he rested in his arms. He was curious about the Sajinious person who kept coming up. He wondered if he really had watched over him somehow. He wondered if Sajinious would help break him out of the Hells if the time came, or if that was just for Crinnan. If he were frank, and he wasn’t about to be with his father, he would say that he was very interested in learning more about his real father. 
 
    “Rubaan, I will be fine. I am a tough son of a bitch,” Crinnan took in a deep breath and slapped his son on the shoulder, “I am just glad to get that off my chest after all these years…” 
 
    The door to the conference room opened, and Card and Blaze walked back in. The Jamisos turned to face them, and Card held out his hands, gesturing for them to relax. He stepped up to the father and son and looked both of them over, analyzing the situation he was walking into. 
 
    “I trust your emotions have died down, Commander?” Card asked. Commander Crinnan nodded, and Card looked to Rubaan. 
 
    “A very… unexpected revelation for you I imagine. Lord Crinnan, this information that you have shared, why did you withhold it from the leadership for this long? Do you not understand the implications of having a being such as the legendary Sajinious Lynx allied with Black Knight?” 
 
    “Vice Commander Card, I am the leadership,” Crinnan rebutted, turning to the Elf, “Do not forget that I outrank you, and while I appreciate your concern, I ask that you stay out of my family’s matters.” 
 
    “Commander Crinnan, while you may outrank me, this is my base and Rubaan is one of my soldiers,” Card said coolly, “I trust that you can respect that. If you cannot, I would ask that you return to your own base where your word can go uncontested. For now though, with this recent information, I see it fit to dispatch your son so that he may find Sajinious Lynx and bring him back here. An Ancient of his strength, holding the type of knowledge that he undoubtedly does could turn the tide of this war. If he harbors the… love as you implied, for his twin sons then I have no doubt that he would feel compelled to join our cause.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious,” Crinnan hissed, turning to the Vice Commander, “You want to use my son’s emotions to bring an Ancient here?” 
 
    “I want to use both of your son’s emotions, Commander,” Card replied with a matter-of-fact tone, “As soon as Crinnan returns, he and his brother are to travel to the Belhaasi Weald to fetch Sajinious Lynx and bring him back here. That is an order.” 
 
    Commander Crinnan threw his hands up in defeat and turned away from Card. After a moment of deliberation, he finally nodded his head and turned back around. 
 
    “Fine, but I will go too.” 
 
    “Commander I cannot prevent you, but please if you do go, be wary of your Humaan emotions and do not let them get in the way of your mission.” Crinnan smiled widely at Card. 
 
    “Fuck you, Card.”  
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” Card nodded his head and turned to leave, Blaze followed behind, “We do expect Century and Commander Xian to return by morning. Please prepare for your journey. I will instruct Marka Nelson that she is to join you as Rubaan’s master. Have a pleasant evening Jamisos.” Card walked out the door and left the father and son behind.  
 
    “Shithead,” Crinnan muttered when Card was out of the room. He looked at his son and smiled. “Well. Let’s get something to drink.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Crinnan XXI 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    04:00 - Belhaasi Weald, Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    “Bar the door!” Nora shouted as she desperately worked to pile whatever debris she could find in front of it. The tower was dark and full of molded decay, fixtures and furniture within had collapsed to nothing more than dust and splinters long ago. Large cockroaches crawled through the crumbled ruins and scattered as Crinnan, and his party neared them. 
 
    “They are coming!” She frantically screamed, “They were... everywhere! I cannot fight, I… I...” Nora bent over to grab a fallen beam but it crumbled in her hands and she lost her balance. She tumbled forward and crashed down face first into the rubble. Blood poured from the wound on her stomach and onto her hands, she trembled and cried in pain as she looked at it. 
 
    The fact that she had gotten away from the Reapers alive was something unbelievable. They had impaled her with one of their hydraulic hooks, and even though Sage had cut the line that had skewered her, she still had a gaping hole in her stomach and no NaNe to heal it. 
 
    “Can you help her?” Crinnan quickly turned to Elia and asked. She was one of Century Squads medics, a Faire capable of using healing spells. Or as he had recently learned from Garb and Sage, restorative NaNe abilities. Elia looked down at Nora and began to kneel. 
 
    “She… will not be able!” Nora coughed up a mouthful of blood and turned her head as she spit it away. She was growing closer to bleeding out on the ground by the minute, something needed to be done, “I’ve been purged… by the Reaper. My NaNe is gone; her abilities will be useless on me.” She grimaced and held her long pointed nailed fingers over her wound and turned her head to the side, “I do not... have much time.”  
 
    Crinnan looked around the room for an answer. He was not going to lose another person, not another Ancient. Finally, he had an idea and turned toward Cade. 
 
    “Kiersen, do you have another flood?” 
 
    “Do not call me that,” Cade coldly replied as he glared at his little brother, “And no… all I have are the NaNe I purged from you.” 
 
    “Well give them to her!” Crinnan nearly shouted as his eyes grew wide, “She’s an Ancient, she can help us.” 
 
    “Crinnan, I purged your NaNe so that they could not track you.” Cade reminded him, “That would be extremely… not helpful.” 
 
    “Like they can’t track them in that little tube anyway. Just fucking do it! We need her!” Cade shook his head and knelt down next to Nora. He reached in his pack and pulled out the syringe that he had used to purge Crinnan’s old NaNe. 
 
    “Hold still,” He grumbled at the writhing Ancient. He planted the needle into Nora’s neck and injected the NaNe into her. He tossed the syringe aside before he leaned back and waited. 
 
    “This is going to straight up suck some balls,” Nora groaned as she rested her head against the floor, “I’m getting your NaNe Crinnan. Your memories, your life… it will all be in my head.” 
 
    “Oh,” Crinnan replied grimly. He really didn’t like the sound of that; he didn’t want some stranger to know him on that level. He turned and gave Cade a nervous look, “I wish I had thought of that…” 
 
    “Well if you had a shred of common sense, you would have been able to figure it out for yourself.” Cade snapped back at him. The President didn’t realize that his little brother had grown up to be such a ditz. He rolled his eyes in frustration at the idiot before him and turned away. 
 
    “Come out!” Crinnan quickly spun to face the others as he heard one of the Marauders begin shouting from outside. Everyone looked around nervously at each other and then toward the door at the front of the building. They raised their weapons, squared their stances, and everyone whispered some kind of curse, “King Eon comes, little ones. He is looking for you!” 
 
    “Elia, hurry up and heal her!” Crinnan sharply whispered. He spun his sword in his hand and pulled one of his revolvers from its holster, “We really need her.” 
 
    “I am on it Crinnan,” Elia fell to her knees next to Nora and closed her eyes. She extended her arms and held her hands over the gash in the Ancient Faire’s stomach. 
 
    “Your technique is not good,” Nora groaned as Elia worked to heal her, “Curl your pinky, attach it to your palm to enhance circulation. You are using too much NaNe.” Elia gave the Ancient a flabbergasted look. Was that bitch really criticizing her when she was trying to save her?  
 
    Elia wrinkled her brow, touched the tip of her pinky to her palm, and white light pulsed from her hands and downward into Nora’s wound. Elia realized that Nora had been right; she felt much less of a drain on her power when she used the Ancient’s technique. 
 
    “Defensive positions!” Alec shouted at his team, “Matalo and Flox, upstairs. Dierlok down here with me. Cade, can you take orders?” 
 
    “Nope!” Cade quickly and very confidently replied, “But I will go upstairs with them.” 
 
    “Fine,” Alec turned toward Garb and Freyja. “What can you guys do?” 
 
    “I killed one of the big metal guy things,” Freyja proudly replied, holding out his sword for Alec to see, “I cut his head off with this. People have a lot of blood in them.” 
 
    “He needs some therapy.” Crinnan frowned and looked over at his friend. Alec nodded in agreement and pulled a pistol from his hip.  
 
    “Can you squeeze a trigger?” Alec held the pistol out to Freyja.  
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” He sounded a bit unsure but grabbed the gun anyway. He looked it over in his hands and held the barrel up to his eye. 
 
    “Nope!” Crinnan reached out and snatched the pistol from Freyja. He handed it back to Alec and nodded at the sword that the boy had set down. 
 
    “Use that,” Crinnan ordered, “No guns for psychos.” 
 
    “Grandpa?” Alec asked as he turned to Dauid, “You have been surprisingly quiet this whole time. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m just stayin’ the Hells out of your way son,” Dauid replied as he shook his head and held his palms out, “I’ll leave the fighting to the fighters. Truth is though, I am scared to shit of what is going on right now. I've never been in a situation like this in all my years... You got something you need me to do?” 
 
    “Just stay alive,” Alec answered with a worried smile, “I don’t want to lose you yet. I just finally found you again.” Dauid moved his mask out of the way and popped a cigarette in his mouth. He lit it, took a drag and nodded at his grandson.  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” He wore a cheeky grin and Alec handed him his pistol. Dauid took hold of it with his good hand and grabbed a wrench from his belt with his better hand, “You know son, I’m gettin’ old. I can’t keep doing this living thing forever.”  
 
    "In my eyes, you can Papa," Alec reached out and grabbed his grandfather's old shoulder. Too much of his life had been wasted without the old man. He wanted to make sure the two had some kind of future together. 
 
    “Demon!” the sound of the Marauder shouting broke everyone's concentration. Alec and Dauid ducked down, and Crinnan turned toward one of the windows. He was sick of hearing that name; even the Marauders were using it, “Let’s see what you look like boy!” There was laughter outside, and a couple of Marauders whooped, “Let’s see what King Eon is so desperate to find!” Crinnan readied his rifle and looked down at Elia. 
 
    “How is she?” He asked as he stood over her. 
 
    “I am fine,” Nora replied with an angry-sounding tone. She held her head between her hands and rocked back and forth for a moment. Elia had healed her wound nicely, Crinnan could see the scar through the hole in her shirt. When Nora finally opened her eyes and stopped rocking, she shook her head angrily and gave Crinnan an angry look. 
 
    “There was somebody in your fucking head, boy!” She scowled and pushed herself up off the ground, “What kind of shit were you mixed up in to have two NaNe images in your network? He will not shut the fuck up!” 
 
    “Oh no,” Crinnan ran his fingers through his hair as he remembered Eshan the Govian. He had completely forgotten about him, or rather he had not expected Eshan to transfer to Nora. Weirdly, Crinnan felt relieved that Eshan was fine, “Look he’s probably really mad. Tell him I’m sorry; his name is Eshan.” 
 
    “He says he can fucking hear you,” Nora stood to her feet and cocked her head as she listened, “He… knows it was not your fault… he does not hate you he says. Well, he says he does for killing him, but he does not for losing him.” 
 
    “Shut up Eshan.” Crinnan snickered, “Nora, can you fight… this Eon?” 
 
    “Not a damn chance in the deepest Hell," She shook her head and glanced toward the window that Crinnan was looking at, “Eon is far beyond anything that I could ever dream of handling. Sage may have been able to, but he was the only Ancient in this area who could have, even Xydos... Sage's older brother was too weak.” 
 
    “Fucking Sage,” Crinnan groaned. If he were the only person capable of fighting Eon then why had he given up his life so quickly? Even if Crinnan had died or been captured, Sage could have at least saved the others, “The damn idiot Elf.” 
 
    “Most times I would agree with you,” Nora replied with a shrug, “But as cheesy as it may sound, he truly cared about you. That is why… well, Crinnan if we survive this together, I know everything. I can read your entire story now. I know what happened to you… in Hell, and I know why it happened, and I know why Sage got involved.” 
 
    “Great," Crinnan replied, “If we don't get slaughtered then sure, we can talk afterward.” At that, he shouldered his rifle, ducked down and hurried forward to join Alec at the window. 
 
    “We are probably going to die," Crinnan plainly told his friend. He in truth did not see any way out of their situation, even if there was a way for them to kill Eon themselves, they had a whole army of Marauders outside. Crinnan thought of the Thirst-stricken Vampre and the sword-armed beasts as well. Centurions or not, how could they stand against it all? “The Ancient can't do anything. Eon is probably going to kill us all." 
 
    “Well, I can’t think of anyone I would rather die beside,” Alec smiled and slapped his childhood friend on the back. Seeing him again gave him a rush, it made him feel undefeatable. Alec felt like there was no way they wouldn’t survive. Crinnan on the other hand though that Alec was unrealistically sunny about it. 
 
    “I don't want to die with anybody,” he mumbled in response, “Sorry, but I'd much rather live... I guess we wait now?” 
 
    "Now we wait." Alec reached out and fist-bumped his friend, and the two peaked out the window in front of them. 
 
    “Don’t make us come in there after you!” One of the Marauders shouted after a moment. Crinnan could see them through the dirty brittle glass window. Marauders filled the yard outside and stretched all the way back beyond the trees. They had already begun dismantling Dauid's HAPT. As he looked over at Alec's grandfather, he saw that the old man was visibly angered as he watched, “We’re gettin’ hungry!” 
 
    “By the Brothers, they’re so annoying," a flustered and angry Matalo shouted from the second story. Crinnan looked behind him and saw Matalo standing on the mezzanine. He lifted his grenade launcher and aimed it toward an open window, "Get ready boys and girls!" He shouted as a mischievous grin spread across his face. 
 
    "Eat this you dick munchers!” at that, Matalo launched a grenade through the open window. Crinnan watched as it landed on top of a group of the marauders outside and exploded. Half a dozen bodies were thrown by the blast and the entrails of the unlucky one that the grenade had hit rained down on the rest of them. 
 
    “Pissboy bitches!” He belted a laugh and fired again, “Ain’t one of you worth half a pig’s dick!” His barrage continued, and the Marauders scattered in all directions. Flox and Cade quickly joined Matalo and began firing their rifles down at the mass of bodies below. They were able to pick off as many as they wanted due to their sheer numbers, every bullet they fired found a target. In Flox's case, his bullets sometimes found multiple targets. 
 
    Downstairs, Dierlok was able to take out three Marauders that had charged toward the door. He fired his weapon out the window he hid behind, making easy work of the untrained nomads. 
 
    “We do not need tactics with these guys!” Dierlok shouted, with a laugh, “They are completely damn useless, just moving targets! ” He fired two more shots from his carbine and then pulled out another magazine.  
 
    “Hey, kid!" Dierlok shouted over at Freyja who was just idly standing in the middle of the room as if nothing important was happening, “Come here! Take these!" Dierlok tossed the boy three full magazines, “Give me one when I tell you. Be my second set of eyes, okay?” Freyja nodded and knelt next to Dierlok.  
 
    The boy bit his lower lip eagerly as he watched the bodies outside become littered with bullets. The blood was fascinating to him; he observed how it splashed when the Marauders got shot, how they howled and writhed in pain on the ground. His body tingled at the sight of it all, and he wanted to help. Freyja wanted to feel the euphoria of killing for in truth, killing the reaper was the first time he had felt anything in years. 
 
    “There sure are a fuck ton of them!” Matalo's voice boomed from his position. He launched another grenade and turned his head toward Flox, “We got enough ammo?” 
 
    “No,” Flox softly replied, “Please be quiet Matalo, I am concentrating.” 
 
    “Ah, shit!" Matalo ignored Flox and tossed his grenade launcher aside. He pulled his pistol, aimed and opened fire. A few of his shots hit their mark, but he quickly spent his magazine and growled, “Reloading! Flox, take out those guys running toward the door.” Flox adjusted his weapon, took aim and fired two consecutive shots. 
 
    “I am out," Flox sighed. Commander Crinnan had not supplied them with enough ammunition for the kind of defense they were being forced to mount. Flox did not blame him though, for to be able to defend against an army, they would have needed an entire armory, “Cade, one more running toward the door. He's fast; kill him.”  
 
    “I already got him, thanks,” Cade replied, firing his rifle. The bullet struck the ground next to the Marauder, and Cade groaned, “Missed,” He fired, and again could not hit his target. “Goddess, he’s slippery.” 
 
    “You are not good at this, give it to me," Flox commanded as he reached out. Cade tossed the sniper his Ancient rifle, and Flox quickly zeroed in on and put a bullet through the Marauder’s left eye. 
 
    “Thank you,” Flox held the rifle back out to Cade, but the President held up his hands and shook his head as he drew his sidearm. 
 
    “Go ahead. You seem better with it than I am. That rifle is self-sufficient, it uses NaNe to create ammunition from material around you. I will cover you.” He looked out his window and cursed as he saw a troop of Maas'Eon charging toward the tower, “Those things… Guys, be careful downstairs! The sword arm naked monster things are here!”  
 
    Four Maas’Eon emerged from the woods running at full speed, and then another two followed behind them. Their feet barely made a sound as they ran, but they hissed and growled as they neared the tower. They held their blade-arms ready to strike as they charged toward Crinnan and his party. 
 
    “Kill those things now!” Cade shouted at Flox, “Fucking hurry.” 
 
    Flox fired a shot into one of the Maas’Eon’s heads, and it fell down dead. He aimed and hit another in the chest. The Maas’Eon stumbled backward for a few seconds but quickly found its balance and continued running, wailing as it did so. 
 
    “It seems that they do not die right," Flox observed, “Only headshots kill them.” 
 
    “Well shoot them in the head then!” Matalo shouted as he loaded another magazine into his pistol, “That’s your damn job!” 
 
    “By the Brothers, what the fuck are those!” Dierlok fearfully shouted as he began to rapidly squeeze the trigger of his carbine, “They will not go down!” 
 
    “Head, dammit!” Matalo belted from upstairs, “Shoot them in the head Dierlok!” 
 
    Dierlok quickly adjusted his aim and took one down. Sweat dripped down his face, and he scowled with fury as he moves his weapon toward the next one. The Centurion was not fast enough. A Maas’Eon dove through the window head first, howling a terrible battle cry and quickly planted its blades into Dierlok’s chest. Dierlok dropped his rifle as he and the beast crashed to the ground behind him. 
 
    He couldn't breathe, he could barely scream. Blood gushed out of his mouth and the wounds in his chest, but he wouldn't give up. He snatched his knife from its sheath and planted it into the neck of the Maas'Eon, stabbing wildly as it tore into him.  
 
    The blood of the monster spilled out all over him and mixed with his own, and it collapsed on top of Dierlok’s shredded chest. He tried to breathe, but there was nothing left of his lungs. Instead, the Centurion heaved the beast off of him, grabbed his rifle and pushed himself off the ground. 
 
    Freyja watched in utter amazement as the soldier limped forward and opened fire on another of the Maas'Eon. Dierlok's chest had been torn completely open, and Freyja could see his splintered ribs. Dierlok staggered in place, and as he spent his magazine, he tossed his gun down and drew his sword as he faced off against the next monster  
 
    The Maas'Eon snarled, and with all his strength, Dierlok lunged for its neck. The creature moved to the side, and as the nearly dead Centurion stumbled past, it swung its blade arm down, cutting clean through the back of Dierlok's head.  
 
    Dierlok crashed to the ground. What remained of his brains leaked out what was left of his head and a puddle of blood quickly pooled beneath him. Freyja looked up at the Maas'Eon, and it seemed to smile at him as it raised its blades and stepped toward the boy. 
 
    "Fuck you, weird-ass! " Crinnan suddenly appeared from behind the creature, sword in hand. He drove the point of his blade through the back of its skull and pushed it aside. Quickly, he took hold of Freyja and dragged him away from the window. 
 
    "Stop getting into trouble!" Crinnan screamed as he launched the kid away from danger, "Be smart, shithead!" Crinnan frowned at him and hurried to take Dierlok's old position. 
 
    Alec glanced over at the mess of meat that was once Vaan Dierlok and shook his head grimly. That was the second Centurion who had died under his care, and it filled him with a rage he had never felt before. He wished the day were over; he wanted to go home. 
 
    “More!” Crinnan shouted as he fired on a Maas'Eon who was trying to come through the window. He hit it in the head just as another one dove in from behind it. Its arm blade sliced Crinnan across the back, and he groaned and spun, immediately pulling his trigger. None of the bullets made contact with the Maas’Eon’s head, and the weapon ran out of ammo. He threw the gun at the beast and painfully drew his sword. 
 
    “Alec!” Crinnan shouted as he parried an onslaught of berserked attacks, “Help!” Alec gave up his position and charged toward the two, quickly blasting the Maas’Eon's head into nothing with his shotgun. He pumped the gun again and realized he too was out of ammunition. 
 
    “Shit!” He tossed the gun down and drew his axe. As he saw that the situation had temporarily eased up, he gritted his teeth and checked his team's position. 
 
    "Fall back!" He roared, "to the stairs!"  
 
    Everyone ran toward the rally point, and those with firearms did a quick weapons check. “Anyone have any more ammo?” Alec asked as he looked around.  
 
    “I have these,” Freyja handed over the magazines Dierlok had given him, “They go to his gun.” He pointed down at the corpse of Dierlok and Crinnan handed the rifle he had retrieved to Alec. 
 
    “Alright, Elia, climb the stairs and pick them off. Crinnan and I will hold down the fort right here. If they get too close, we go up. Ancient girl… are you of any use?” 
 
    “Give me a sword,” Nora replied, “I do not have any of my old NaNe abilities, but I can fight with a sword.” Elia quickly hurried over and picked up Dierlok’s dropped sword. She ran back and handed it to Nora. Crinnan pulled one of his pistols out with his left hand and held his sword with his right.  
 
    “They're back!” Alec suddenly shouted. He slapped Crinnan on the shoulder and pointed to his old position. From the lack of gunfire, the Marauders had pushed and advanced to the windows. Crinnan fired his pistol at the ones coming through on the left, Elia covered the ones on the right. For a moment, it stopped them. But while the number of bullets they had was limited, it seemed that the Marauders were infinite. 
 
    “Racon tower," Cade screamed into his communicator, “Land on the roof of Racon Tower we need immediate extraction!" He flipped his communicator shut and ran to the stairs. 
 
    “We have evac coming!” He shouted down at the others, “We need to get to the roof!” 
 
    “You heard him, everyone, evac is inbound!” Alec shouted, “Everyone get upstairs now; we are heading to the roof!” 
 
    As the group turned to run, the doors to the tower burst open, and Marauders began pouring inside. Those who still had ammo opened fire on the horde as they scrambled up the stairs. 
 
    The Marauders moved quickly toward them. Nobody had time to think, they barely had time to run. As Crinnan, Alec, Elia, and Garb hurried, they realized that the others were not with them. Garb searched frantically for Freyja and saw that the boy stood petrified at the foot of the stairs. Quickly, he pulled Elia’s sword from its scabbard at her side and charged toward the boy. 
 
    “Run, Freyja!” He shouted as he neared the child. He was desperate to ensure that no harm came to him. Just as soon as he had scaled the steps and was at Freyja’s side, the Marauders were on top of them. 
 
    “Back!” Garb shouted as he swung the sword haphazardly at Eon’s army, “Back I say!” Freyja seemed to snap out of his trance by the sudden appearance of Garb and saw Nora and Dauid waving him over from a door across the room.  
 
    The boy took off in a full sprint, and Garb formed a relieved smile on his face. Just as Nora and Dauid grabbed Freyja and pulled him inside the room they were hiding in; the Marauders began thrusting their weapons into Garb’s body. 
 
    “Live, my boy!” Garb screamed as the blades cut in and out of his body, “Live and find your joy!” He screamed a shrill cry of pain and tried to swing his sword, but the agony was too much for him to bear. The blade fell from his fingers, and he dropped to his knees just as an axe split his skull in two. Garb fell over onto the floor, finally dead after a millennium. Dauid and Nora closed the door to the room they were in, and the Black Knights fired on the endless sea of Marauders. 
 
    “Grandpa no!” Alec screamed as he began to run back toward the stairs. Crinnan grabbed his arm and pulled him back, firing his pistol as he did so. 
 
    “Come on!” he yelled, forcing his friend to move, “He will be fine, he is with Nora!” A panic-stricken Alec looked back and forth from the door that his grandfather disappeared behind, to the stairs that led to the higher floors. With a cry of defeat, he reluctantly joined the others and pressed onward. 
 
    “They’re moving so fucking fast!” Matalo shouted as he fired his sidearm behind him, striking a Marauder square in the chest, “Fuck it! Take cover everyone!” At that, he pulled an impact grenade from his rig and armed it. After shooting down a couple of Marauders that dared get too close, he tossed the grenade, and it exploded on the stairs, sending black mold covered debris in all directions. The stairs collapsed, and at the very least, the Marauder’s progress was slowed. 
 
    “Get your fucking asses moving!” Matalo spat, furious with the situation he was in, “We need to get on top of this Ancient piece of shit so we can get the Hells out of here.” 
 
    Matalo ran ahead, Cade and Flox followed close behind. Alec stared back the way they came, knowing that his grandfather was still downstairs. He wanted to go back, but he knew that there was no way for him to get to the ground level. Even if he could, Matalo had destroyed the way up. Elia shook her head and gently pushed on Alec’s chest. 
 
    “You have to trust that he will be okay," She softly encouraged, “He is with the Ancient girl. If anyone can protect him, she can.” 
 
    Alec sighed, and Crinnan grabbed his arm, “So fucking move, man!" he pulled Alec in the direction that Matalo and the others had run. Alec knew they were right; there was nothing he could do to help. He finally gave in and hurried away with his friends. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Sarasin XIII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    20:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    The baby was wrapped in a blanket that Emerald had found and slept peacefully in his mother's arms. Sarasin had been weakened by the delivery, and her sore body felt like it had become one with the bed that it rested on. The only noise that Eliss made was the sound of his steady breathing, which sent waves of comfort and peace through his mother. 
 
    The room had been cleared, and everyone had left Sarasin and Eliss with some time to bond. She stared down at his closed eyes, his flaky face and soft red hair and could only smile. It had been the first time she had felt a moment of true peace since before she met Korros so many years prior. She looked at her son and decided that it had all not been in vain however painful and scarring it had been.  
 
    The boy's life, the real child who rested in her arms, was worth a hundred lifetimes of pain and suffering to her. At that moment Sarasin knew that every night she had spent weeping alone, that every blade she had dragged across her skin, that every soul she had banished to the Hells led up to Eliss' return to her. She realized that in spite of her seemingly unending pain, she had been on the right path all along. She kissed the child on his soft forehead, and a tear fell from her eye to his cheek.  
 
    "Never again," she promised her son, "Never will I let anyone hurt you." 
 
    The door to her room gently opened, and two faces peaked inside. Sarasin smiled at the cautious looks that her father and brother were wearing and waved them in. They straightened up and slowly stepped inside, Rubaan turned and softly closed the door behind him. 
 
    "He is real," her father whispered as he approached his daughter and grandson. He knelt down and carefully examined the baby. He ran his fingers over Eliss' soft red hair and couldn't help but gently laugh. He smiled and let out a low, delighted sigh, but his face turned serious as he looked to Sarasin. 
 
    "What is going on?" he asked in a tone that suggested he was afraid. "When I last saw you, you weren't..." 
 
    "I don't know daddy," Sarasin closed her eyes tight and rested her head on the pillow behind her, "I was normal, and then I was giving birth. Something unexplainable is going on." 
 
    "Is it... evil?" Commander Crinnan asked with an anxious tone. Sarasin replied with a shake of her head. 
 
    "No daddy," she looked down at Eliss and sighed. "This is something good."  
 
    “You can tell him," Little Sarasin suddenly appeared next to her, though only Sarasin was capable of seeing her, "Tell him the truth, that God returned our son to you. That he is real, that..." 
 
    "Enough!" Sarasin snapped. Little Sarasin went quiet and Rubaan, and Commander Crinnan looked at each other with confused expressions. Sarasin shook her head and faked a smile in front of her father and brother. 
 
    "Things are in play that I could have never imagined or predicted," she explained, trying to be careful with her words, "This world is evolving, I can feel it. Something is happening, and it is going to change everything." She leaned down and kissed the top of Eliss' head, and she felt a wave of anxiety crash over her. She believed her words, she knew that there was some kind of truth behind Little Sarasin's claims, but she didn't want any of it to be true. At that point, all she wanted was Eliss. 
 
    "Well, he is beautiful," Commander Crinnan smiled and gently rested his calloused, leathery hand on his daughter's cheek, "And you are home now. While things may get difficult before they smooth out, I promise you everything will one day be okay." 
 
    Sarasin leaned her face into her father's hand and bit her lower lip. In spite of her moment of peace, she was afraid of everything that was going on. Her father's support and love gave her comfort in a way that Korros, Prince Lazarus or even Eryc never could.  
 
    As she thought of everything that was going on, of everything that had happened to her, she felt herself start to break down. She cried softly in front of her father and brother; her emotions were running wild. She felt shame and anger, sadness and regret. At the same, she was filled with joy and love, hope and happiness. She looked forward to the rest of her life: to watch her son grow and to fully reunite with her family. She was ready for Bishop General Sarasin Fyr to burn away and for Sayraa Jamiso to rise from the ashes.  
 
    "Another Jamiso boy," Rubaan joyfully laughed as he looked down at the baby, "Eliss Jamiso. May the brothers help him." The three of them laughed together. Sarasin was able to forego her tears for a moment, and Commander Crinnan slapped his son's back.  
 
    "I love you all, my children," he said, looking at Rubaan and Sarasin, "All of you," he patted Rubaan on the back, and Rubaan thought back to their conversation earlier. He choked back his emotions and nodded his head as he cleared his throat. 
 
    "To see you living, breathing... to know you are home and safe," he smiled and clapped his hands together, "Now if only we could convince that stupid Cade... Kierson to come home." 
 
    "Wait, you know about Cade?" Sarasin asked, surprised at her father's revelation. Commander Crinnan winked at her and crossed his arms. 
 
    "Who the Hells do you think I am little girl?" Crinnan smirked, looking back and forth between his kids, "I knew about you and Kierson all along. Your mother and I had to keep your, ridiculous name and career changes to ourselves... to protect you guys. We thought it was the right thing to do, and... Well, I still think it was." 
 
    "I understand," Sarasin assured him. She thought over all the times she had buried his activities from the eyes of the Empire, of how she had on occasion fudged numbers and rerouted Govian forces away from those of Black Knight. She wondered if her father had done the same for her, "It does not help your situation as a political and military leader if your children are working for or conspiring with your greatest enemy." She sighed and closed her eyes, "I am sorry daddy, I know it means nothing, but I had to do everything I did to survive." 
 
    "My beautiful girl," Commander Crinnan smiled proudly and leaned down to plant a kiss on her forehead, "You are a powerful woman. Your great life has not even begun yet." 
 
    The door to the room suddenly opened, and the Jamisos turned to watch Vice Commander Card enter with his entourage. His brisk gait suggested he meant business and the armed soldiers behind him reinforced that idea. Commander Crinnan stepped away from his daughter and planted his feet in front of Card, preventing him from moving any closer. 
 
    "Card," Commander Crinnan declared, locking eyes with the Vice Commander, "What are you doing here, have you come to see my new grandson?" 
 
    "Bishop General Sarasin Fyr," Card ignored Crinnan and stepped around him, "You are hereby under arrest for your crimes against Black Knight and the people of Duraan," he turned to his entourage and directed them, "Heal her, and take her to the jail." 
 
    "Card, no. Not right now," Crinnan protested with his hands held outward, "Please give her time with her child, she is not ready for..." 
 
    "Not ready?" Card sharply repeated as he turned toward Crinnan, "The thousands of Knights and civilians of Base 17 were not ready when her forces slaughtered and imprisoned them last year. The people of Canrom City were not ready when she blasted them to nothingness only yesterday. Your daughter is a dangerous criminal, and for our safety, she needs to be apprehended. Those were the terms of her asylum, were they not?" 
 
    "Those were the terms," Crinnan affirmed, "But I am telling you that now is not the appropriate time. Allow her the night and tomorrow we can discuss..." 
 
    "Commander, I granted her an hour, more than fair considering her sins. I did that out of consideration for you and your family, do not test my generosity. There is no more discussion to be had," Card hissed and took a step closer, "Do not interfere any further or we will be forced to remove you from the situation." 
 
    Commander Crinnan frowned and drew his sword. The sound of metal scraping against the scabbard filled the room, and he held the blade between Card and the bed which Sarasin rested on. Rubaan in a sudden panic drew his as well, not entirely sure what he should do with it. The Knights behind Card raised their rifles and Card rolled his eyes. 
 
    "Lower your weapons," he instructed them, waving his hand through the air, "Commander Crinnan is no danger to us. He is a devout and respected Black Knight and would do nothing to jeopardize his position... though he is Humaan and needs a moment to allow his rash emotions to subside." 
 
    "Come back in the morning," Commander Crinnan slowly growled, "That is an order." 
 
    "Father, stop," Sarasin's voice caused everyone to turn toward her. Her tone demanded attention for she spoke with authority and confidence. As she held her child with one arm, she grimaced and pushed herself up with the other. 
 
    "I understood what coming here meant for me, father," her voice lacked the fear that his did, she seemed resigned to whatever fate Card and the council had in mind for her, "While I do not wish to die or suffer lifelong imprisonment, I know that either may lie in store for me. I have done terrible things, and someone must hold me accountable." 
 
    "I just got you back," Commander Crinnan argued as he clenched his teeth and squeezed the handle of his sword, "I'm not ready to let go again." 
 
    "You do not have to daddy. Put your sword away," Sarasin ordered and turned her head toward Rubaan, "Both of you. They are not your enemies."  
 
    Ladia, Emerald and Amaria walked into the room, and all three breathed a different curse. Ladia and Amaria both stomped over to their husbands, vehement with them and Emerald walked up to Card. A slew of shouting and reprimands were hurled at everyone in the room, and Crinnan finally lowered his weapon. 
 
    "Vice Commander, a minute with my family if you please," Emerald asked. Card huffed at her, but with a slight nod of his head he and his entourage turned and walked toward the door. 
 
    "Five minutes," he ordered as he stood in the entrance of the domicile, "No more." He turned and walked out, closing the door behind him. 
 
    "What has gotten into you?" Ladia hissed at her husband. Her eyes burned with anger, and she slapped him on his shoulder, "What compelled you to draw your sword?" 
 
    "Ladia, he would not listen to reason," Crinnan replied as he sheathed his weapon. "I needed to..." 
 
    "Flex?" Ladia finished his sentence for him, "Show your strength? What in Hells is wrong with you?" Crinnan looked away and shook his head. He was mildly confident he could have put up a fight against Card but entirely sure he would stand no chance against his wife. He sighed and turned toward Sarasin. 
 
    "And another thing," Ladia grabbed his shoulder and spun him around, "What you did back there in the admin building, how you so indignantly declared in front of Rubaan and Card the truth about his... biological father, was completely out of line. You hurt me, Crinnan." The commander cocked his head and closed his eyes. His face scrunched up in a look of repressed anger, and he spoke. 
 
    "Wait, I hurt you?" he nearly laughed as he took a step back and looked around the room, "I hurt you. Great, I am so sorry that I didn't consider your feelings when I told my son that he wasn't mine. Please forgive me for my wild transgression against you!" 
 
    "It was tactless and uncalled for," Ladia growled, her face twisted as she fought back the tears, "That was not the place, that was not the way..." 
 
    "And Exgrane was not the place; Sage was not your husband!" Crinnan shouted as blood rushed to his face, "I will not be made the bad guy here, you are the one who opened your legs for him! I didn't thrust him inside of you!" Ladia stared at Crinnan with a shocked and furious look on her face but had no words to accompany them. She looked back and forth at the mortified expressions of everyone in the room, shook her head, and hurried out the door. 
 
    "It has been twenty-four years, Crinnan," Emerald hurled at him as she turned to follow her sister, "You need to let it go, or go away." She stomped out the door, leaving Amaria behind with the others. 
 
    Commander Crinnan looked at Rubaan and Sarasin, and then to Amaria. He wore a look of defeat and rubbed his face with his hands. When he realized he did not have any words to express his anger or embarrassment, he found a chair and took a seat. 
 
    “I hope for both of your sakes that you two learn the importance of fidelity,” Crinnan’s voice dripped with exhaustion. He, of course, was speaking to Amaria and Rubaan and looked back and forth between them as he did, “Learn to trust each other and to never keep secrets. Otherwise, in a few years, you will look like me…” Neither of them responded, and Sarasin sighed as she got off her bed and stood. She had decided that it was time to say her goodbyes. 
 
    “Glad to see everyone is getting along so well,” she sneered as she placed Eliss into Amaria’s arms. She stroked her baby’s hair and gently kissed him on his forehead. “Mommy loves you, little boy… thank you for everything.” With a final squeeze of his little hand, she looked up at Amaria. 
 
    “It was lovely to meet you, please take care of my brother and send love to little Roc. I hope I may one day meet him.” Amaria nodded, and Sarasin turned to Rubaan. 
 
    “My dear brother,” He opened his arms, and she walked into them. As he closed them around her, he planted a kiss on her temple.  
 
    “Thank you for always being there for me, little Rubii.” She rested her head on his shoulder, and he squeezed her tight, “Never stop being you because you are perfect.” She gently kissed his cheek and stepped toward her father. 
 
    “Daddy, I am sorry you are going through so much,” Sarasin pursed her lips together and bent over so that she was face to face with the seated man, “And I am sorry for leaving you all these years. I wish I had been able to find a different path, one that could have led me home to you…”  
 
    Commander Crinnan stood and embraced his daughter, “You are a remarkable woman, little Sayraa,” He whispered into her ear, struggling to keep his emotions under control, “I don’t give a damn about anything you’ve ever done. You will always be my baby girl.”  
 
    “I love you, Daddy,” He kissed the top of her head, and for a moment she felt like a little girl again. She felt comfortable and safe, and everything she had truly missed out on became clear to her.  
 
    She thought she was going to be strong, that she was going to go into custody with her head held high. Instead, she dug her fingers into the back of her father’s tunic and buried her head in his chest. 
 
    “I am scared,” She whispered, “Daddy I am so scared.” 
 
    “Hush, love," Commander Crinnan stroked her hair and rubbed her back with his free hand. She held onto the fabric of his tunic tightly, knowing that when she let go, she would have to be a grown up and face the world again. 
 
    “You are home now,” Crinnan whispered, “I will make certain that you are taken care of. Trust daddy, okay?” He felt her nodding her head on his tear-soaked chest and then gave her head one final kiss as she pulled away.  
 
    “Come on then, my love,” Crinnan reached out and wiped a tear from her eye before he grabbed his daughter’s hand, “Let’s go see Lord Card.” He guided her through the door and out into the street. Ladia stood with her arms crossed listening to Emerald comfort her and Vice-Commander Card stood near them with his entourage. As Commander Crinnan appeared with Sarasin, Ladia looked up and walked over to them. 
 
    “You are ready?” she asked her daughter. Sarasin nodded at her mother and was quickly wrapped up in her arms.  
 
    “I still love you; you know that right?” Ladia choked as she held her daughter close, “I need you to get through this, I need to be able to forgive you one day… go, atone for your sins and bring my daughter back to me.” She released Sarasin and kissed her on the forehead. Sarasin nodded and stepped away, but Ladia called out to her. 
 
    “And Sayraa, do not forget to sing your mother’s song.” Sarasin gave her mother a faint smile and Card’s men approached her. 
 
    “Have you had adequate time to say your peace?” Card asked as he stepped up to the former Bishop General. Sarasin met his gaze and nodded her head, extending her hands toward him in submission. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Very well, then by the authority bestowed upon me by the countless souls of Black Knight, I place you under arrest for your crimes against Duraan. Silence is your right, you have the right to representation, and you are henceforth a prisoner of Black Knight Base 21. Do you have any questions regarding your rights?” 
 
    “Where is Gerard, my guard?” She asked, “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Your friend has been taken to the infirmary and then will be questioned," Card replied, “His fate will be determined by his cooperation. Do you have any further questions?” 
 
    “No," Sarasin replied, she hoped that Gerard would be okay. 
 
    “Very well, then by…” Card stopped as an exasperated soldier ran up to him. He cocked his head, and the soldier stopped, panting for air. 
 
    “Lord Card,” The soldier gasped, “In the valley, Govia is here… in force.” 
 
    “Govia?” Card repeated as he looked toward his prisoner. He stepped up to her and grabbed her by the throat, squeezing as he pushed her backward. “What have you done!” 
 
    “N... nothing!” She choked. Her eyes grew wide, and Commander Crinnan rushed forward, “I promise!” 
 
    “Let her go!” Crinnan shouted as he swatted Card’s hand away. He put himself in between Card and his daughter and pointed a finger between the Vice-Commander's, “Do not lay another finger on her!” 
 
    Card took a breath as he composed himself and turned back toward the panting soldier, “How many are out there?” 
 
    “Sir it is an army, thousands.”  
 
    “Thousands?” Card whispered. He rubbed his chin and pointed at Sarasin, “How did they get here, Bishop?” 
 
    “I… I imagine that they tracked me," She replied, “They tracked my NaNe… I know that this mountain most likely hides my signal but they know I am nearby and Prince Lazarus saw me board a Black Knight vessel. They most likely are hoping to wipe you out and take me back to the Empire.” 
 
    “Would they turn around if I delivered you to them?” Card asked. 
 
    “No,” Sarasin shook her head and looked down at her feet, “If there are thousands of Govians outside then they are intent on finding and killing you all.” 
 
    Card stood and thought for a moment and then turned to Commander Crinnan, “Lord Crinnan, Lady Emerald, I ask that you come with me. Sarasin is to remain here under my soldier’s guard. We will assess the situation and determine the most logical course of action,” Crinnan and Emerald stepped forward, and Crinnan motioned for Rubaan to join.  
 
    “Do not try anything in my absence,” Card warned Sarasin, “We will return shortly.” At that, he and the others hurried away, leaving Ladia and Amaria behind with Sarasin and Card's entourage. Ladia stepped forward and faced her daughter. 
 
    “Sayraa, please tell me that this is not your doing?” she said in a careful tone, “You did not bring them here did you?” 
 
    “No mother,” Sarasin replied, “Not intentionally. Though I have no doubt that they are here for me.” 
 
    “I suppose Base 21 could not have remained hidden forever,” Ladia frowned and crossed her arms. Sarasin watched her pace back and forth, clearly frustrated and anxious about the whole situation. Finally, she turned to Sarasin and looked like she was about to speak, but a look of confusion spread over her face.  
 
    “Who… who is that?” Ladia asked. She seemed to be looking next to Sarasin, not at her. Sarasin looked down and saw that Little Sarasin was standing next to her. She gasped as she realized that the two were looking directly at one another. 
 
    “You can see her?” Sarasin’s eyes grew wide, and she looked back and forth between her mother and the ghost of her child self. She realized that Ladia could, in fact, see her and a sudden burden seemed to be lifted from her shoulders. It was all real. 
 
    “Mommy,” Little Sarasin called out, “I am so happy to see you.” 
 
    Ladia’s face went pale and as she mumbled confused words her eyes rolled back into her head. She took a wobbly step forward and collapsed onto the ground, unconscious. Card’s soldiers hurried over, and Sarasin looked down at her younger self and sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Ema’as III 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    13:00 - Canruusi Wastes 
 
      
 
    “So, you are a High Vampre then?” Ema’as asked as Daanel drove the truck through the Canruusi Wastes. Up to that point, he had mostly been silent, “You have gone through the Thirst already?” 
 
    “A very long time ago, love,” he beamed a glimmering smile at her, “or at least for me it was a long time ago.” 
 
    “How old are you?”  
 
    “Younger than most of the other High Vampre," Daanel confessed, “I was turned back in 302. At the time, I was twenty years old.”  
 
    Ema’as thought it over for a moment. “So, you are sixty-four years old then?”  
 
    “No," Daanel snickered gently and showed off his pearly white teeth, “Sixty-four. How old are you?” 
 
    “Nineteen," Ema’as replied, “I was turned just a few days ago.” 
 
    “Nineteen…” Daanel repeated, “Oh to be young again.” 
 
    “But you don’t grow old," Ema’as observed, “Aren’t you always young?” 
 
    Daanel smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose in a sense, yes that would be an accurate statement. Tell me, were you turned by a High Vampre or simply exposed to the Thirst?” 
 
    “It was another Thirst stricken Vampre,” Ema’as explained as she pulled her tarp closer, “His name was Yarik. He and I escaped Eon… our captivity together and ended up here.” 
 
    “Interesting, what became of this Yarik?” Daanel asked. 
 
    “I killed him,” Ema’as confessed, “He was a creep.” 
 
    “Reason enough, I suppose,” Daanel shrugged again and kept his eye on the terrain ahead of them, “So, humor me, do you have any idea where we might be going?” 
 
    Ema’as had been wondering that since she first got in the truck with him. She saw only the seemingly unending wastes and had no idea where Daanel could have been going. Yarik had tried to get them to the coast so that they could get to North Barus and hopefully find sanctuary. Ema’as continued that quest, though she had no idea how close to the ocean they had gotten.  
 
    “Are we going to North Barus?” She asked. Daanel shook his head and shifted in his seat. 
 
    “A logical assumption, though no we are not. I suppose now that I am your master, I can tell you a bit about myself and what I do. I am one of Canrom’s few High Vampre. Being among the youngest of my clan, I am by no means an authority to anyone but fledglings like yourself. My role in my clan is to find people like you and bring them to the council, that they may be judged worthy or not.” 
 
    “Worthy?” Ema’as repeated, “Like, worthy of joining your clan?” 
 
    “No, child.” Daanel replied with a hint of a smile, “Worthy to live.” Ema’as’ face lost its color, and she held her tarp tighter. She, of course, hoped that she would be judged worthy of living, the thought of being murdered seemed like a terrible conclusion to everything she had experienced.  
 
    The truck rolled over a hill to reveal more wasteland. As far as she could see, Ema’as saw the ruined plains of Canrom and wondered if she would ever leave that place. She had heard stories of things like beaches and cities and forests but as far back as she could remember she had lived in the Canruusi Wastes. Her life had always consisted of traveling from camp to camp plundering and killing as she did.          
 
    She could skin a person a hundred different ways and knew thousands of uses for any kind of trash that anyone else would typically walk past without a second glance. While she had always yearned for more than the life she knew, she had no idea what “more” even meant. 
 
    “We are nearly there," Daanel informed his new underling, “They will be eager to meet you.” 
 
    “How many of you are there?” Ema’as asked. 
 
    “There are six High Vampre in my clan,” Daanel explained, smiling as he did so. “There were seven until a few years ago when one decided that she wanted to live a mortal life again. There are a” couple dozen or so normal Vampre, three others like you and twelve familiars who we use for feeding... as well as roughly seventy or so Humaans who we coexist with. The familiars are treated well, much better than a few of the other clans.” 
 
    “How many clans are there?” Ema’as was interested in learning as much as she could. If they decided that she was worthy of staying alive, she wanted to know as much as she could. 
 
    “In Canrom or all together?” Daanel asked, seeking clarification.  
 
    “Let’s start with Canrom.” 
 
    “In Canrom there are four Clans. There is mine here in the wastes, one down near the Izla’Axi border, one on the East coast and one in Canrom City. Mine is the smallest of the Canruusi clans, but we have King Graham, so we are without a doubt the most powerful.” 
 
    “King Graham?” Ema’as was intrigued. Daanel had made him sound like he was the strongest of them all. The idea of being able to meet the most powerful High Vampre in Canrom was an exciting thought. She sat and thought for a moment about her new life, about the implications of being under the protection of a clan of High Vampre. She hoped she would be judged worthy. 
 
    "And here we are," Daanel announces as the truck came to a stop. He shifted the vehicle in park and threw his door open, looking expectantly at Ema'as, "Well, come on then!" 
 
    Ema'as was confused. There was nothing there, and they were alone in the middle of the Canruusi Wastes. There were no structures or people in sight as far as she could see.  
 
    "Are you fucking with me?" She asked in a tone that dripped with suspicion. Daanel flashed his pearly white smile and gave her a wink. 
 
    "Perhaps if you are deemed worthy," he flirted. He reached into a pocket on his vest and produced a small fob with three buttons on it. He clicked one of the buttons, and suddenly Ema'as heard the roar of a motor starting followed by the sound of hydraulic arms engaging. Ema'as looked around to find the source of the noise and saw that part of the ground was moving. 
 
    The sand and ground shifted, and Ema'as watched as a circular portion of it slowly began to rise. Daanel walked toward the rising structure, and Ema'as finally opened the door to her truck and stepped out. By the time she had rounded the front of the truck, the ground had raised about seven feet in the air, revealing a metal cylinder with a door that faced them. Daanel stepped forward, pressing another button on the fob and the door slid open. 
 
    "Behold," Daanel proudly proclaimed with a look of awe and wonder, "The Silis." 
 
    "The what?" Ema'as asked. She wasn't exactly sure why she was supposed to be impressed, "It's just a door." 
 
    "A door indeed!" Daanel proclaimed, "A door to the greatest and most powerful piece of technology on this planet. Step inside, learn, and embrace your destiny." 
 
    Ema'as stared at Daanel from the corner of her eye as she followed him past the door and into the cylinder. The tiny room lit up as they entered and the door slowly closed shut, sealing as it did so. After a moment, a screen appeared on the curved wall, and Daanel reached out and tapped a button. A mechanical whirring sound could be heard, and Ema'as felt the room begin to descend.  
 
    "Long ago, before the Humaan people arrived, we reigned supreme on this planet," Daanel recited passionately, "Ours was the greatest power that this world had ever seen. The kingdom of the Vampre, the vast empire that it was, spread all across the globe. The other races bowed before us, the Elves, Faire, and Lycaani. We were their masters for we held the power." 
 
    "When the Humaan people came from the stars, they brought a swift end to all that we had created. Everything we had worked for vanished; our empire was dissolved seemingly overnight. You see, in the Age of Blood as it is called, power was a simpler concept. We Vampre have a natural affinity for strength; when we come into our true form, we cannot be bested by any of the other races. Or so it was until the Humaan people introduced technology. The guns, the NaNe, they leveled the playing field. No, they gave the other races the advantage. Our amazing speed, accelerated healing, undying bodies, and immense strength were once all we needed to rule this world. The Ancients held us down with their power; they kept us from rising again. Now, they are all nearly gone, and our return is nigh." 
 
    "Our return?" Ema'as repeated. She looked over at Daanel who stood calmly still despite the apparent enthusiasm behind his words.  
 
    "We will retake Duraan; we will put ourselves in our rightful place as its masters." Daanel clenched his fist and glanced over at Ema'as, "It is our right by blood, and once we unite the clans and build our armies, we will be able to stand against the Govian Empire... with the Silis, we will be able to truly reign Hell down upon them." 
 
    "So what is the Silis?" Ema'as asked. The cylinder they were in finally came to a stop, and Daanel grinned. 
 
    "Let me show you."  
 
    The door slid open revealing a short gray walled hallway. The ground was white and glossy and cylindrical lights mounted to the walls illuminated the area. Daanel led the way, and Ema'as followed closely behind, staring in wonder at her strange environment. She had never been in a real building before, especially one with electricity. Daanel reached a pair of twin doors at the end of the hallway and looked back at Ema'as. 
 
    "Hold your breath, make a wish... count to three," He eagerly said as he hovered his finger over a control panel, "This is truly something." He pushed a button, and the hydraulic doors slid open. As Ema'as stepped through, her eyes grew wide with wonder. 
 
    They stood on the walkway of the top level of a gigantic structure, something she could never have dreamt of existing. The other side of the room she was in had to have been at least three hundred feet away. Each level below her had a walkway that wrapped all the way around the rectangular room, and the edge of each walkway glowed with a dark blue light, doors were evenly spaced every twenty feet or so. 
 
    Ema'as ran up to the guardrail and leaned over for a better look. She watched in amazement as a dozen or so spherical robot things with outstretched appendages flew through the vast expanse before them. There had to have been at least fifty levels beneath her, and as she focused her eyes, she saw that the bottom had a floor of bright green grass, beautiful fountains and buildings arranged in a grid.  
 
    "What... is this?" Ema'as could barely hold her excitement, "Is this a city?" 
 
    "This is the Silis, the only ship that the Humaan people left behind," Daanel reached out and placed his hand on Ema'as' back, "This is a vehicle that can fly up in the sky and to other worlds Ema'as. What you see here is only one section, this ship has ten areas like this. It is indeed, as you asked, a flying city." 
 
    "Why would they leave something like this behind?" Ema'as turned to Daanel, "Why didn't they use it when they left?" 
 
    "The ship’s main engine is in pieces. It was being repaired when the Sin wars began. The captain and a small crew of two hundred others remained behind to complete the repairs. We have watched the video archives, learned what we could understand. When the bombs began to fall so long ago, this ship was targeted by the Church. It, of course, had energy shields that protected it from the blasts, but the hundreds of WMDs that were dropped on it covered the ship in debris, halfway burying it. The Church thought the ship destroyed and over time, and due to the lack of people in the wastes for so many years, it was eventually forgotten and completely buried. Its original crew died out; their children followed. Eventually, there were only a handful of people left aboard, people who only knew stories of their home's past and who had never ventured outside out of fear of the unknown. One young man and his sister, descendants of the captain himself, finally escaped nearly forty years ago. That was when Graham discovered it." 
 
    "Did they survive?" Ema'as asked, "The young man and his sister." 
 
    "The young man did, yes," Daanel smiled as he led her down the walkway, "He is alive and well today, no thanks to Graham." 
 
    One of the spherical robots floated up to Ema'as, and she jumped back. A small plane of blue light emitted from the robot and shone against her body from head to toe. The sphere lingered for a moment and then zoomed away. 
 
    "What is... what are those things?" She asked, looking to Daanel.  
 
    "Caretakers," Daanel answered, following it with his eyes as it trailed off into the distance, "They clean, kill bugs, repair lights and such. It just scanned you to make certain you were safe; it looks for diseases that could harm a Humaan." 
 
    "This is all... just so much more than I could have ever imagined," Ema'as marveled, shaking her head in disbelief as she did so, "I really hope you guys don't kill me. I want to learn and see more."  
 
    She felt a sudden, sharp crampy pain like a dagger in her stomach and recognized that she needed to feed. As she grabbed her abdomen and keeled over, Daanel stepped up to her side. 
 
    "Hungry?" He asked, casually. Ema'as groaned out a noise of affirmation, and Daanel gently raised her back up. 
 
    "There is a familiar nearby, come, let me take you to her room so that you may feed and be refreshed before you meet with the clan." Ema'as nodded, and Daanel grabbed her hand and led her down the walkway. 
 
    She could feel a headache rapidly coming over her as she walked. The stabbing pain in her stomach intensified and her mood was quickly becoming sour. They walked for a few minutes before Daanel stopped in front of one of the doors. 
 
    "She is in here," Daanel informed her as he reached out and pressed a button on the keypad. The door slid upward, and he gently pulled her inside. 
 
    The walls of the cozy studio apartment were a brilliant white. A single half sphere on the ceiling bathed the place in a soft white light. Comfortable looking furniture decorated the interior, and a plush grey rug was spread out over the floor. A petite violet haired female Faire in a blue dress was in the kitchen on the other side of the room and turned to face them as they entered. 
 
    "Hello Daanel!" she chirped with a sweet sounding and high-pitched voice, "I was not expecting you! I'm sorry for the mess! Have you come to feed or something else?" She wore a mischievous smile, and her eyes turned toward Ema'as. 
 
    "Oh, well hello to you as well!" She approached and curtsied before Ema'as, "I am Asandra, Madame of the familiars here. You are a new face; I love meeting the new Vampre!" 
 
    "She is enduring hunger pains Asandra," Daanel explained, "Are you available to host her while I prepare the clan?" 
 
    "Well of course!" A delighted Asandra stepped up and gently grabbed Ema'as' upper arm, "I am always happy to help!" 
 
    "Very good; she needs to feed very soon. You will be okay, right?"  
 
    "Of course, silly!" Asandra giggled as she waved Daanel away, "You go on and leave us girls. I will take good care of her, I promise!" 
 
    Daanel nodded and turned to Ema'as, smiling, "Asandra is our best. The only rules we have are not to let her drink from you and do not harm her. Other than that, please relax and enjoy yourself," he turned toward the door but stopped as he reached or for the keypad, "Oh and Ema'as?" She looked over at him, his head was turned, and he was looking at her out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    "Do not worry a great deal about what is to come. I have a good feeling about you," Daanel pushed a button on the keypad, and the door opened. He walked through, and a moment later he was gone. 
 
    "Well now," Asandra warmly smiled as she stepped in front of Ema'as, "Let's get you fed dear, no need to keep you waiting!" She reached behind her and pulled a string on her dress, allowing it to fall to the ground, revealing her naked body beneath. 
 
    "What are you doing..." Ema'as asked as Asandra led her to a large plush bed with red sheets. She helped her sit and smiled as she sat down next to her. 
 
    "Darling, I am here to make certain you are taken care of!" Asandra explained, "Feeding, as you may have experienced already, is a sensual and usually erotic moment for Vampre. It is my job to make sure all your needs are met as they arise. Please, eat, relax and enjoy yourself." 
 
    Ema'as felt slightly awkward about how easy it all felt. She thought back to her feedings before and how they had been violent or unwelcome. Her desires had led her to consume entire bodies and to force herself on poor Camber. She, for a moment, stared at the entirely willing familiar and was a loss at what to do. 
 
    "I don't want to hurt you," Ema'as explained as she felt herself begin to salivate, "Are you sure you..." 
 
    "Darling child, do not worry about me," Asandra squeaked out a dismissive laugh and ran her fingers through Ema'as' hair, "Let's get you well, do you prefer neck, legs or wrists?" 
 
    "What do you mean, like to drink from?" 
 
    "Of course, silly!" Asandra teased as she gave Ema'as shoulder a light squeeze, "Pick one and drink, hurry before you go feral!" 
 
    Ema'as looked over Asandra’s body and inadvertently licked her lips. She looked down at the Faire's naked thighs and then to her wrists. Both looked appetizing, but she ultimately decided on her neck. 
 
    Asandra moved her violet hair out of the way, and Ema'as leaned in closer. As her fangs unsheathed, she looked up at Asandra and gently planted them into her skin. Hot, fresh blood gushed from the holes and into Ema'as mouth, sending a wave of warmth all through her body. Asandra made a sound as Ema'as drank, she could not tell whether it was groaning or moaning, so she pulled back. 
 
    "Am I hurting you?" She asked as Asandra's eyes opened. Asandra shook her head and smiled. 
 
    "Far from it, honey," she snaked her hand through Ema'as hair and palmed the back of her head, pulling her mouth back to her throat. 
 
    "Here, love, sit on top of me," Asandra instructed her. Asandra laid her head on one of the pillows and Ema'as obediently straddled her. Asandra smiled, and as Ema'as leaned in to feed again, the familiar placed her hands on her back and began to massage her tired muscles. 
 
    "Oh, I do hope you stay," Asandra whispered as Ema'as drank from her. She placed her hands on the Vampress hips and pulled closer, Ema'as followed her cues and began to grind against her. She stopped drinking for a moment to breathe, and her hands began to move across Asandra's body, yielding little chirps of delight from her.  
 
    "Things have not been the same since Amaria left. I am tired of all the boys; we need some more ladies around here." Asandra pulled Ema'as mouth back down to her neck, and as she began to feed once again, she gently slipped her hand into the front of Ema'as' pants. 
 
    "Give in, lovely girl," Asandra coached her, "Pleasure has become the center of your life now. Let me guide you."  
 
    Ema'as pulled her bloody mouth away from Asandra's neck, and they pressed their lips together. Asandra grabbed hold of Ema'as hair with her free hand and gently tugged on it. Ema'as moaned with erotic delight and Asandra, with a surprising amount of strength for her size, threw her down on the bed.  
 
    As the familiar jumped on top and unbuttoned her pants, Ema'as found herself in a state of comfort and pleasure that she had never experienced before. Asandra lifted Ema'as shirt and planted gentle kisses on her belly, and as her head migrated further downward, the Vampress closed her eyes and allowed herself to relax. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Rubaan X 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    21:30 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    "Are you okay, son?" Commander Crinnan looked at Rubaan as the two stood in the elevator. They were heading up to the lookout on the top floor of the Admin Building. From there, they could see the whole valley. Vice Commander Card and Emerald were with them, but they remained silent. 
 
    "Dad I am fine," Rubaan calmly answered. In truth, the recent revelation of his parentage had shaken him as well as everything else that was going on in his life. He, however, kept it cool. He wasn’t about to bother anyone with his true feelings, not like he had when he had his outburst earlier, “Really, everything is okay." 
 
    "Son, listen to me," Crinnan stepped in front of him and took hold of each of his shoulders, "I am sorry this was kept from you for so long. Your mother and I, we lied to you and your brother, and I regret that. I need to know the truth; do you forgive me?" 
 
    "Dad, of course," Rubaan reassured him. He was being honest. In truth, he was angry with his mother, not his father. He knew how she could be, and he couldn’t help but think that she forced him to keep silent all those years, "You raised me, you did a good job. I couldn't have asked for a better father... Crinnan may feel differently when he learns, but he feels differently about everything." 
 
    "Crinnan..." The Commander reflected on the name and snickered, "Yeah, he definitely will have different thoughts. But Rubaan, thank you. I guess we will find answers soon enough when we go to find Sajinious." Crinnan raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. He was not looking forward to that. 
 
    "Yeah," Rubaan snorted, "If we make it out of here alive."  
 
    "We have every time so far son," Crinnan said encouragingly, "No need to start thinking we won't now." The elevator stopped, and the gate opened. Card stepped out first, and the Jamisos followed. 
 
    "Lord Card, I am glad to see you,” Captain Blaze announced as soon as the Vice Commander exited the elevator, “The Govian forces have massed in the valley, there are thousands of them. Either Sarasin somehow informed them of her position, or they tracked her. This fortress hides the NaNe signals. If they tracked her this far then, they only know she is somewhere around here." 
 
    "Thank you for adding nothing to the conversation that I already did not know, Captain Blaze," Card snapped as he briskly walked past the Captain. Blaze lowered his head as Commander Crinnan, and Rubaan passed by and sighed as he joined them. 
 
    “Their numbers are staggering, Lord,” Blaze continued speaking as Card approached the observation point, “There are thousands of them, I do not know that we can…” 
 
    “Please be quiet,” Card calmly ordered as he placidly stood and looked at the force that had amassed in front of his base. Commander Crinnan and Rubaan stepped on each of his sides, and Crinnan whistled. 
 
    “That’s not a good thing,” he observed as he gazed upon the Govian force in the valley below them. He had of course seen worse before, but in those circumstances, he generally had an army at his back or a strategy at his disposal.    
 
    Rubaan stared down out at the moonlit landscape and felt a wave of panic come over him. On the ground, tents were rising, and trenches were forming. He saw the forms of thousands of soldiers as they worked quickly to construct a FOB. HAPTs and fighters were flying in, and as they landed more troops piled out and joined their comrades. He saw at least a dozen tanks and multiple light assault vehicles lining up in their motor pool. He turned to his father, white-faced, and without words. 
 
    “It is an invasion force, son,” he informed Rubaan with a grim expression, “They do not know where we are yet, but they have a really good idea…” 
 
    “What do we do?” Rubaan asked as he looked back out at the growing Govian force, “This is… how can we fight this?” 
 
    “First thing,” Crinnan grabbed Rubaan’s shoulders and turned him so that the two faced each other, “We keep our heads calm. Base 21 has never fallen, bear that in mind.” 
 
    “Base 21 has never been attacked!” Rubaan shouted, “It has never been found.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Crinnan nodded, “Because its leadership is intelligent and careful. If we use our intelligence and care, we win. What we need to do is find your mother and sister,” Crinnan looked to Card, who nodded in approval, “And then sit down with the leadership to formulate a plan. They are building a FOB; they are preparing for the long haul. We mustn’t get ahead of ourselves, hasty decisions in times like these lose battles and cost lives.”  
 
    Commander Crinnan paused and looked down at the floor. He took in a breath, held it, and then exhaled. He, of course, felt his level of fear, but he was not about to show it. Not to his son at least. He kept himself calm, for this was not his first siege, and he had no reason to believe that it would not be his last.  
 
    Card stroked his chin and turned to Emerald and Blaze. “Captain Blaze, I need a meeting arranged with all officers. Go, organize it now,” He looked at Emerald, “Emerald, how many members of Century squad remain at Base 21?” 
 
    “Myself, Marka, Pancho, and Kavin.” She informed him. 
 
    “Gather them in Century’s ready room immediately, explain the situation and obtain their thoughts. Contact Captain Bran and explain the situation.” Emerald nodded and hurried off, leaving behind the Jamisos. 
 
    “Lord Rubaan, you will not be shadowing Marka today I fear,” Card explained to him, “Nor will you be departing to find your Ancient father. For now, it is best that you remain with Commander Crinnan and me. It may look grim to you; I know this. But as I consider our options, I know we have a vast amount of resources at our disposal. Commander, contact your base in Canrom City. Inform them of the situation. While they cannot provide us with reinforcements, I do expect that they can disrupt Govia’s supply line. I will contact Base 11 and request assistance from Commander Milinka; I will also inform Supreme Commander Kain in Exgrane of our situation. I am certain he will also send aid.” 
 
    Card looked down at the Govian force once again, and with a slight, almost inaudible grunt looked to Rubaan.  
 
    “For now, Corporal Jamiso, go and fetch your sister and mother. Bring them to the war room for their input will be valuable.” Rubaan nodded and hurried toward the elevator, leaving Vice-Commander Card and his father behind.  
 
    The gate closed behind him, and he punched the descend button. The elevator rumbled to life and began to lower. Rubaan was alone with his thoughts, and as he waited, he backed himself against the wall of the elevator. 
 
    After seeing the Govian forces, he realized he was afraid. He feared for the lives of his family for nearly everyone that he loved was gathered at Base 21, and one of the most powerful forces his world had ever seen was gathering at its doorstep. He grumbled and spat at the thought; he wished he could go back to the mines, to life before Eon. He already missed the simplicity of it all and cursed himself for ever wanting for more. 
 
    The elevator came to a stop, and Rubaan slid the gate open. He ran out and onto the grey tile of the admin building’s foyer. The room was wide and dimly lit with a white marble semi-circular desk in the middle. Rubaan imagined that in Ancient times a secretary or security probably sat at the desk to watch the main entrance which was directly in front of it.  
 
    While he did not know what purpose Base 21 served in those times, Rubaan knew that it had been originally owned by one of the companies that were part of the Alliance of Corporations. While he could not have named any of the companies that made up the AOC, he knew that they were the first force to fight the Church. It was fitting that Black Knight had found and repurposed the old stronghold. 
 
    Rubaan burst through the front door of the admin building and quickly scaled the steps to the street. From where he was, he could see his mother, sister, and wife still standing with Card’s entourage in front of the same domicile from earlier. Rubaan ran past the identical structures that lined the streets until he finally reached them. 
 
    “How does it look?” Ladia immediately asked as he approached. Rubaan noted that she seemed like she had been distracted by something, but her son’s report took precedence.  He shook his head grimly as he stopped and caught his breath. 
 
    “Terrifying,” he answered between breaths, “There are thousands of them, more arriving by the minute. They are here to wipe us off the map!” 
 
    “I expected as much,” Ladia glared at Sarasin and then looked back to Rubaan. She looked disturbed and concerned, and her skin had paled as if she had seen a ghost. In spite of it, she was able to effectively communicate, “What is the plan?” 
 
    “Card wants you and Sayraa to meet him in the war room. All the Base 21 officers are heading that way now to plan our strategy. Card is contacting Commander Milinka and Supreme Commander Kain to request reinforcements. Emerald is contacting Captain Bran.” 
 
    Ladia turned to Card’s entourage and spoke, “Can you escort us to the war room, we need to get there quickly.” 
 
    “Of course, my lady,” One of them replied, “This way,” He beckoned the Jamisos to follow as he and the others started jogging back toward the admin building. As they ran, Sarasin stopped and turned toward Amaria. 
 
    “Please, can you take care of Eliss?” She asked, “As long as I am gone?” 
 
    “Of course,” Amaria nodded, “I will give him all the love I would Roc.” 
 
    “Thank you…” Sarasin leaned in and gave Eliss a small kiss on his forehead. She momentarily hesitated to give him one more look before she turned and joined the others. Rubaan too turned to run, but Amaria stopped him. 
 
    “Rubaan,” She grabbed his arm, and he turned around to face her, “Will we make it out of here alive?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” he lowered his head and bit his lip, “I have never seen so many Govians before; it is going to be a Hells of a fight.” 
 
    “I can…” She cringed and closed her eyes as her voice turned into a whisper, “I can get the children out of here. Ours I mean. I can do it undetected; I can get them to… a safe place.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Rubaan asked, giving her a queer look, “How?” 
 
    “My powers, they are returning,” She admitted, “My strength, my speed, I can move past the Govian army undetected. I can take the babies to a location where they will never be discovered, where they will be safe.” 
 
    “Where?” Rubaan asked, “How long will it take?” 
 
    “With my people,” Amaria nervously locked eyes with him, and he sighed, “They will be hidden below the Canruusi Wastes surrounded by High Vampre they will be with their great-grandparents.” 
 
    “What?” Rubaan snapped, “With who?” 
 
    “With your grandparents… your aunts and uncles from your… from Commander Crinnan’s side.” 
 
    “How do you even know them?” Rubaan asked, “I have never even heard of them. I thought my grandparents were dead. Father never spoke of them…” 
 
    “I do not have much time to explain. Bring me with you, let me talk to your parents and sister I know your father’s family well; I met them nearly forty years ago.” 
 
    “Amaria,” Rubaan shook his head and thought for a moment. He knew he trusted her, especially with Roc. She had lived longer and was much wiser than he probably ever would be. If she knew of a safe place, then he had to let her talk to the rest of his family. Finally, he nodded his head, and she smiled. 
 
    “Good,” She sounded relieved, “I did not want to have to force you.” She smiled and gave her husband a mischievous look. 
 
    “Come on, love,” He smirked as he beckoned her forward, “We have to get to the war room.” 
 
    Rubaan and Amaria hurried down the street to catch up with the others. They had already reached the steps to the admin building when the husband and wife finally reached them. Together they all ran inside and hurried to the left. They ran past the marble desk, and up a flight of stairs. 
 
    “This way,” a member of Card’s entourage shouted back, “Only a few flights.” 
 
    “How are you doing?” Rubaan asked Sarasin as he ran up behind her, “Can you do all this running?” 
 
    “I am fine Rubii,” She smiled and looked back at him, “One of them healed me with their NaNe abilities, plus my own NaNe worked on my behalf. While my belly is a bit crumpled and my tits hurt like Hells, I will be fine.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rubaan wrinkled up his face and saw that Amaria was laughing. He realized that the two had a lot in common and could potentially end up getting along really well. He liked the sound of that. 
 
    “Hold up,” Amaria reached out and grabbed Ladia’s arm, “You too Sayraa.” Ladia and Sarasin stopped and turned toward Rubaan and Amaria. Both of them wore confused looks on their faces as they waited for Amaria to speak. 
 
    “Listen, I will be quick, but I want to get the babies out of here,” Amaria whispered, “I have a plan.” 
 
    “A plan?” Ladia asked, looking back and forth between everybody, “What do you mean? What are you talking about Amaria?” 
 
    “My High-Vampre powers are returning to me,” Amaria explained with as delicate a tone as she could muster, “I can communicate with my old master… my son Daanel. I can summon him to help. As High Vampre, we can travel great distances in very short amounts of time. My old hive is buried deep beneath the Canruusi Wastes. It is in a place so far away from here and so out of the way that the babies would be safe from discovery.” 
 
    “So you are saying that you can take the babies away from Base 21?” Ladia looked to Sarasin, and then the two looked at Amaria. Amaria nodded, and Ladia let out a groan and turned away. 
 
    “I do not know that I am completely comfortable with that Amaria,” Ladia said sharply, “Alma has never been away from me, Eliss was just born…” 
 
    “They will be safe,” Amaria interjected, and she shifted her weight nervously, “It is where Crinnan, your husband is from. His parents live there. His siblings and their families too. I… I was there when Crinnan escaped so long ago. I have known his family for nearly forty years; they are good honest people.” 
 
    “And you never once thought to mention that?” Ladia shouted as she spun to face her daughter in law. Amaria closed her eyes and held up a hand. Ladia huffed with frustration and rubbed her face with a free hand. 
 
    “What is with all this crazy shit going on right now,” she angrily spat, “Sayraa coming back, giving birth, bringing a ghost version of her child self… Rubaan splitting into two, Crinnan coming back to life, this whole Eon business, Base 21 is under attack, and now you suddenly know Crinnan’s family who he has barely spoken of in all the years that I have been married to him?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s about the gist of things…” Amaria shrugged, and Ladia scoffed.  
 
    “I swear by the Brothers if I had known all this would happen back when I met Crinnan…” She closed her eyes and sighed, “Yes, get the babies out of here. I trust you Amaria.” 
 
    “Thank you; I will keep them safe.” Amaria sighed with relief and smiled as she squeezed Eliss closer to her. She looked up at Sarasin who gave her a thin, yet saddened smile as well. 
 
    “Please take good care of him,” Sarasin stepped up and planted a kiss on her son’s forehead. Her bound hands made it difficult for her to move too much, but she leaned forward and placed her head against Amaria’s, “Thank you. I am glad Rubaan found you.” 
 
    “Of course,” Amaria felt a rush of adrenaline come over her as her job became clear. She stepped away from Sarasin and Ladia and shooed them away. After they both glanced back for one last look at Eliss, they hurried to catch up. 
 
    “So what now?” Rubaan asked as he turned to his wife. 
 
    “Now I contact Daanel,” Ladia winced, “My… son.” 
 
    “Your son the High Vampre...” Rubaan had been caught off guard and surprised by her revelation. Before then she had never shared any more details with him other than the fact that she had a grown son. The idea that he was a High Vampre just like she added to the already complicated and fearful feelings he was experiencing. He hoped that allowing her son back into her life would not cause Rubaan any more trouble. 
 
    “He was the one who turned me so many years ago,” Amaria hesitantly explained, “He is thus my master, and I can communicate with him at any time. That does not make me any less his mother though. He loves me and will do as I ask.” 
 
    “As long as you are certain,” Rubaan sighed as he resigned himself to Amaria’s plan, “Take care of them. Little Alma my sister, my son and my nephew.” He leaned in, kissed his wife and after he gave her a warm and loving smile, he turned to run to the war room. 
 
    “Oh,” he shouted as he spun around and came to a halt. He cocked his head and gave his wife a dashing grin, “And be good.” Amaria smiled and gave him a wave, Rubaan winked and hurried up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The simple fact of the matter,” Card placed his hands palms down on the desk before him and leaned in to face the other officers, “Is that their numbers are growing. They are flying in from Brother’s know where and are immediately going to work constructing this FOB. Fortunately, we have with us former Bishop General Sarasin to advise us on their tactics.” 
 
    Sarasin looked around the room to find that many of the officers were sneering or glaring at her, including her mother. She felt a wave of anxiety come over her, being surrounded by so many that she knew wanted her dead. She tried to shake it off, tried to be stronger than she knew she was. She thought back to an interview she had a few months prior where she had broken down into a stuttering mess, and her anxiety became worse. Finally, she cleared her throat and stood. 
 
    “Hello everyone.” She called out as she scanned all the sour faces in the room, “It is p... pretty cut and dry,” she cringed as she heard herself stutter. Her fear was getting the best of her, “I... if they are planning an invasion, they will undoubtedly begin to thin their forces as they spread out and begin t...to search the area. Of course, they are here for me and for that I... I am sorry. Attacking them h... head on would be s... suicide, we have to wait for them to f... find us. We should seal off all the exits but one, force them into a chokepoint. W... we could dispatch all our transport craft, remotely if possible. Make it look like a r... retreat. Compel them to attack; then we can m... mow through them. Our reinforcements can hit them from behind and as they get confused and panic, we advance in a pincer move, obliterating them.” 
 
    “And what if the reinforcements do not come?” An officer by the name of Lieutenant Haan shouted back, “What then?” 
 
    “Then we hold our fucking ground!” Captain Blaze shouted, “By any means necessary!” 
 
    “What of the civilians, the elderly and the children?” Another asked, “What do we do for them?” 
 
    “We prepare our transports.” Card was quick with an answer, “The children are the highest priority, and while it is unlikely that a transport would escape in the event that Base 21 falls, they at least need to have a chance.” 
 
    “Should we not relocate them while Govia is busy with their construction?” The officer responded, “Can we get them to Exgrane?” 
 
    “That is a possibility,” Card responded, “If we can…” 
 
    The door to the room burst open, and Emerald suddenly ran inside. Everyone stopped talking for a moment and turned to see the grim expression she wore on her face.  
 
    “Vice Commander, I cannot reach Captain Bran or Supreme Commander Xian,” She informed him, “The communicator… it is not connecting. I think that the Govians are jamming us somehow.” 
 
    “Brothers damn it all!” Card shouted as he pulled his communicator out of his pocket. He punched a few buttons and held it to his ear. After a few moments, he gently closed the communicator and shut his eyes. Suddenly, he slammed the device over and over against the desk below him until it shattered into many pieces. A rogue piece of hair fell into his face, and he snarled. 
 
    “Whoa!” Commander Crinnan shouted as he stepped up to Card, “Calm down!” Card snarled at Crinnan and sheathed his weapon. He brushed his hair away and cleared his throat. 
 
    “It would seem that Lady Emerald is correct,” He snapped, again placing his palms face down on the desk. He took a long, deep breath and looked up at the officers. 
 
    “Prepare the fortifications,” He ordered, “Seal all exits but the main gate. Line Main Street with sandbags outfit every window with a machine gun and pre-loaded rifles. I want three soldiers in every window, one to man the machine gun, one to cover him with a rifle and a third to provide ammunition as needed... Reinforce the gates and man the walls, set up charges at the main entrance. I need the admin tower impenetrable. I want snipers and gunners in every window and on every ledge. Ready the transports, we will cause a diversion and begin the evacuation of the children and elderly once all preparations are made.” 
 
    Rubaan felt unrest growing inside of him. He knew that he had to do something, that he could do something. He stood and raised his hand, and Card stopped rattling off his orders. 
 
    “What, Corporal?” He snapped, “This is not a school you do not need to raise your hand like a child.” Everyone turned toward Rubaan, and he suddenly felt nervous. 
 
    “I will go to Base 11,” he volunteered, “I can talk to Commander Milinka, I can get us the reinforcements we need. I can contact Century squad while I am out. I can do this Vice Commander.” 
 
    “You are not trying to abandon your post again are you, Lord Rubaan?” Card cocked his head and shot him a glare.  
 
    “No sir,” Rubaan insisted, “I just think… something has to be done is all, and I can do it.”  
 
    Card stared at Rubaan for a moment, not moving his head or gaze. Finally, he stood up straight and ran his hand over his black hair. 
 
    “Does anybody object to Lord Rubaan’s proposition?” He asked, “Does anybody have any concerns?” 
 
    “I think considering what few options we have,” Major Codrii Speeris, a battle proven and well respected Vampre officer replied, “We should give him our blessing.” 
 
    “I agree,” Emerald chimed in, “Since our communications are down, we need to get creative. Sending Rubaan, and perhaps a Centurion escort could be our best chance at getting reinforcements.” 
 
    “Very well then,” Card stood up straight and nodded at Rubaan, “Lord Rubaan will depart for Kamlot with the Centurions immediately. Whatever resources you may require to arrive at Base 11 by sunsrise are at your disposal.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, I won’t let you down.” Card nodded at Rubaan and turned to address the rest of the officers. 
 
    “Get to work; I want Main Street fortified by sunsrise. You are all dismissed, Lord Rubaan, remain behind. I wish to speak to you before you depart.” 
 
    The officers all got up and walked toward the exit of the war room, a few stopped and wished Rubaan luck on their way, others rolled their eyes at him. Major Codrii stopped and placed his hand on Rubaan’s shoulder. 
 
    “May the brother’s light guide your path, Lord Jamiso,” He nodded at Rubaan and then moved onward. Eventually, only the Jamisos, Emerald and Card remained. 
 
    “We need you to depart as soon as possible,” Card ordered as he stepped up to Rubaan, “You are too young to be judged a fool so that I will commend you for your bravery instead… Rubaan, it is imperative that you survive and succeed. Understand too, that you must not try to communicate with Base 11 until you are one hundred miles or so away. If you call them and they try to establish a connection with us to verify your claims, Govia will undoubtedly intercept the transmission and not only become aware of our reinforcements but also may learn the location of Base 11.”  
 
    “What about Century Squad?” Rubaan asked, “When should I contact them?” 
 
    “The same guidelines apply. Once you are one hundred miles away from the base or so,” Card answered, “Make certain that you tell Captain Bran himself, and if possible, speak directly with Commander Xian.” 
 
    “What do I tell them?” Rubaan asked. 
 
    “Tell them that they need to take Empyr, that they need to bunker down and wait for Milinka’s reinforcements to arrive. Once they do, they are to join the battle.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rubaan nodded, “Take Empyr, bunker down, wait for reinforcements, join the battle. I got it.” Card gave Rubaan a nod of approval and patted his shoulder as he walked by. 
 
    “Make certain you are successful, young Lord Jamiso,” He called back as he exited the room, “Twenty thousand lives are counting on you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Crinnan XXII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    06:00 - Belhaasi Weald, Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    Cade and the five Centurions burst through the Ancient metal door and onto the roof of Racon Tower. When they were all clear Alec quickly spun, slammed the door shut behind them and rested his back against it. By that point, they had all become exhausted from scaling the number of stairs and ladders that they had. They were fearful of the Marauders that they could occasionally hear moving below them. 
 
    The water had puddled on the warped roof, and the rain fell on their heads as they waited. The top of the building was wide and open, its only fixtures were some collapsed ductwork, and an old caved in maintenance shed. 
 
    “It will be over soon,” Cade promised everyone. He rested against the door beside Alec and nodded his head, “Nida is on her way; she will be here any moment.” 
 
    “Thank the Brothers,” Alec whispered. Everyone seemed to relax as Cade reminded them of their pending escape. Alec paused for a moment to wipe the sweat from his brow and found himself gazing off into the distance. He wanted to sulk over his grandfather, but something had caught his attention.  
 
    “Guys I have news. I’m not sure if it is good or bad.” 
 
    “What is it?” Elia asked. 
 
    “My visor has detected an inbound transport. It is not far off. It has some kind of long-range cloaking device on it like Govian ships; otherwise, I would have detected it a long time ago; it should be coming into view at any moment.” 
 
    “Better be yours.” Matalo glared at Cade. 
 
    “Why would it not be?” Cade rolled his eyes and turned his gaze toward the sky. His foot tapped as he waited, he seemed just as eager to get out of there as everyone else.  
 
    “There!” Cade shouted, “There she is!” 
 
    A long gray and red AGRA transport came into view just over the canopy. It hovered in place over the trees for a moment and then inched forward. Cade smiled and waved wildly at it.  
 
    “I told you!” Cade laughed, as he turned and looked at the Centurions, “I told you I was going to get us out of here! We are about to go home!” Nearly everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Elia waved at the ship like Cade and Matalo let out an excited whoop. Alec was silent; however, he seemed focused on something else. 
 
    “No! Shit! Tell them to get the fuck out of here!” he suddenly and loudly shouted, “They need to go back!” 
 
    “What?” Cade asked, surprised at Alec’s response. Alec shook his head, and Cade cocked his own. An anxious feeling came over him, and he took a step closer to Alec, “What are you…” 
 
    “Two more ships are coming in fast!” He shouted, “You need to tell them to…” Before he could say any more, a rocket slammed into the tail of the AGRA craft. The ship violently rocked as the missile exploded and Cade let out a shout of pure horror. 
 
    “Fuck!” He screamed, “Nida! No!” He watched as Nida struggled and failed to maintain control of the transport. It lost control and spun in a fiery circle for a moment and finally slammed into the trees below it. “No!” Cade shouted again. 
 
    Two Govian ships flew overhead, one flew past the tower and into the distance, but the other slowed down and hovered in place above them. Slowly, the HAPT rotated until it was facing Crinnan and the others.  
 
    There was no time to act, the miniguns had already begun to spin, and there was nowhere to hide. Crinnan looked up at the Govian HAPT and tried to fire an electric NaNe blast at it but his electricity scattered and branched into the air in front of him. He felt like he was about to die like the bullets were about to tear through him and his friends. 
 
    “I am sorry…” He quickly whispered to Alec who stood next to him. He felt like it was all his fault, that he had led his friends to that untimely and pointless death. Elia reached out and grabbed Crinnan’s hand as he closed his eyes and waited for the guns to begin firing.  
 
    A loud explosion erupted. Crinnan’s eyes shot open, and he watched as the Govian HAPT burst into flames and crashed into the Marauder army below. Confused, he searched the sky, and a wave of emotion hit his heart when he saw a Black Knight ship descending to land on the roof.  
 
    “Fuck yeah!” Matalo screamed at the top of his lungs. Crinnan let out a relieved sigh, and he checked to make sure he hadn’t pissed himself. Elia let go of his hand and joined everyone else as they ran up to the ship; every one that is except for Cade who had vanished and Flox, who didn’t particularly care either way. 
 
    “Did someone order delivery?” A deep voice shouted as multiple fully armed Centurions exited the ship. Captain Bran Phils, the owner of the voice, stepped out wielding a huge minigun. He had a fat cigar in his mouth and wore thick heavy armor. He reached up, pulled the cigar out of his mouth and looked to Crinnan. 
 
    “Boy you’ve caused us a shit ton of trouble,” The Gaian Captain growled as he flicked his ashes. He stepped up to Crinnan and looked down at him with a sigh, “It’d been a Hells of a lot easier if you’d have just stayed dead.” 
 
    “Sorry sir,” Crinnan nodded his head. He was half-serious. At that point, he almost wished he had remained dead.  
 
    “You know, this is the second time in the past decade that I had to fly in and pluck your scrawny ass out of the woods. Are you going to cry like you did last time?” 
 
    “No sir,” Crinnan shook his head. Bran was right; he had been there when Crinnan and Milinka were rescued from the woods in Kamlot. Crinnan thought back to that event and couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Suit up kid,” Bran placed his massive hand on Crinnan’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze, “We gotta end this shit tonight before things get out of control.” 
 
    “Sir, things have been out of hand,” Crinnan informed him. Bran made a humming noise and nodded his head. Only two days before Bran had spoken at Crinnan’s funeral, now, there he was alive in the flesh before him. Crinnan was right, that was not a sign of things being under control. 
 
    “Get your shit equipped and join the others, Crinnan,” Bran pointed his thumb behind him at the transport, “Commander Xian wants this Eon person dead. Your new orders are to support him like the rest of Century Squad. Your little hero journey is over. Easy in, easy out, that’s what we want. Let’s be professionals about this; you can still do that, right?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Crinnan walked past Bran, but Bran snapped his arm out and grabbed Crinnan’s wrist. Crinnan turned, and Bran looked around and leaned in closer. 
 
    “I’m not completely disappointed that you’re alive, by the way,” His voice was quiet, and he wore a hint of a smile. He didn’t want anyone hearing their Captain speaking kindly to the person who had caused so much trouble 
 
    “Yeah me either,” Crinnan nodded. Bran chuckled and let go of Crinnan’s wrist, and Crinnan hopped up into the HAPT. 
 
    "Well look who got hungry and rolled out of the grave!" Ryban Phils, Bran's younger Humaan brother, and the squad's quartermaster announced as Crinnan stepped inside the HAPT, "I guess the Hells couldn't handle you?" He was joking of course, and while Crinnan couldn't remember the complete details, he felt that Ryban's comment wasn't far from the truth  
 
    Ryban was among the last of his squad to be recruited based on meritorious works before they switched to the Future Centurions program. He was a large Humaan, by no means Gaian size, but still imposing. Standing well over six feet, he had thick bare biceps and broad shoulders. He wore heavy armor and had a long brown mullet with thick mutton chops that grew on each side of his jaw. A pair of sunsglasses rested on top of his head, and he was always in high spirits. 
 
    "You ain't happened to have heard from Jeph have you?" Ryban asked as he handed a duffel bag over. He wore a look of concern mixed with hope, Jeph had been a close friend of his. 
 
    Crinnan winced at the sound of Jeph's name, and the image of his bloated severed head hanging from the ceiling of the Toraani building flashed through his mind. Crinnan shook his head and made a grim expression. He unslung Jeph’s assault rifle and handed it over to Ryban. 
 
    "He did not make it," Crinnan soberly informed him. Ryban reached out and silently took hold of the weapon, "I am sorry." 
 
    Ryban flipped the rifle over in his hands and saw Jeph’s initials carved into the stock. With a disappointed sigh, Ryban nodded and gently set the weapon aside. 
 
    "I figured as much, I just hoped that since you were alive, he was too," He shook his head and looked at Crinnan, "Good to see you made it anyway, let's grab a drink when this is all over." 
 
    "Maybe," Crinnan replied as he unzipped the heavy duffel bag, "We have to survive first." 
 
    Crinnan found his armor inside. It was cleaned and polished. He pulled out his light chest and back plates and unstrapped the Govian rig he was wearing. 
 
    "Give me a hand Ryban," Crinnan ordered as he slid into the armor, "Tighten it." 
 
    Ryban stepped up and pulled the straps on the back of Crinnan's armor. Crinnan felt it slide into place and held up his hand when he thought it was snug enough. Ryban attached his pauldrons and made sure that they would not break free. 
 
    Next, Crinnan reached in and pulled out his own sword. He smiled as he held the weapon in his hand. It was light, and the blade was about three feet long. He strapped it to his back and put his father's old sword; the one Sage had given him, into the duffel bag. He replenished the ammunition for his revolvers, so they were at full capacity, when he had finished, he looked up at Ryban and nodded his head.  
 
    "Good lookin’, Jamiso," Ryban gave Crinnan a thumbs up, and Crinnan rolled his eyes. It felt good to be back in his own armor, to have his own sword at the ready, "Let's get to it then." 
 
    Ryban and Crinnan stepped out of the HAPT and back into the dark rain. Crinnan, in the moment that he had to himself, walked to the edge of the roof and looked down.  
 
    “Everything is burning…” He said under his breath as he surveyed the Belhaasi Weald beneath him. Cade’s wrecked ship had lit the trees around him on fire, and despite the light rain it was spreading quickly. He thought to himself for a moment about everything that had happened because of him. He thought about all the people that had died that day, all that he had inadvertently destroyed. In the distance, beyond the fire that he knew was from Cade's ship, he could see a large light, another fire. He knew it was the village of Pado. He sighed and lit a cigarette. 
 
    “Eon is near,” A regal sounding voice declared from behind him, “I can feel him, it feels the same as it did a century ago. He is coming, and I fear he is hunting you.” Crinnan knew the voice but turned his head anyway to see Supreme Commander Xian Phoenix standing behind him.  
 
    Lord Xian was an Elf of average build. He stood taller than Crinnan and had a head of auburn hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. He wore a suit of polished, yet scratched Commander’s armor and had a sword at his hip. He did not carry guns, and before meeting Sage, he was one of the few people Crinnan had seen use NaNe. 
 
    People called him the son of Ancients, and he was perhaps the mightiest being in all of Black Knight. One hundred years prior he had defeated Eon and Crinnan was glad to see that he had accompanied Century Squad to do it again.  
 
    “Commander,” Crinnan acknowledged. “What does all this mean?” 
 
    “It means nothing, son,” Xian stepped up to Crinnan’s side, “It is all simply what has happened.” 
 
    “No meaning…” Crinnan repeated. He snorted at the thought, “No purpose… why do we live then? Why do we fight?” Xian was one of the original creators of Black Knight. One of the original rebels. Crinnan looked at the old Elf’s handsome face and saw no expression. 
 
    “That is for you to decide, young Lord Jamiso," Xian gently offered, “Not for me to dictate. Swing your sword, pull your trigger. Fight for a reason or fight for orders. None of it can be explained by me, only you.” 
 
    “I died…” Crinnan muttered, “Didn’t I?” 
 
    “I believe so," Xian replied softly, “It is the only explanation that makes sense at this point." 
 
    “But here I stand,” Crinnan shook his head, “For no reason, and now I must... define my existence?” 
 
    “Life is a great responsibility," Commander Xian glanced at the young soldier beside him, “Gods cannot make you valuable. Governments and armies cannot make you valuable. Nothing matters if it does not matter to you.” 
 
    Crinnan reflected on that. Sage had said nearly the same thing to him earlier that day after they had saved the children from the slavers. He looked down at his hands, at the Sage's blood that had stained them. He groaned as his mind replayed Sage's, death. He wished he had understood it all more, why the Elf helped him, why he went so far as to sacrifice his life to keep Crinnan moving. None of it made sense, Crinnan wondered what detail he was missing. 
 
    “Eon draws near," Xian’s voice interrupted his thoughts, “Soon we will expel him from this world and be rid of him once again.” He drew his sword and began scanning the area, “I can feel him.” 
 
    “Open up!” A voice suddenly shouted from behind the metal door that led back into Racon Tower, “We are here to play!” 
 
    “They’re here!” Captain Bran announced as he ran through and rallied his soldiers, “Create a firing line, let ‘em come, we’ll mow ‘em down! Flox and Baron, get on top of the transport. We’re about to make a damn bloodbath.” 
 
    The Centurions got into formation in front of the doors, the Marauders were in a choke point and would be easily disposed of. Six of the fourteen Centurions present took a knee and shouldered their freshly loaded weapons, six more stood behind them. They professionally and steadily trained their sights on the door, and Captain Bran stood in the middle of everyone spinning his minigun. 
 
    “Matalo!” He shouted, “Blow the door!” Matalo nodded and fired his grenade launcher. When it struck the doors, it blew them inward and off their hinges. After a few moments, the Marauders began to come. 
 
    “Fire!” Bran bellowed as he pulled his trigger. A heavy stream of bullets exploded from his minigun and riddled the space where the door had been. Marauders began falling left and right. Crinnan stood between Alec and a Vampre lieutenant named Mace Tarnfell and fired his rifle with the rest of them. Occasionally Flox and Baron, Century Squad’s sharpshooters, would fire their high-powered rifles if one of the Marauders got too close.  
 
    “Keep it tight!” Bran’s voice boomed above the gunfire, “Don’t let any through!” He let off his minigun for a moment to allow it to cool and noticed the piling bodies. He snickered at the sight and looked back to see Lord Xian standing quietly. He had only his sword drawn and faced away from the Centurions. He stared quietly beyond the tower and into the ruins of the weald. Bran took a drag of his cigar and returned his focus to the Marauders. 
 
    “Where are you?” Xian asked quietly, “I can feel you.” He scanned the ruins and the trees. He looked in all directions and waited. He was, to say at the least, apprehensive about his upcoming encounter. One hundred years prior Eon had given him a fight from which he had barely walked away. He prayed to the Brothers that Eon had not grown stronger. 
 
    “Are you afraid?” Xian whispered, “Do you fear me?” He received no response, only silence, “Come, Eon. Let us end this.” A breeze blew through Xian’s hair, and he felt a shiver on his spine.  
 
    “I feel you,” Xian continued to whisper, “But I am too strong for you. We both know…” A graphite colored masked being suddenly phased in front of Supreme Commander Xian. For a moment the two old enemies stood within arm’s reach and silently faced one another, neither said a word. Xian stared at his nemesis with eyes like daggers and gripped the handle of his sword tighter. Finally, a white beam of pulsing light emerged from Xian’s hand and swallowed his sword as it extended to the tip of his blade.  
 
    “Old friend…” Eon sang, “Tis a wonderful surprise to find you here. Have you come to swear fealty? To hand over your armies and join the new world I am creating?” 
 
    “I am here to banish you from this world once again,” Xian scowled and gritted his teeth together, "I am stronger than when we last met, you would be wise to submit.”  
 
    Eon laughed and waved a finger at Xian. He drew his sword, and the blade quickly became shrouded by dark, pulsing energy. 
 
    Xian stepped back and raised his weapon; Eon followed suit. The two danced around each other for a moment, and finally, Eon spoke.  
 
    "Strike true, Commander," Eon taunted, "Can you do it? Can you kill a god?" 
 
    At that, Xian darted forward. He feigned an attack to the right but spun and slammed his blade into Eon's. Eon howled and pushed Xian back, thrusting as he did so. Xian evaded the strike and put some space between him and his enemy. 
 
    "You are strong," Eon declared as the two circled each other, "We could rebuild this world together you know. I can forgive your past transgressions, and you can become one of my generals. Come Xian! Join me; we fight the same enemy after all!" 
 
    “Never, Eon.” Xian firmly declared, “My enemy is evil. Yours is anyone stronger than you. I fight for freedom; you for power.” Eon cocked his head, and with a laugh, he nodded. 
 
    Xian growled and closed the space between them. Their swords met once again, and for a moment more they fought. As Xian jumped back from one of Eon's swipes, Eon seemed to vanish. Xian’s eyes darted around, and he realized something was wrong. 
 
    Xian suddenly felt something... odd. It did not hurt, but it did not feel right. He could not speak for his tongue seemed to have split into two. His field of vision strangely seemed to grow, and he felt as if he was losing balance. The sword fell from his hand, and the white light faded. He blinked, or he thought he did, and then the two halves that Eon had turned Lord Xian’s body into fell in opposite directions, his blood splashed onto the ground beneath him and his entrails piled atop the puddle. The bisected mess that was once the mighty and noble Commander Xian’s body gently twitched on the ground as his lifeforce completely vanished. 
 
    Everyone stopped firing their weapons except for the Humaans, Bran, and Crinnan. It was not that they no longer wanted to shoot, but it was that they no longer could. Eon had taken control of the NaNe of the eleven Elf, Vampre or Faire Centurions and while he could not control the Humaan or Gaian, he certainly could still kill them. 
 
    Crinnan, who was indeed capable of using the NaNe and thus susceptible to Eon’s power was strangely unaffected. Something prevented Eon from locking his body into place like his squadmates. Crinnan broke formation and turned to find Eon standing on the edge of the building, facing him. 
 
    “So you are him,” Crinnan tossed his rifle aside for he knew it was useless against such power. His fight with Sage that morning flashed in his mind, and he recalled the Elf phasing out of the way of his bullets. He stepped forward and stared at the menacing masked being before him. 
 
    “Why me?” Crinnan shouted, “Surely someone like you would not be after the bounty?” 
 
    “My friend,” Eon's modulated voice seemed to surround him. His feet floated a few inches off the ground, and he closed in toward Crinnan, “You truly do not remember?” 
 
    “No... What is behind the mask, who are you?” Eon laughed and ran his hand across his mask and up to the pointed bone crown he wore. 
 
    “Oh my friend,” He said amid his laughter. “‘Tis too soon to reveal this face to you.” Crinnan was silent, and Eon got within arm’s reach of him. 
 
    “What do you want?” Crinnan asked. 
 
    “I want you,” Eon admitted, “You freed me from the Hells, returned me to this world… to my ambitions. My dear friend, you are the harbinger of salvation, the savior’s savior if you will.” 
 
    “That… really doesn’t tell me what you want with me,” Crinnan said. 
 
    “To join me, as I joined you in the war that tore apart the Hells. I want you to fight by my side as we did in the other world, to conquer and rule this plane together.”  
 
    "Why would I want any of that?" Crinnan asked, "I do not want to rule; I do not want to hurt people." 
 
    "That may be your truth now, but you have yet to taste the sweet fruit that is power," Eon seethed, "You know nothing of it, you only know what it is like to be ruled, to be commanded. Break free from your chains Crinnan! Become your true self and fight alongside me. Let us stop this bloodshed together!" 
 
    Crinnan looked back and saw his squadmates firing and fighting to keep the Marauders at bay. He looked over at the pile of gore that was once the celebrated and esteemed Commander Xian. He rubbed his face with his hand and squeezed the handle of his sword. 
 
    "Go back to the Hells!" He shouted. His sword began pulsing with electric NaNe power, and he charged forward. Eon phased out of the way, and Crinnan sliced his weapon through nothing but air. Quickly, he spun to find his enemy. 
 
    "I will forgive that lapse of judgment," Crinnan heard Eon purr from behind him. He felt something solid slam into his kidneys, and he shouted as he fell to the ground. His sword fell from his hand and quickly, in spite of his pain, he drew his revolvers and pointed them in front of himself. 
 
    "You persist," Eon hissed. Crinnan could not see him anywhere; he hurried to his feet and began to spin in place as he searched for the Ancient. Something slammed into each of his knuckles and sent both of his revolvers to the ground, and suddenly, Eon was in front of him, and Crinnan felt icy fingers around his throat. 
 
    "I can only be so forgiving," Eon growled as he squeezed and lifted Crinnan off the ground.          
 
    "No!" Crinnan wrapped his hands around Eon's wrist and tried to pull his arm away. It would not budge; he was too strong. Crinnan gasped for air, and Eon slammed him to the ground. 
 
    "It's so simple for me!" Eon flicked his wrist toward Century Squad, and one of the soldier's bodies exploded. Blood and gore rained down on all of them, and Crinnan pushed himself off the ground. 
 
    "Shall I continue?" Eon shouted, pointing his hand toward Elia, "Shall we watch your friend burst into nothingness?" 
 
    "No!" Crinnan screamed. He fell to his knees and clasped his hands together in front of Eon. "I give in! Take me and do what you will, but do not harm Elia!" tears streamed down Crinnan's eyes as he knelt and desperately begged the masked being.  
 
    "Don't hurt them! Please, I beg you." Eon lowered his hand and smiled. He knelt and placed one of his palms on Crinnan's cheek. 
 
    "Then you shall become my new host." 
 
    At that, Crinnan felt a biting, icy chill spread through his spine. He cried out and fell to the ground, writhing in pain as Eon began to laugh maniacally. The cold spread through Crinnan’s body, causing him to convulse wildly and just as he started to hear Eon laughing inside his mind, everything stopped.  
 
    Eon fell backward, and a look of fury spread across his face. He growled and balled his fists in anger.  
 
    "No!" He shouted as he reached a hand out toward Crinnan, "It cannot be!" 
 
    A burst of NaNe energy blasted from Crinnan’s body and knocked Eon down to a knee. Crinnan found himself on his feet, confused. He looked down at the blood on his hands and heard a voice. 
 
    "I should say it is time to end this."  
 
    "You..." Crinnan gasped as Sage spoke within his mind, "Just like Eshan..." 
 
    "I would be delighted to explain in full detail and with much terminology that you will not understand what precisely is going on," Sage declared from within Crinnan's mind, "But I fear that in our current state of being, that would be unwise. For now, step aside son, let me take care of this delusional asshole for you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Cade V 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    05:30 - Belhaasi Weald, Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    “Nida...” Cade whimpered as he rappelled down the side of the tower. He had hurried away from the others after his ship had been shot down. He needed to find his beloved. He had nearly descended the tower, and as he took one final leap, he let go of the rope. His feet hit the ground, and he quickly drew his sword. 
 
    "Move!" He shouted as he cut through one of the Marauders. Two others ran up to join the fight, and Cade pulled a pistol from his hip, firing into each of their chests and leaving them writhing on the ground. 
 
    "Nida!" He screamed as he mowed three more of them down. He leaped over their twitching bodies and made his way toward the fire that had begun to rage in the forest before him. 
 
    The ship was easy to find, it had knocked over a cluster of trees and while most of the hull hung in the air, its nose had smashed into the ground. He knew he had no time to waste. He sprinted to the smoking ship, not ceasing to call out Nida's name as he ran. 
 
    "Where are you!" he panicked as he searched the grounds surrounding the vessel. He saw no sign of anyone, not Nida, Smirnov or even Ebren. Cursing, he hurried to the crumpled nose of the ship and began to climb. 
 
    The metal was hot even against his gloved hands, but he did not care. He climbed up bit by bit until he was able to reach the cockpit. He found that the front window had shattered during the crash and as he scrambled through, he saw Nida lying on the floor with a blood-covered Doctor Smirnov next to her. 
 
    "Nida!" Cade cried as he fell to his knees next to her. Large shards of glass stuck out of her chest, and her face bled from multiple large gashes. Cade's hands instinctively reached for the shards, but Smirnov stopped him. 
 
    "No!" He shouted as he grabbed Cade's wrist. Cade pulled his hand back and bent over to look at his beloved. He pressed his forehead against hers, and she began to cry softly and winced with pain at each noise she made. 
 
    "The... baby," she whispered, "I can feel her... she’s kicking..." Cade grabbed Nida’s hand and held it tight. He kissed her face over and over and finally looked to Smirnov. 
 
    "What can you do, doctor?" He asked, his tone soaked in desperation, "How can we get her out of here?" 
 
    Smirnov shook his head and gave Cade a somber look, "I am truly sorry, but there is nothing that can be done..." He sighed, feeling a bit defeated, "If we remove the glass, her lungs will fill with blood, and she will drown. Moving her will only worsen her situation; the glass will shred her insides and potentially break. Cade, I see that you two are in love; at this point you can only try to make her comfortable. You have to say goodbye." 
 
    "No!" Cade cried. He did not have the strength to scream, barely had enough to speak at all. His throat felt like it was clogged and his heart felt as if it had turned to dust. Snot and tears dripped from his eyes and nose, and he squeezed Nida's hand tighter, "There has to be something... the sap? What about the sap from the Sentinel?" 
 
    "Cade, I did not bring any with me. Even so, it does not work that fast; it is a long-term healing agent..." He frowned and placed a hand on Cade's shoulder, "She doesn't have much time, Mister President. Comfort her, be with her in her last moments."      
 
    Cade groaned and pushed his forehead against hers again. For a moment the two wept together, but then Nida spoke again. 
 
    "I am fine, Cade," she said weakly but with more strength than he realized, "Save the baby, please... save her." She closed her eyes and with weak hands reached down and grabbed her belly.  
 
    "How... far along is she?" Smirnov asked. 
 
    "Over two months," Nida choked, “Two hundred twenty days... or so." 
 
    Smirnov nodded and quickly reached into his pack. He dug out a small folded leather case; two blunt metal hooked tools, a spool of clear tubing, a long plastic syringe looking tube with a bulb at the end, a blood pressure cuff, and a plastic breathing mask with a hole in the front where a tube would go. He set all his items in line and looked down at Nida. 
 
    "Wait, what are you doing," Cade snapped at the doctor. He sat up and looked back and forth between Nida and Smirnov with a panicked expression on his face. Smirnov sighed and held his hands up as he faced Cade. 
 
    "Get ahold of yourself Mister President," Smirnov exclaimed, "Or get out of here. There is... there is no chance for Nida. I may be able to save the baby though, but you have to let me..."  
 
    Cade snarled and bore his teeth as he quickly raised his pistol to Smirnov's face. The doctor went silent and slowly took a step back, trying to remain calm.  
 
    "You will save her!" Cade spat as he bitterly wept, "Nida! You will save Nida!" 
 
    "Nida cannot be saved!" The doctor yelled as his face turned red, "I can only save your child!" Cade took a furious step closer and smashed the barrel of his pistol against Smirnov's forehead. The doctor cringed, and at the feeling of the gun against his head, he could only pray that the President didn’t completely snap.  
 
    "Cade!" Nida rasped. Blood leaked from the corners of her mouth as she spoke and she coughed a wet sounding cough, "Stop, please let him..." 
 
    "No..." Cade grit his teeth and pushed the pistol harder against Smirnov. His nostrils flared, and his cheeks reddened as his finger caressed the trigger of his weapon. As he reached up and grabbed the doctor’s collar, he exhaled the breath he had been holding and finally lowered his pistol. 
 
    "Nida..." he sobbed as he let the doctor go and turned toward his beloved. He fell to a knee next to her and kissed her head again, "Nida I am sorry, I am so sorry..." 
 
    "Stop it," she weakly whispered, "You're the... strongest man I know. So be fucking strong and let him save our baby. I... love you."  
 
    Cade caressed the side of Nida's head and bit his lip. She weakly reached up and touched his face, forming a smile as she did so. 
 
    "Let him work..." She sighed, "I am ready." Cade grabbed her hand and kissed it, accidentally smearing the blood on his lips as he did. Nida smiled. Cad stood and turned towards the doctor, "I am sorry," he lowered his head, and Smirnov snorted in response. He ignored Cade and knelt to address Nida. 
 
    "This will happen very fast," he informed her as he pulled on a pair of white rubber gloves, "you may feel some discomfort, but the painkiller I gave you when I found you earlier will do its job." He opened his mouth to explain that the procedure was very risky and that there was a chance that the child may not live but decided against it. She would not live to see the baby die; he knew she probably wouldn't make it another hour.  
 
    Smirnov flipped open the small leather folder he pulled from his pack, revealing an assortment of small surgical tools. For a moment he focused on the tools and then looked up at Nida. After giving her a brief, warm smile, he gently straightened her legs and unbuttoned her pants. After unzipping, and lowering them slightly, he carefully, yet swiftly grabbed a pair of scissors and began to cut away at the lower half of her shirt, starting at the bottom of her sternum. He was careful not to touch the large shards of glass that had penetrated her left lung and most likely her subclavian artery as well; he did not want to cause any more damage than what was already done. 
 
    As he placed the scrap of shirt aside, Smirnov glanced up at Cade expectantly. Cade, obviously shaken by the whole ordeal, knelt and met the doctor’s gaze. 
 
    “You will do exactly as I say,” Smirnov instructed him, “Exactly when I say it. I will be in and out quickly, do not object and do not do deter from what I tell you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cade whispered. His face had paled, and his eyes had reddened. He was enduring a state of shock. It was an emotional ride he had never taken before; he looked over at Nida and bit his lip to keep from bursting into tears again. 
 
    “Cade!” Smirnov yelled, “This is your child! You must focus! I know this is a difficult moment for you, trust me… please though, you have to focus. We are about to begin.” 
 
    Cade forced a smile at Nida, she wore a look of fear but managed to smile back. She looked up at the two people surrounding her and gave the doctor a sudden apprehensive look. 
 
    “Rest your head, sweet girl,” Smirnov instructed as he pulled a glistening scalpel from the leather folder, “Do not watch, do not wait. Think only of the things in your life that bring you joy. Think of them and cling to them. Do not let go.” 
 
    Smirnov took a deep breath and hovered the blade just under her belly button. Gently, he pushed, and as if he had suddenly become a surgical machine himself, he dragged the scalpel vertically downward with a precision that only a lifetime of practice could yield. The skin bled and separated as he cut, revealing the yellow porous looking layer of fat beneath. He lifted the blade when he gauged he was three inches from the pubic bone and turned to Cade. 
 
    “Take these,” Smirnov handed him the two blunt hook looking instruments. “Hold the skin open, do not be afraid of tearing; just hold it open as wide as you can.” 
 
    Cade hesitated, and Smirnov reached out and slapped him on the side of the head, “I told you to pay attention!” He wore a furious look as he chastised the President, “Do it now!”  
 
    Cade inserted each of the hooks behind Nida’s severed skin and pulled it open. He cringed and began to rapidly breathe.  
 
    “Wider,” Smirnov demanded, “Control your breathing you are fine.” Cade pulled harder, and the doctor quickly leaned in and sliced through the fat using multiple light swiping motions. With one hand, he moved the fat aside, revealing a light pink thin sheet of fibrous tissue that covered the top layer of the abdominal muscle. He cut through, gently dabbing the area free of blood with a gauze towel as he did so. 
 
    “Open the skin Cade,” Smirnov growled as he stared down at the exposed muscle, “Wider, come on!” 
 
    Nida’s hands reached down and took hold of each side opening on her belly. She pulled with what strength she had and gave the doctor more room than Cade had provided. Smirnov looked up to Nida and gave her a thin smile and then leaned back in and cut the abdominal muscle layers. With another dab of the gauze, he grabbed a pair of forceps, pinched up the next layer and sliced it open, finally revealing the uterus. 
 
    “After this next step, the baby will be here,” Smirnov informed Cade and Nida, “Cade, be ready to take hold of the child.” 
 
    Smirnov quickly made a “u” shaped incision with his scalpel on the uterus. Blood and fluid rushed out, and Smirnov inserted his hand into the gash he had made. For a very brief moment, his hand remained inside her as he fished for the baby. As Smirnov pulled back, Cade watched as a tiny grey-skinned and black-haired head wiggled out of the heavily bleeding incision. His mouth dropped open, and he looked over at Nida. 
 
    “Is it okay?” Cade blurted as the doctor gently tugged at the head. The baby slid out, and Smirnov quickly placed the child into Cade’s arms. Smirnov promptly leaned in and put his mouth around the baby’s nose. He turned away and spat and then with a piece of gauze cleaned out the baby’s mouth. The baby let out a tiny squeak of a cry and Smirnov caressed the side of its cheek with his finger. 
 
    “A girl,” Smirnov smiled as he looked back at Nida. Nida burst into tears, and her whole body trembled as she cried, “Is she… okay?” 
 
    “She will be,” Smirnov insisted as he pulled his gloves off. He lifted a piece of clear tube to the child’s mouth and stretched it to her ear. With a pen, he made a mark on the tube where it met her ear and stepped away. 
 
    “Let her mother see her,” Smirnov told Cade as his face wrinkled up with emotion, “Do it now.”  
 
    Cade carefully knelt and held the baby so that Nida could touch her. Tears streamed down her face as she looked over at her daughter. Nida reached out and ran her finger over the baby’s head. She felt her hair and her ears and ran the tips of her fingers over the baby’s lips. As Nida shook her head, Smirnov stuck the needle of another syringe of painkillers into her arm. As he pressed down on the plunger, and while she had her attention on the baby, Smirnov looked up at Cade and shook his head. Cade knew what it meant, his eyes grew wide and as he fought to hold his tears in his chest began to tremble. 
 
    “Cade…” Nida whispered as she seemed to gaze through him. Cade sniffled and moved in closer to his beloved. Nida placed her blood-soaked hand on the back of his head and felt his hair flow through her fingers.  
 
    “Be good…” Nida’s voice trailed off as she exhaled one last breath. Her head rolled to the side, and she closed her eyes as she quietly and gently slipped away. 
 
    “I’m always good,” Cade’s voice cracked as he recanted her words from back at the Lithaani Sentinel. He sniffled and wiped the snot from his nose as he leaned in and kissed Nida’s cheek. She did not respond. Cade closed his eyes and lowered his head as he wailed on the floor next to her.  
 
    “I did this,” his body shook, and Smirnov quickly stood and walked over. He snatched the baby and stepped away as the unstable Cade mourned. 
 
    “This is my fault,” Cade fumed as he stepped backward, “I brought her to this damned Weald. I got her killed!” He turned around and threw his fist through a navigation screen behind him and roared as he kicked a chair out of the way. He pressed his hand against the wall to support himself and heaved for a moment. 
 
    “My fault,” he repeated between heavy breaths, “My fault…” He held one of his breaths as a dark and silent calm came over him. Quickly, he pulled his pistol from its holster and pressed it against his head. 
 
    “Take care of the baby, doctor,” Cade begged Smirnov as he took a step closer. Cade had a manic look in his eye, Smirnov realized that a sudden bout of insanity had come over him. It was no doubt onset by the mutilation and subsequent death of Nida, and the unshakable feeling that it was all his fault. 
 
    “Take care of her. Give her a… a good life.” He closed his eyes and put his finger on the trigger. Just as he had resigned himself to death and was about to squeeze, something substantial and metal slammed against the back of his head. He collapsed to the ground, dropping his pistol in the process and Nora, Dauid and Freyja stared down at him. 
 
    “What the Hells happened here?” Nora asked as she looked from Nida to Smirnov. Smirnov shook his head as he wrapped a breathing mask around his head. Nora looked and saw that a tube went from the mask and down the tiny baby’s throat. “Who are you? What is going on?” 
 
    “The baby is premature,” Smirnov said to the strangers as he positioned a blood oxygen monitor onto the baby’s foot, “This mask on my face will allow her to get air, I will breathe for her as she has trouble breathing on her own.” Smirnov cut the umbilical cord from the baby’s mother and clamped it shut on the baby’s belly.  
 
    Freyja stared down at the mutilated corpse of Nida and hummed aloud. He looked up at Smirnov, at the baby, and back to Dauid.  
 
    “So he cut the baby out of her stomach?” Freyja asked. 
 
    “Yeah, kid,” Dauid replied, seeming not to believe what he saw, “Looks like it.” 
 
    “Is he going to eat it?” 
 
    “What the fucking fuck, no,” Dauid stepped away from Freyja, not taking his eyes off of him for a second, “The Hells is wrong with you boy?” 
 
    “We need to get that baby out of here,” Nora announced, dismissing her new companions, “The fire is coming this way, and Marauders surround us. I will grab Cade,” She turned to Smirnov, “You are... with him I gather?” 
 
    “Yes,” Smirnov acknowledged, “I am employed by Cade.” 
 
    “Are there any others?” Nora demanded. 
 
    “One other, though I am not certain where he is.” 
 
    “No matter. We need to find a clearing,” Nora insisted, “Get away from the fire, out of these woods. We cannot go back to Racon Tower, it is swarming with Eon’s army,” She looked down at the baby, “Will it... live?” 
 
    “With this breathing apparatus I have created, yes,” Smirnov replied, “But I need to get her to a proper medical facility, soon. This smoke, this environment, it may be more than her NaNe can handle. I need to get her into a ventilator, to get light on her. She needs milk; I shot her with ten ccs of saline, that should be fine for now but…” 
 
    “There is a facility,” Nora informed him, “Three hours walk from here. It is one of our outposts. There is Ancient equipment there that will help this child. Can she survive for three hours?” 
 
    “Yes,” Smirnov nodded his head, “I… yes she can.” 
 
    “Perfect, then let’s get moving. The sooner we get there, the sooner we can be rid of this accursed night.” Nora bent over and hoisted Cade up with a strength that impressed Smirnov. 
 
    “Yes, I know Eshan,” Nora sighed as she and the others walked toward the front window of the cockpit, “I know he is Crinnan’s brother, I know what Crinnan promised you.” She took a look back at Nida’s body and sighed as she thought of her own children. She had barely escaped the night with her life, and she was eager to get back home to see them. 
 
    “Of course we will keep the baby alive, Eshan,” Nora continued, “If one damn good thing comes out of this terrible night, that has to be it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Ema'as IV 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    22:00 - The Silis 
 
      
 
    Ema'as opened her eyes to find Asandra asleep and cuddled up next to her on the bed. Both were naked and covered by the bed sheet, their hands were locked together, and Asandra had her head nuzzled against Ema'as’ neck. Ema'as arm wrapped around her, and she ran her fingers through the Faire's hair as she thought about what had just happened. 
 
    The sex had hands down been the best she had ever had; it was a whirlwind of passion and tenderness that she had never experienced before. She was accustomed to the almost animalistic ways of making love that her life as a Marauder had provided. Every night had brought her a different partner or partners, and it was never an event that involved her emotions. With Asandra, however, she for the first time in a very long time was able to feel something other than what her instincts had allowed. She had been able to open up her heart, and when she did, a river of suppressed emotion gushed out. 
 
    She stared at Asandra's sleeping face and smiled. She wanted her life to be like that every day, she wanted to shed the shell that the life in the wastes had encompassed her in. She wanted to truly explore and feel other people in the same way that she had with Asandra. She wanted to want more than to be penetrated; she wanted her heart to feel warm. As she thought it over, she let out a sigh for she feared that her mind would never allow such a thing. She could already feel her walls going up. 
 
    She tried to scoot away, and Asandra opened her violet eyes. She looked over at Ema'as and smiled as she sat up.  
 
    "How do you feel?" Asandra’s sweet voice asked as the two locked gazes, "Was I able to satisfy you?" 
 
    "Yes," Ema'as smiled and ran her hand over Asandra's hair again, "You were amazing." The Faire giggled and swung her bare legs over the side of the bed. Ema'as watched her as she stood and found her dress, she stepped into it and walked toward the kitchen area, leaving Ema'as a bit confused. 
 
    "Well, if you survive your meeting today then you are free to stop by anytime. There are other familiars as well; I have no doubt they will all be excited to meet you!"  
 
    Ema'as felt stupid. Why had she let herself think like that? Like she and Asandra had some kind of emotional connection? The lady was doing her job; she just pleased Ema’as because that was how she survived.  
 
    Ema’as forced a smile and nodded her head at the familiar as she too stood up from the bed and searched for her clothes. An irrational frustration was boiling inside her, and she wished she could get out of there.  
 
    "Am I allowed to walk around... Like to explore the ship?" Ema'as asked Asandra as she pulled her clothes on. Asandra turned around and raised her eyebrows. She thought for a moment and smiled. 
 
    "I don't see why not, honey," she chirped in her all too pleasant sing-song voice, "it's easy to get lost though, should I send a Cy with you?" 
 
    “A Cy?" Ema'as repeated, "What is a Cy?" 
 
    "Oh, I guess Daanel didn't explain everything yet," Asandra shrugged as she dried her hands on a towel and set it on the kitchen counter, "The Cy are Humaan creations. They are like robot people. They learn like we do and protect us. Here, look." She walked across the room to a door that looked like it led to a closet. She pulled it open, and Ema'as' eyes grew wide.  
 
    Standing inside the closet was exactly what Asandra had described. A red painted robot that stood slightly taller than herself. It was humanoid in shape in the fact that it had two arms and two legs. Its head was triangular and had a black luminescent sphere embedded in the middle of it. Ema'as braced herself on the bedpost, and the Cy stepped forward. 
 
    "Good morrow, miss Asandra!" It exclaimed with a cheerful yet hollow-sounding tone, “‘Tis another beautiful day, would you not agree?" 
 
    "I'm sure it's lovely out Sayid!" Asandra enthusiastically replied with a wide smile, "We have a guest today, a new face for you. A friend." 
 
    "My, do I love meeting new friends," Sayid said as he turned toward Ema'as, "I am called Sayid the twelfth, I enjoy chess. It is lovely to make your acquaintance!" 
 
    "Hi," Ema'as replied with a mildly alarmed tone. 
 
    "Go on!" Asandra cheered, "Tell him your name. Tell him something you like!" 
 
    "I am Ema'as," she said slowly, "I enjoy... tanning hides I guess." 
 
    “‘Tis a wonderful pastime, tanning hides! Do tell; you specialize in bovine or hircine tanning? Or perhaps another type?" 
 
    "People..." Ema'as answered. 
 
    "How wonderful!" Sayid responded, "Tis a wonderful pastime, people tanning. Do tell, how do you prepare the skin for..." 
 
    "Okay, that's probably enough," Asandra interrupted as she gave Ema'as a strange look, "Don't want to give the super strong robot any ideas now... Sayid, would you accompany miss Ema'as as she explores the ship? Help her to keep her bearings?" 
 
    "Why, of course!" Sayid nodded his head and turned toward Ema'as, "Miss Ema'as, right this way if you please!" 
 
    "Hold on!" Ema'as exclaimed as she pulled her dirty shirt over her head, "Let me get dressed!" 
 
    "Oh dear, forgive me!" Asandra cried as she approached, "But these clothes are filthy. I cannot in good conscience let you go out in those. Here, come here we are about the same size, let's find you something!" Asandra took hold of Ema'as' hand and dragged her to an armoire next to the bed. 
 
    "Here now," she said as she threw the doors open, "Let's take a look." She rifled through the hanging clothes and pulled out a bright green sleeveless sundress. She looked at it, smiled, and held it out to Ema'as. 
 
    "Uh," Ema'as looked at the dress and then back up to Asandra, "is there anything else?" Asandra looked a bit offended but turned and hung the dress back up.  
 
    "What do you want?" She asked, her voice still cheerful in spite of Ema'as' objection.  
 
    "Pants?" 
 
    "Perfect!" Asandra pulled down a pair of tight looking black pants and handed them over to Ema'as, "And for your top... yes." She pulled out an ivory colored silk tunic and handed it over. Ema'as took off her soiled shirt and dropped it as she pulled the tunic over her head. Asandra handed her a thin black sash and motioned for her to wrap it around her belly. Ema'as gave her a weird look but followed her instructions. 
 
    "You look good!" Asandra cheered as she pulled her over to a mirror, "though, you are still filthy... come on, before you go out let's get you a shower!" 
 
    "A shower?" Ema'as was confused, "What is that?" 
 
    "Oh, my," Asandra pursed her lips together and shook her head, "like a bath? But standing?" 
 
    "Oh," Ema'as nodded and let out a slight chuckle, "Yeah, I mean, we don't take many baths in the caravan." 
 
    "Yeah, I could tell. You're pretty stinky." 
 
    "Stinky?" Ema'as repeated, "I smell fine, like everyone else." 
 
    "Yeah, let's just get you in the shower," Asandra rolled her eyes and dragged Ema'as toward the bathroom, "I'll help you." 
 
    A bright light filled the obscenely white bathroom as Ema'as and Asandra stepped inside. Asandra stepped over to the shower and promptly turned the handle. Ema'as watched in wonder as water seemed to rain from the ceiling. As steam began to form Asandra motioned for Ema'as to remove her clothing. She promptly did so, and Asandra smiled. 
 
    "You have such beautiful skin," she commented as she gestured toward the shower, "so dark and exotic. I look forward to seeing it clean!" 
 
    "Thanks, I guess," Ema'as said as she stepped into the shower. 
 
    The water felt hot on her body, and she watched as the floor beneath her turned brown with filth. She had never before experienced a shower, and while she found it delightful and refreshing, she was somewhat troubled by the whole thing.  
 
    For a Marauder living in the Canruusi Wastes, water was something of a commodity. They had learned to ration and preserve what water they found; most tribes even used it as currency. Ema'as watched as the water disappeared down a hole in the floor and it felt like she was wasting valuable resources. 
 
    "Where does it come from?" She asked as she splashed her face, "The water?" 
 
    "We have a reservoir and water treatment facility onboard," Asandra replied, "300 feet long, fifty feet wide and ten feet deep. The water we recycle here is the same that was brought with the Humaans from their homeworld so long ago. At least that’s what Sayid told me.” 
 
    Ema’as let the water fall through her tangled mess of silky black hair. As the blood and grime rinsed out, she realized that her mane had grown quite long since her last haircut, for the tips stretched down and rested on her shoulders. Asandra reached in and combed through it with her fingers, humming a song as she did so.  
 
    “Such beautiful hair you have,” She commented, “‘Tis a shame what you have done to it!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ema’as smiled. As she looked over to Asandra, she noticed Daanel standing with Sayid in the doorway. She let out a surprised shriek, and Asandra immediately spun around. 
 
    “Lord Daanel!” She announced gleefully. She dried her hands on a towel and stepped up to him with arms outstretched, “So lovely to see you again!” She leaned in and kissed each of Daanel’s cheeks, and he smiled in response. 
 
    “Wait, who is that with you?” Ema’as heard Asandra exclaim, “By Igo, is that Lady Amaria!”  
 
    Ema’as listened as Asandra squealed with joy and turned her head to see if she could see what was going on. She saw that Daanel had a baby in his arms, but could not see in the room behind him. As she gave her body one final rinse, she stepped out of the shower, and Dannel looked her up and down. 
 
    “Not bad,” He flashed his pearly white smile, and Ema’as rolled her eyes. She grabbed one of the white towels and began to dry the water off her body, and as she wrapped the towel around her torso, she stepped up to her master. 
 
    “What is going on?” She asked as she tried to look past him. He was too tall for her to see anything, and she found herself instead staring at the baby, “What is that?” 
 
    “This is a baby. His name is Roc, and he is apparently my little brother,” Daanel answered, “There was a slight deviation from today’s plans, though nothing that will prevent you from meeting with the tribe.” 
 
    “Your brother?” Ema’as repeated as she looked down at the child’s face. He stared up at her with a bashful smile, and Ema’as snorted, “How do you have a brother this young?” 
 
    “My family life is… complicated,” Daanel explained. He flicked the air with his hand as if to brush away the idea and shook his head, “And not for you to worry about. Get dressed; we need to deliver these babies to their family.” 
 
    “How far away is that?” Ema’as asked, a bit apprehensive about doing any more traveling. 
 
    “A few floors down,” Daanel smirked, “Do as I say.” He slid the door shut and left Ema’as alone in the bathroom. 
 
    “Wow,” She exclaimed as she turned and looked at herself in the mirror to the left. She felt like she was looking at a new person. Her hair was no longer matted, and the filth from her body had washed away. She reached up and played with her hair for a moment, and then the door opened, and Sayid stepped inside. 
 
    “Miss Ema’as, I do hope I am not intruding, but Miss Asandra instructed me to assist you.” 
 
    “Assist me?” Ema’as asked, surprised by the Cy’s sudden appearance, “How?” 
 
    “We want to make certain that you are presented to the tribe looking your best,” Sayid explained in his hollow sounding voice, “I will be applying your makeup and styling your hair. Please sit and hold still.” 
 
    “Is that what you robots do?” Ema’as asked as she sat, surprised that he was going to be the one to doll her up. 
 
    “Miss Asandra taught me,” Sayid said as he knelt on one knee. The sphere in his triangular face glowed blue for a moment and seemed to scan Ema’as as the spherical caretaker robot had done earlier. Once he finished with that, he reached out and pressed his hand onto a port on the wall. The mirror suddenly began to flash various images rapidly and then stopped. A small tray ejected from the bottom of the mirror and Sayid released his hand from the port on the wall and reached inside. 
 
    “King Graham will be most pleased with your appearance,” Sayid declared as he pulled a brush from the tray. As he dabbed the brush on her face, he held his free hand up to her head. A hole appeared in his palm, and a rush of hot air blew out. He slowly circled her head with his hand, working quickly to complete his task. 
 
    “Do you have any tips?” Ema’as asked. 
 
    “I have multiple tips,” Sayid replied. The sphere in the middle of his head glowed yellow and a smiling face displayed as he spoke again, “One on each of my fingers. Ha. Ha. Ha.” 
 
    Ema’as laughed. Not at all because she believed Sayid’s joke was funny, but at the thought of a machine making a joke in the first place.  
 
    “All joking aside,” Sayid continued, “King Graham is very old but appreciates class. He knows when somebody is trying to mislead him, so do not lie to him.” 
 
    Sayid leaned back, and an image of a thumbs up appeared on his sphere, “You are looking wonderful, Miss Ema’as.” He stepped back, making room for her and she stood and turned toward the mirror. 
 
    “Oh wow,” She exclaimed as she examined her face, “Is that me?” 
 
    “Your eyes are large and lovely,” Sayid replied, “I lined them with eyeliner and thickened your eyelashes. Your cheekbones are naturally appealing, and I accentuated the contouring of your face. Fortunately for you, unlike flat faced Miss Asandra, you do not require much makeup.” 
 
    Ema’as reached out and grabbed the tunic and pants that Asandra had hung on the wall for her. She quickly threw them on and tied the sash around her waist. When she was satisfied, she stepped toward the door and into the room where the others waited. As she appeared, they turned toward her and Asandra stepped forward with a wide smile. 
 
    “Look at you!” she gushed as Ema’as came into view, “By Igo, I do not believe I have ever seen anything so precious!” 
 
    “Precious?” Ema’as repeated. She felt a bit underwhelmed and perhaps slighted by Asandra’s response but smiled anyway, “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    “Beautiful,” Daanel beamed at her, “You will make it difficult for Graham to say no for the most beautiful are always the most dangerous.” He looked back at his mother, who rolled her eyes and shooed him with a flick of her wrist. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Daanel glanced back at Ema’as, “This is my mother, Amaria. It seems she is ready to return to our tribe, to some degree at least.”  
 
    Ema’as looked back at the pale-skinned short platinum-haired beauty behind Daanel and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “That is your mother?” Ema’as asked with a surprised tone, “She doesn’t look any older than you.” 
 
    “Tis true,” Daanel laughed as he stepped forward, “I turned her many years ago, rejuvenated her old body in doing so. She does not appear a day over thirty, does she?” 
 
    “Maybe younger,” Ema’as replied. Amaria smiled wide and pushed her way past Daanel. 
 
    “Thank you, honey,” she smiled as she approached, “I would hug you but, well you see I am a bit tied up right now. But if you keep the compliments coming, you and I should get along just fine.” 
 
    Amaria had a baby in each of her hands, one looked brand new, and the other looked a month or two old. They were, of course, Eliss, Sarasin’s newborn, and Alma; Commander Crinnan and Ladia’s youngest child.  
 
    “Do not get too attached, mother,” Daanel cautioned as he placed Roc into Asandra’s arms and reached for Alma, “Graham has not yet approved her.” Amaria looked Ema’as up and down and smiled.      
 
    “He will,” Amaria confidently said. Ema’as beamed a hopeful smile, and Daanel rolled his eyes and walked to the door. 
 
    “Come,” he beckoned everyone, “Let us get these children to their caretakers. They are not far.” At that, the door slid open, and everyone stepped out onto the walkway. 
 
    Ema’as could not help but marvel once again at the sheer magnitude of the ship. She watched as the caretaker bots floated from place to place, and looked over the side rails at the village in the grass below.  
 
    Daanel led the group down the walkway toward the elevator, Sayid spoke as they walked. 
 
    "Miss Amaria, I do hope you have been well. It has been quite some time since I last laid eyes on you. Or rather, laid eye." 
 
    "Oh, you and your jokes," Amaria chuckled as they walked, "I have been well Sayid, thank you." 
 
    "Pray tell, did you birth all of these children?" He asked as his spherical eye moved from baby to baby. 
 
    "I most certainly did not," she laughed as she shook her head in response, "Only the boy that Miss Asandra is holding. His name is Roc." 
 
    "Roc?" Sayid repeated, "I hope for your sake that he is not too hard-headed. Ha. Ha. Ha. If he shows signs of weakness, you may encourage him to be bolder." 
 
    "Okay Sayid," Amaria rolled her eyes at the Cy, "That is probably enough." 
 
    "Ask, and I shall comply," Sayid replied. His eye changed to an image of a yellow smiling face, and everyone groaned. 
 
    “Does he always do this?” Ema’as asked as their group approached an elevator, “The puns. Is that… his thing?” 
 
    “Yes,” Asandra glanced back at her with an embarrassed grimace, “and I better not catch you encouraging him. It is hard enough to shut him up as it is; that was why I had him locked in the closet.” 
 
    “It was truly a lovely feeling, coming out…” a winking face appeared in his eye as he turned to Ema’as. 
 
    “Sayid!” Asandra snapped at the Cy, “Enough!” 
 
    “As you wish, madam,” When she turned back around, he held his thumbs to the sides of his heads and wiggled his fingers at her. Ema’as smiled in response, and his eye showed an image of a face with its tongue sticking out. 
 
    As the door to the elevator shut behind them, Daanel pressed a button, and they began to descend. The ride was a short one, for as he had previously said, they were only going a few floors. They came to a stop, and Daanel turned to Ema’as. 
 
    “Keep quiet when we speak to the Humaans,” he instructed with an outstretched finger pointed her way, “This conversation may get… complicated.” Ema’as shrugged her shoulders, and as the doors opened, they all walked outside. 
 
    “Housing level C-38,” Sayid announced as they stepped onto a walkway that was identical to the one they had come from, “Home to the only remaining descendants of the original Humaan voyagers.” 
 
    Daanel led them down the walkway, passing by a few Humaan people as he did so. He nodded and smiled to each of them; they all returned his greeting. None of them seemed bothered by their presence, they all just went about their lives as usual. 
 
    “So they have been here since the Humaans landed?” Ema’as whispered to Sayid. The Cy turned his head toward her and gave it a shake, an image of a thumbs down appeared on his eye. 
 
    “They have been here since the Humaans left,” He corrected her, “Nine hundred eighty-seven years, thirty-two generations. We have all been here: my brothers, my cousins, my masters and me.” 
 
    “And the Vampre, they arrived forty years ago?” Ema’as asked. 
 
    “Indeed, Miss Ema’as,” his eye turned to a thumbs up sign, “King Graham arrived forty-two years ago. He discovered the Silis and found that the Humaans inside were in the middle of a centuries-old conflict. With his help, he assisted Captain Jamiso in bringing peace to the ship. When that was done, he was hailed a hero, and the Humaan people made him their new captain, retiring the Jamiso family from its nearly ten centuries of leadership.” 
 
    “What about the brother and sister that escaped, did Graham help them?” 
 
    “Little Crinnan and his sister Sayraa… I remember them well! Crinnan’s imagination was too large to be contained even by this ship; his little sister was at his side everywhere he went. They were the ones to find Graham and restore peace to this ship.” 
 
    At the mentioning of Crinnan’s name, Amaria briefly glanced back at the Cy. He noticed that he had gotten her attention and three question marks flashed across his eye indicating that he needed more input. She shook her head and looked forward just as Daanel stopped in front of one of the seemingly infinite numbers of doors. He turned toward Amaria and gestured forward. 
 
    “The Jamiso residence,” he reached out and gently rapped on the door, “Hopefully, you will find what you are looking for here Mother.” Amaria nodded her head and waited. She could hear movement behind the door, and after a few brief moments, it finally slid open. 
 
    A chubby Humaan who stood as tall as Commander Crinnan appeared in the frame. His thin hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and he had streaks of silver on the sides of his head. He immediately looked at Daanel and smiled, but paused as he noticed the rest of the group. 
 
    “Master Daanel,” he exclaimed with a concerned tone, “We were not expecting company…” 
 
    “Do not worry Rodrick,” Daanel assured him with a soothing tone, “We come with good news, are your mother and father home?” 
 
    “Of course,” he beckoned them inside and stepped out of their way, “Mom and Dad are in the living room glued to the television as always.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rodrick,” Daanel nodded at him as he stepped inside, the others followed closely behind. 
 
    “Good morrow Mister Rodrick!” Sayid heaved as he walked by, “I hope you are well!”  
 
    The inside was larger than Ema’as expected. Asandra’s home had only been a studio apartment, but the Jamiso residence was many times that size. Directly in front of her was a staircase that led up to a second floor and a hallway with at least three doors was immediately to the left of the stairs. A large open room with sofas and a wall-sized viewing screen were to her right. She heard the sounds of people talking, of children screaming with laughter from somewhere in the home.  
 
    Daanel guided them to their right and into the room with the sofas and the television. Two old Humaans sat in recliners that were facing the large screen. One, a male, was broad-shouldered and a bit lumpy. His mouth hung open, and he appeared to be asleep. He looked to have been at least eighty years old with thin grey hair and jowls that hung down past his jaw. He wore a flannel button-down shirt that was tucked into a pair of light blue pants and had leather boots on his feet. A string tie was tucked under his collar and hung down on his chest. 
 
    The other, a female, had white curly hair and a pair of glasses over her eyes. She wore a baby blue colored blouse and white pants, a pair of thin socks covered her feet. She had a smile on her face for no apparent reason and turned to look at the others as they entered. 
 
    “My oh my!” She exclaimed as she looked at her visitors. Her voice was sweet and aged, “I wasn’t expecting company. Oh, the house is a mess! Wake up, Johnny!” 
 
    The old man groaned something, and his face curled up in a grimace, but he did not wake up. The old woman sighed and lowered the footrest on her recliner, standing as she did so.      
 
    “Who do we have here?” The woman gushed as she walked up to the group. Her eyes were on the babies, and she wore a smile as wide as the horizon. 
 
    “Look at you darlings, oh my I’ve never seen something so adorable," She looked up at Amaria and wrinkled up her face. After a moment, her mouth dropped open, and her eyes went wide. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be!” She declared with a happy tone, “Amaria! Johnny, it’s my old friend Amaria!” 
 
    “Hello, Lucille,” Amaria’s smile matched Lucille’s and she stepped into the old woman’s arms, “It is truly lovely to see you again.” 
 
    “You’ve come back to us!” Lucille squealed as she hugged Amaria and the babies in her arms tight, “And you’ve brought…” She turned to the old man and shouted at him. 
 
    “Johnny Jamiso wake your lazy butt up!”  
 
    Johnny snapped awake and sat up straight in his chair. He looked around, a bit confused for a moment and shook his head quickly when he saw Amaria. 
 
    “Is that ol’ Amaria?” he asked as he stood to his feet. His back and knees popped, and he groaned a bit as he hobbled over.  
 
    “Amaria, Amaria!” He sang gleefully as he walked over. Lucille stepped back, and he hugged the Vampress tight.  
 
    “What in the world are you doing here?” He asked with a smile, “I thought we’d never see your pretty face again!” 
 
    “It is wonderful seeing you two,” Amaria said as she looked down at the tops of the babies’ heads, “I have… something for you.” 
 
    “Something for us?” Johnny raised his head as he looked at her down the bridge of his nose, “What did you bring us?” 
 
    “Well,” Amaria did not know how to break it to them, “You see…” She sighed and tried to clear her head, “These babies… well, they are your great-grandchildren.” 
 
    Johnny looked over at Lucille, and they both made the same confused expression as their heads turned back toward Amaria.  
 
    “Great… grandchildren?” Johnny slowly repeated as he looked down at the babies, “As in…” 
 
    “As in… they are Crinnan’s child and grandchildren.” 
 
    “C… Crinnan? My Crinnan?” Lucille removed her glasses and dabbed her eye with a tissue that she had pulled from her pocket. She had not seen her son for four decades, and the thought of him brought tears to her eyes, “You mean…” 
 
    “You’re saying our boy is alive?” Johnny stood up a little taller, and his eyes seemed to glimmer. He reached for his wife and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her into him. 
 
    “Yes,” Amaria nearly whispered, “Crinnan is alive and well… he has such a large and beautiful family. Here, look!” She nodded down at the newborn in her left arm, “This is Eliss, he is Crinnan’s eldest daughter’s son. He was born only this morning. And this,” She nodded down at Alma, “Well this is little Alma. She is nearly one and is Crinnan’s youngest child. She is your grandchild.” 
 
    Lucille took a deep breath and began to fan her face with her hand. She looked down at little Alma with love in her eyes and Johnny squeezed her shoulders tight. 
 
    “My baby boy’s little girl…” She looked back and forth between the babies and seemed to begin to quiver with joy. Johnny Jamiso beamed with delight as he pointed at the child in Daanel’s arms. 
 
    “Who’s that little girl now?” He asked. 
 
    “That's a boy,” Amaria smiled and let out a slight chuckle, “His name is Roc, he is… he is my son.” 
 
    “Your son?” Johnny repeated, sounding amazed and excited as he did, “Well I’ll be. Ain’t that something? Amaria brought her own baby boy for us to see.” 
 
    “Yes, Johnny he is my son,” Amaria confirmed. She bit her lip and tapped her foot nervously, “And he is your great grandson.”  
 
    Johnny and Lucille looked at each other again and then back to Amaria. Lucille shook her head slightly, and Johnny scratched the top of his head. Both of the elderly Humaans were having a difficult time processing what Amaria was telling them. Finally, Lucille cocked her head and spoke. 
 
    “You’re saying…” 
 
    “I am saying that I married your grandson Rubaan,” Amaria informed them. She sniffled and looked around nervously. She was the elder Jamiso’s age and had known them for nearly half her life. They were among her closest friends, and the thought of upsetting them somehow was difficult for her, “My name is now Amaria Jamiso.”  
 
    Johnny looked at his wife, and the two frowned for a moment. Johnny looked down at his boots and then up to Amaria and couldn’t seem to keep his tongue in his mouth as he licked his dry old lips. Finally, the old man burst into laughter, and he took hold of his Lucille’s hand. His body moved in a way that an eighty-year-old Humaan’s shouldn’t as he danced and jerked his wife around. The two laughed and whooped, and Amaria stood surprised and smiled widely with them.  
 
    “Well then,” Daanel exclaimed as he turned and placed Roc into Rodrick’s hands, “I believe you and I have other matters to take care of,” He looked at Ema’as, and she nervously nodded her head. Asandra stepped up behind her and placed her hand on her back. 
 
    “You will do fine honey,” she whispered encouragingly, “Whatever you do, be honest.” Ema’as turned, and Asandra nodded her head at her. Daanel reached out his hand, and Ema’as took hold of it as the two left the room and headed toward their meeting with the High Vampre clan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Rubaan XI 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    23:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    Rubaan stood next to his parents, Emerald and Vice-Commander Card in the Base 21 hangar. The Centurions, Pancho, and Kavin stood behind Card and waiting silently though not as stone-faced as a regular soldier would have. They joked and laughed quietly with one another and Kavin burned a cigarette as they did. 
 
    The hangar was a room larger than any other in the Base. It was mostly grey as it was composed of Ancient concrete and metal and had three floors. The bottom floor stored the ground vehicles, the second was for flyers, and third was the garage and storage. Hydraulic rectangular doors that were wider than they were tall sat at the front of the hangar, and a series of ramps along the walls connected the floors.  
 
    While the hangar was by no means full, there were enough vehicles to at least put up a fight. There were nearly fifty light recon bikes or “skeeters” and half as many “moths” or silent hoverbikes. There were thirty civilian looking armor-plated cars and about fifteen four-wheel drive single and dual cab work trucks. There were twenty light assault vehicles, “badgers,” that had light armor plating and machine gun turrets equipped on top and thirty or so ground armored personnel carriers, “donkeys.” 
 
    Twelve “bison” or light tanks sat toward the large hydraulic metal doors at the front of the hangar. Seven “rhinos” or heavy tanks were next to them. On the second floor, above them, were about twenty HAPTs, and nearly as many light recon flyers “sparrows,” and fighters “raptors.” There was also a bicycle with two SMGs mounted to the handlebars. The soldiers referred to it as the “Harbinger of Destruction.” It was something that was frankly a waste of resources, had never been used, and should not have been created. 
 
    “Are you certain you are prepared for this?” Commander Crinnan asked Rubaan with a hint of concern in his voice, “The Centurions could make the trip without you, no problem.” 
 
    “Dad, I am ready,” Rubaan replied confidently, “I just have to get there, it’s no problem. Do not worry about me.” Crinnan nodded and gave his son an unsure smile. He patted him on the shoulder and stepped aside, and Ladia took her husband’s place. 
 
    “Be safe, boy,” She placed her hand on the side of his head and gave him a warm, yet concerned smile, “Remember, if things get too hard. Run.” She leaned in, and he wrapped his arms around her.  
 
    “Okay mom, I will.” He let her go, and she stepped back.  
 
    “You needn’t worry Lady Jamiso,” Kavin, the older Centurion and one of Bran’s Sergeants scratched his mustache and smiled, “The kid won’t need to run while we are around. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “See to it, Preast,” she sternly ordered, “Keep my boy alive. If you do, there’s a beer or two in it for you.”  
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Kavin snickered and punched Pancho in the shoulder, “We’re Centurions, remember, we don’t fucking die.”  
 
    “Take three moths,” Card ordered as he stepped up and faced Kavin, “You know the route, it should take you at least half a day. Do not stop, do not rest. Get there and bring back help. Are we all clear?” He turned his head and looked at Rubaan who nodded in response. Pancho gave him a thumbs up, and Kavin smiled. 
 
    “No worries, Sir,” Kavin confidently replied, “We will get there, we will get our reinforcements. All will be well.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Card said, “Make certain you contact Century when you are outside of Govia’s jamming radius. Rendezvous with them in Empyr when you return, as soon as Milinka’s forces attack from the west, we will prepare our assault from the north. You need to make certain that Century disrupts their supply line, blow the tracks, shoot down their HAPTs. Kill all Govians in Empyr, do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kavin nodded, “You can count on us.” Card stepped away, and the three Black Knights walked up to their moths.  
 
    “Pancho,” Emerald shouted as he mounted his bike. He looked back at her, and she walked up to him. 
 
    “Be safe; do not do anything stupid, do you understand?”  
 
    “I can’t promise that Em,” He smiled, showing off his pointed Lycaani teeth, “But trust me, I’ll get the job done.” He flipped the ignition switch on the console of the moth, and it silently rose off the ground. Pancho gave Emerald a wink and the others started their moths as well. 
 
    The doors groaned open, revealing a dark tunnel that would eventually lead them outside. They flipped on their lights and attached their short-range communicators to their heads. As the others stood back and watched, Rubaan turned to his family and gave them a thumbs up. He knew he wasn’t needed, that the two Centurions were probably making fun of him behind his back, but he didn’t care. He would not stand around and wait, and since Eon could jump into his body at any time, he knew that everyone was safest with him gone.  
 
    Kavin reached his gloved hand up and pointed toward the doors as he accelerated. Pancho followed closely behind and Rubaan, after giving his family one last look, moved forward to keep up.  
 
    As they passed the hangar doors, their headlights illuminated the otherwise black tunnel. The tunnel was very old; it had been dug by the facilities’ previous owners possibly a thousand or more years prior. It was composed mostly of dirt and stone; the Black Knight workers had cleaned and leveled out the floor over the years to make for easier transport of the vehicles. 
 
    “The tunnel is about a mile long,” Rubaan heard Kavin’s voice over his communicator, “Stay at thirty miles per hour, aim for the light.” Rubaan accelerated to match the others speed and heard the slightest of whines come from his engine as he did so. The moths were silent, used primarily for surveillance or in battle they were paired with lances or SMGs for flanking. Rubaan had driven one before, though it had been years. 
 
    Ahead he could see sunslight as a pair of doors at the end of the tunnel opened for them. They rode silently for a minute and a half, and as the opening was upon them, Kavin spoke. 
 
    “We will travel twenty miles north to the beach,” he instructed, “then we will follow the coast for eight hundred miles until we reach the border of Canrom and Kamlot. Once we pass the river, we will have about four hundred miles until we reach Base 11.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Pancho replied, “We should be there in time for breakfast.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Kavin laughed.  
 
    The three burst through the opening and out the rear of the mountain. The Black Knights found themselves on flat grassy ground, and Kavin increased his speed to seventy miles per hour. Pancho and Rubaan followed suit and aimed their vehicles north. 
 
    The warm summer air felt nice as it passed over Rubaan’s skin and short hair. He had a pair of goggles around his neck, and with one hand still holding the handlebar, he raised them to his eyes and strapped them to his head.  
 
    The beach was twenty miles down a very slight grade, but from his position, he could see the water. The ocean stretched from east to west and as far north as he could see. Rubaan thought that apart from Pancho’s tail in front of him, he was at least going to have a nice view most of his journey.  
 
    “Any sign of Govia?” Kavin asked. Rubaan looked to his right and left, and then up in the sky. He saw no sign of the Empire and relayed that back. Pancho also acknowledged that he saw nothing. 
 
    For what seemed like an hour at least, the three Black Knights flew without stopping. Pancho and Kavin would occasionally say a few joking words to one another, but Rubaan remained silent. He thought of his life, of his family and Eon and his brother. He wrestled with the idea that the man he had known as his father his whole life, was not. He stressed over the thought that he was only a clone of his true self and thought warmly about seeing Crinnan alive again. He lamented over the stress and confusion he was causing Amaria and felt glad that Roc was too young to understand any of it. Strangely, he also wondered how the "other" him was doing... 
 
    "Keep your eyes, sharp fellas," Kavin's voiced announced, "we're coming up on pirate territory. Be wary for the next twenty miles." 
 
    "Pirates?" Rubaan repeated. He had heard of them stalking the coasts of North Canrom before, but had never actually seen them. He had never traveled by land to Base 11; in fact, he had only been there once before, "Are they a threat to us?" 
 
    "To Kavin and me, probably not," Pancho replied, "But you need to be extra careful, I've heard stories about them. They'll skin you alive and use your hide for their sails, and then they'll throw your guts to their dogs." 
 
    "They keep dogs on their boats?" Rubaan asked, surprised by the idea, "Do dogs do well at sea?" 
 
    "As good as anything else I imagine," Pancho replied in a tone that suggested he wasn't interested in conversation, "Just stay alert." 
 
    The hoverbikes flew over the sand, kicking up trails behind them. Rubaan watched his mirrors and looked in all directions, hoping he wouldn't notice any unwanted company. He began to notice that the scenery was changing. He saw the stripped chassis of vehicles peppering the landscape, trucks and motorcycles and an occasional crashed flyer. None of them looked recent, but at the same time, none of them looked ancient either. 
 
    "Pick up the speed fellas," Kavin calmly ordered, "We need to get out of here as quickly as we can." 
 
    Kavin and Pancho accelerated forward, Rubaan looked down at his speedometer and noticed his hoverbike was traveling at a rate of 120 miles per hour. He hit the throttle and matched the other's speeds of 150.  
 
    "Watch the wreckage," Kavin's voice returned to the communicator, "if you hit anything, there won't be much left of you to take home."  
 
    Rubaan's attention was all over the place. He fought between maintaining his speed, avoiding the vehicle ruins and keeping his eye out for pirates. He felt his heart rate increase as he became more and more anxious. As he started to get the hang of things, he heard a noise and experienced a sudden wave of panic. 
 
    The sound of gunfire echoed his skull, and he cried out as he accelerated his hoverbike. "They're here!" He screamed into his communicator, "They're shooting at us!" 
 
    "Calm down Jamiso!" Kavin's calm voice replied, "Don't freak out. Keep going!" 
 
    Rubaan hit the accelerator and found himself side by side with Pancho. Pancho waved his hand at him, telling him to keep his distance, but Rubaan shook his head and went faster. His speedometer read 175, probably about the same as his heart rate. 
 
    "He's freaking out," Pancho told Kavin.  
 
    More gunfire erupted as Rubaan approached Kavin's bike. Kavin looked back and shook his head, he increased his speed, and Rubaan heard him speak. 
 
    "Soldier, you need to calm down!" Kavin's voice wasn't quite as calm, but still controlled, "Keep your distance, maintain a speed of 175, we will get through this!" 
 
    Rubaan looked down and saw that he was going 180. He let off the accelerator and just as he heard another barrage of gunfire, he felt a sudden pain in his right thigh. His bike slowed, and he hit the throttle, but the vehicle wouldn't respond. 
 
    "I'm hit!" Rubaan shouted, "My bike has been hit! I'm going to crash!" 
 
    "Coast it, boy!" Kavin calmly but sternly ordered, "Get to the grass, keep your head low, we will swing around for you!" 
 
    The humming of Rubaan's bike stopped, and he watched his speed plummet. As he hit 85 miles per hour, the bike dropped to the ground, and he began to slide through the sand. He was not going to make it to the grass; he had no control over the braking system. The rusty ruins of an old truck were ahead of him and as his bike skidded toward them, he no choice but to bail.  
 
    Rubaan leaped and crashed into the sand only moments before his bike collided with the ruins of the truck. Metal pieces flew everywhere, a shard of something stuck into his calf muscle. He cried out and quickly sat up to see three motorcycles heading his way. With a whimper of terror, he promptly pulled his pistol and began firing. 
 
    The motorcycles weaved in and out of Rubaan's gunfire, not a single bullet made contact. He spent his magazine and tried to push himself up off the ground to run, but the bullet lodged in his femur sent a shock of pain through his leg as he put weight on it and he tumbled back down on the ground. The pirates, by then were nearly on him. 
 
    "Help me!" Rubaan cried out, only to realize his communicator had fallen off his head when he had jumped from his bike. He felt like he was alone and about to meet his end, worried that the Centurions continued the mission without him. He scrambled to crawl away, to make for the ruins of the truck and his bike but saw that the pirates had stopped. They dismounted their motorcycles and drew their swords. Rubaan's body locked up with fear, and he watched as the pirates drew closer. 
 
    A sudden rapid burst of gunfire shook Rubaan back to his senses. He quickly looked behind him to see Kavin and Pancho rapidly approaching on their bikes. Kavin held a machine pistol ahead of him and fired on the pirates, littering two of their bodies with bullets. As they fell, Pancho zoomed past Rubaan with a collapsible spear in hand and quickly lanced the remaining pirate. Kavin stopped his bike next to Pancho and quickly hopped off. 
 
    "I told you that you would be fine," he said as he hooked his arm under Rubaan's armpit and lifted him off the ground, "Come on, get on!" 
 
    Rubaan eased himself up onto the bike, and when he found his balance, Kavin hopped on in the front. He quickly switched out his empty magazine for a fresh one, and Rubaan did the same with his pistol. 
 
    "Don't shoot Pancho or me," he spun the bike around and just as Pancho flew past them, Rubaan heard the sound of more motorcycles heading toward them. Kavin hit the accelerator, and they took off. 
 
    "Okay buddy, remember, aim for the middle of their chests," Kavin shouted back, "We have some dead ahead, heading our way. If Pancho doesn't cut them down, you shoot them. And by the Brothers, don't throw your gun when you're out of ammo like your brother does!" 
 
    Rubaan peeked around Kavin and saw four motorcycles heading their way. He watched Pancho joust one the pirates off the seat of his bike, the pirate crashed to the ground and didn't get up. The other three continued heading toward them. 
 
    "We're gonna pass them soon!" Kavin shouted, "better start shooting!" 
 
    Kavin lifted his gun and sent a burst at one of the pirates. The bullets made contact, and the bike fell over on its side, the driver tumbled and rolled through the sand. 
 
    Rubaan lifted his gun and rapidly fired at another bike. None of his bullets hit their target and Rubaan could feel Kavin sigh with disappointment. Kavin took out another motorcycle, leaving one remaining. 
 
    "Better fucking kill him!" Kavin rattled back, "He's shooting at us!" 
 
    Rubaan could hear the bullets whizzing past them and fired his remaining rounds at the oncoming motorcycle. One of his shots struck the tire, puncturing it and the bike did a front flip, sending the pirate flying toward them. Kavin jerked out of the way, and Rubaan looked back and saw the pirate's body crash face first into the ground. He smiled and slapped Kavin on the shoulder. 
 
    "I got him!" Rubaan shouted victoriously, laughing as he did, "I killed the fucker!"  
 
    "Good job," Kavin grunted as they accelerated even faster. Rubaan felt something warm on his hand and looked at it. It was blood, Kavin had been shot. 
 
    "Shit!" Rubaan cried out, "Are you okay?"  
 
    "Just my arm," Kavin replied as if it were nothing, "it'll heal, keep pressure on it though." 
 
    Rubaan squeezed the bullet hole on Kavin’s bicep and looked around to see if there were any more pirates. He didn't see any, and as Kavin navigated their bike up behind Pancho, he spoke into his communicator. 
 
    "Once we get out of here, I need to patch my arm; I caught a bullet." Rubaan only heard silence as Pancho replied since he had lost his communicator, but Kavin spoke again. 
 
    "About twenty miles should be safe. Open it up, take it to 200. Let's get out of here." The two Centurions accelerated their bikes and flew side by side as they both hit 200 miles per hour. The wind blast made everything hard to hear for Rubaan, and he and Kavin ducked down behind the windscreen of their bike.  
 
    When they were finally out what Kavin considered to be pirate territory, Kavin told Pancho to stop, and they came to a halt. Pancho remained on his bike, but Kavin hopped off and searched through one of his saddlebags.  
 
    Rubaan looked down at the bullet hole on his leg and noticed that it had stopped bleeding. His NaNe had stopped the bleeding, but the bullet remained lodged against his femur. He felt a little pain, but nothing like he felt when he had first been shot. 
 
    "Alright, let's get patched up and back on the road," Kavin declared. In his hands, he held a pair of needle nose pliers, a bottle of clear alcohol, some bandages, and a cigar and lighter.  
 
    With his left hand, Kavin grasped the pliers and jammed the tip of them into the bullet hole in his arm. He grunted and his face twisted with discomfort, but he quickly pulled the pliers and the bullet out and set them aside. He took a swig of the alcohol, and then poured some on the wound and promptly stuck the cigar in his mouth. He lit it, took a few puffs and then stuck the glowing tip onto the bleeding hole, groaning as he burned it shut. A few moments later, he had cleaned the wound again and wrapped it. 
 
    "Your turn," Kavin smiled as he handed the alcohol to Rubaan. Rubaan took a swig, and Kavin quickly pulled the bullet and shrapnel out and followed the same procedure that he had just done on himself. Rubaan handled the pain well, and after Kavin finished wrapping the wound, Kavin packed his things and hopped back on the bike. 
 
    "Now would be a good time to contact Base 11 and Century," Kavin looked back at Rubaan and handed him a communicator, "We should be out of Govia's tracking range. Call Bran and then call Base 11, the numbers are programmed inside as Dauid's Decadent Desserts for Century and Spaghetti Man's Delivery for Base 11." 
 
    "What do I say?" Rubaan asked as Kavin and Pancho accelerated.  
 
    "Tell them what you know. I have to drive." 
 
    Rubaan looked down at the communicator and navigated through the contacts. All the names seemed to be businesses; he saw Mamas Bread Factory, Burger Bonanza, The Licorice Hut... some of the names made him smile, but finally, he found Dauid's Decadent Desserts and punched the call button. He held the communicator to his ear and listened to it ring. After a few moments, the line went silent, and he looked up at Kavin. 
 
    "Nothing," he informed the Sergeant, "No answer from Century." 
 
    "Call Base 11 then," Kavin told him, "Tell them you need a party size spaghetti pack with extra meatballs and the yum yum sauce delivered to Milly in Apartment 774." 
 
    "Really?" Rubaan asked, thinking that sounded utterly ridiculous. He saw Kavin's head nod and shrugged his shoulders. He found Spaghetti Man's Delivery and punched the call button and waited. 
 
    "Spaghetti Man's Delivery!" A pleasant voice chirped after only one ring, "home of the meatiest balls in Canrom City, where do you want your noodles?" 
 
    Rubaan couldn't help but laugh. The voice on the other line remained silent, and finally, Rubaan spoke. 
 
    "Uh yeah, I need um a party size spaghetti pack with yum yum sauce and extra meatballs?" 
 
    “Oh most certainly!" the pleasant voice declared, "Where do you want it delivered to?" 
 
    “Send it to Molly in..." He looked up at Kavin and Kavin looked back at him. 
 
    “Apartment 774." Kavin reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah, Molly in apartment 774."  
 
    “Very good; please hold." The line went silent for a moment, and another female's voice replaced the first. 
 
    “Go ahead." She said, sounding very professional.  
 
    “Hey," Rubaan replied, unsure of how to properly handle the call, "This is Rubaan Jamiso, um…  from Base 21?" 
 
    “Rubaan... Jamiso?" The voice slowly repeated, "From Base 21?" 
 
    “Yeah," Rubaan replied, "I'm sorry, who am I talking to?" 
 
    “You are... Crinnan's brother?" 
 
    “Yeah," Rubaan confirmed, "Who is this?" 
 
    “This is acting Commander Milinka Emmal," her voice sounded surprised, and strangely to Rubaan, warm, "Rubaan how are you? 
 
    “I am... fine?" He was confused by her tone, "I am on my way to Base 11 now." 
 
    “You are coming here?" Milinka asked with a concerned tone, "Why, is... Crinnan with you? Is he okay?" 
 
    “Uh that's a negative, he's not," Rubaan replied, trying his best to sound like he was a soldier. He recalled her and Crinnan's teenage romance in Kamlot and realized that must have been why she was asking about him, "Century Squad is picking him up though... I haven't been able to reach him. They may be in trouble." 
 
    “Trouble?" Milinka repeated, she sounded concerned, "What kind of trouble?" 
 
    “I don't know that it's appropriate for me to say, Miss Commander," Rubaan replied as he thought of Eon, "Something was after Crinnan." 
 
    “Ander... Eon." Milinka whispered. Her voice fell silent, and Rubaan nearly jumped in his seat.  
 
    “How do you know about Eon?" Rubaan nearly shouted, "What do you know about him?" 
 
    “Too much..." Milinka replied, "Wait, how do you know about Eon? 
 
    “That’s a very long story, Miss Milinka,” Rubaan nearly laughed as he spoke, “I uh… I am glad to hear that somebody else knows what I am talking about.” 
 
    “I can tell you more when you arrive Rubaan…” Milinka whispered, “But, why are you coming again?" 
 
    "Oh!" Rubaan rolled his eyes at his inability to complete a simple task without trailing off about Eon or some other kind of arbitrary thing, "Listen, Base 21 is under attack. Govian forces are amassing outside, and we need reinforcements. They're jamming our communications, and there's more and more of them every minute." 
 
    "Understood," Milinka replied grimly. She sighed and spoke again, "Yes, get here as soon as you can. We will reinforce you, how far away are you?" 
 
    "We will be there before sunsrise." 
 
    "Good," Milinka paused for a moment and then spoke, "I will see you soon Rubaan Jamiso." The line went dead, and Rubaan flipped the communicator shut. He was concerned by the fact that nobody answered, and decided he would try Century Squad again later.  
 
    The fact that Milinka knew something about Eon was exciting to him and made him feel even more eager about getting to Base 11. He felt like he was doing good work like he was doing something that was going to make a difference. As he slid the communicator into his pocket, he did his best to relax. He knew he had a long trip ahead of him and as Rubaan rested against Kavin’s back, he felt his eyes grow heavy. He closed them for a moment and drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Crinnan XXIII 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    08:00 - Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    “Fucking Aluuca is dead!” Bran roared as pieces of one of his soldiers rained down on them. He let off the trigger of his minigun and cursed wildly as he looked back at the gory spot that was once Mircaas Aluuca. Alec, Ryban, and Cedric were the only three among Century who were not affected by Eon’s holding ability, and they were doing the work of all the others who had been frozen in place. 
 
    “On me you three,” Bran ordered, “Let’s make sure these pissboys don’t make it through,” The four Centurions repositioned themselves so that they stood directly in front of the door that led back down into Racon Tower. Bodies littered the area, but the Marauders kept coming. Bran could not understand their logic, for they were in a choke point and every time one came into view the Centurions were quick to dispatch them. 
 
    “I’m running low on ammo,” Ryban, Bran’s younger brother shouted. “I’m gonna have to switch to melee soon.” 
 
    “Make your last shots count then!” Bran yelled back. He too was nearly out, but he was not concerned with having to get up close to the Marauders. The Captain knew that their low caliber firearms and shoddy melee weapons would never be able to penetrate his armor. Another wave of the Marauders pushed through the bodies, and he squeezed the trigger of his gun, mowing what he could down. His last bullet fired off, and his gun began to click. He tossed it down and drew his sword. 
 
    The others were quick to expend the last of their ammunition, and they too drew their melee weapons. Alec wielded his axe, Ryban a maul, and Cedric held a sword. They each stood with only a few feet in between them and waited for the Marauders to come. 
 
    For a moment it seemed like there were no more of them, but Bran knew better than to assume.  Everything was silent except for the thunder above and the fighting between Crinnan and Eon behind him. He glanced back at Crinnan and sighed, for he had serious doubts that Crinnan was going to survive the fight with the Ancient. He knew that he and the other Humaans definitely couldn’t and that when Crinnan fell Eon would undoubtedly move to them. He wondered if that night was going to be the end of Century. 
 
    "No matter what, we fight,” Bran seethed as he sensed the doubt in the others as well. The rain fell, and the forest around them roared with fire, it was as gloomy a night as he had ever seen. Though they had stopped for a moment, Bran knew that they had not even scratched the Marauder army and that Eon was a greater threat than he had ever encountered, but he would be damned if he did not die fighting. 
 
    “Something’s coming!” Ryban bellowed, “I can hear it; it’s something big!” 
 
    Bran could hear it too, loud pounding footsteps followed by some kind of strange rattling and whispering that was much louder than it should have been. The sounds ascended the tower stairs and drew ever closer to them. He squeezed the handle of his sword tight and wondered if that was what the Marauders had been waiting for, for them to run out of ammo so they could unleash whatever was coming. 
 
    “Hold the line boys,” Bran snarled, “Only stop when you run out of blood… remember, we are of the Humaan race, the strongest force this planet has ever seen! Our fathers brought us from another world; our power can’t be matched! We overthrew the old empire in a matter of days; we gave this planet life! I say it’s payday boys; let’s take some of that life back!” All four of them pounded their chests and grunted in unison.  
 
    “If we make it through this,” Ryban said as he looked over at Alec, “Then remind me to kick your ass for dragging us out here.” 
 
    “Happily,” Alec replied. He frowned and the four of them watched the gore-soaked doorway as the pounding and rattling drew closer. Finally, from the darkness stepped a Gaian larger than Bran. He was outfitted in heavy blood-soaked armor, and he snorted like a bull. In his hands was a heavy looking maul and behind him were seemingly dozens of walking skeletons. 
 
    “That is really not what I expected,” Ryban quavered. They were all hit off guard by the undead soldiers. It was horrifying, unlike anything they had ever seen or heard of before. Ryban looked to Alec and Cedric and then shook his head fearfully, 
 
    "What is that?” He gasped as the bloody Gaian slowly stepped forward. 
 
    “I am Heklaar,” The Gaian boomed in response, “And this is my army.”     
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We could have worked together, Mister President!” Eon seethed as he phased in and out of Sage’s view, “We could have been partners!” 
 
    “I had a partner.” Sage replied through Crinnan’s body as he evaded Eon’s dark energy beam, “I should say I did not need you.” 
 
    “You and I, we could have bought the world!” Eon barked with fury, “We could have ruled over everything!” 
 
    “I had that as well,” Sage calmly replied, “The world was already mine; you are the one who did not want to work together. You are the reason everything failed.” Eon threw a blast of energy toward him, and it clipped him in the shoulder. He spun back to the tower and crashed into the frozen members of Century Squad, knocking them over. 
 
    “Get up!” Crinnan shouted at Sage from within his own head, “Get up and fight!” 
 
    “Worry not,” Sage quickly got to his feet and dusted himself off, “I will not let us lose, not to him.” Eon phased into view and stood motionless for a moment. He examined Sage and snickered. 
 
    “You are still strong. You fight well,” Eon complimented his nemesis, “Much better than your brother did.” 
 
    “Xydos was no warrior,” Sage snarled at the thought. He knew Xydos, the village minister, had been bested by Eon but he tucked that pain away, “He was a philanthropist, he lived to help others.” 
 
    “A martyr then,” Eon snickered with a dismissive wave of his hand, “A martyr of futility.” 
 
    “You face me now,” Sage pointed at Eon and narrowed his eyes, “You…” He cut himself off and phased forward. He slammed his fist into Eon’s face, knocking him backward and then spun kick him square in the chest. Eon stumbled toward the edge of the roof, and Sage sent three consecutive blasts of NaNe energy toward him. Eon planted his feet and endured each of the blasts.  
 
    “Is that all?” Eon asked with a smile on his face. Sage shook his head, and a beam of fire emerged from his hand. Eon’s own dark beam formed again, and the two lifted off the ground and quickly flew toward each other.  
 
    Their beams collided and released a sudden blast of energy. They both flew backward but neither intended on keeping their distance. Their beams met again and again as they deflected each other’s blows without missing a beat. Power surged in all directions and electricity shot between them. Eon swiped his foot behind Sage and knocked him to the ground, Sage rolled out of the way of Eon’s beam, and it passed through the concrete of the roof instead of his skull. He turned and fired another blast at Eon, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    The rain began to fall harder, and the fires around them raged on. Lightning struck in the distance and was followed by a loud clap of thunder. The two Ancients stood silently, panting and worn from the amount of energy they had focused into NaNe attacks required to fight each other. Had they been “normal” people they would undoubtedly have been unconscious by that point. They, however, through their centuries of practice had been able to endure not only each other’s attacks but also the barrage of fatigue they were throwing at their own bodies. They were nearing their physical limits. 
 
    “You led a corporation to such great success,” Eon laughed as he pushed himself up, “You ruled a nation through a golden age for nearly two terms. You are quite possibly the most successful Elf in history, yet here you are. Ruled by your emotions, stuck on a decaying tower in the ruins of the seat of your corporate empire. You were so strong, yet you met your end here in the dark trying to save your son.” 
 
    “Save your what?” Crinnan suddenly asked. What could Eon possibly have meant by that? Was there more to the story, did Sage have a son that he was protecting? “What does he mean?” 
 
    “Not now,” Sage sternly shouted as he closed the gap between himself and Eon, “I will explain after.” 
 
    “Or should I say, sons?” Eon smiled and lowered his head in laughter. Sage growled at his enemy, but Eon continued, “You hear it Crinnan? Do you hear it inside of there? The terrible sound of truth, the pain of the betrayal of your parents? Sajinious Lynx is your father, the very one who guided us out of the Hells. He saved you because he… because he loves you!” Eon laughed hysterically and shook his head, “Love, is that not the most adorable idea?”  
 
    “That’s... not true,” Crinnan’s silent voice insisted. Eon had to have been reaching for something to irritate him, something to make him fight against Sage, “I know my father, I was named after him… I have always known him!” 
 
    "Yet it is true indeed,” Eon hysterically seethed. He could hear Crinnan’s voice through the NaNe; he could feel the pain and confusion in it, “The greatest of tragedies, the fallacy of fallacies. Those who love you the most were the ones that lied to you. Your parents lied to protect their honor. Your true father hid in the woods, in the decaying remains of his once powerful empire for your entire life and still, could not bring himself, to tell the truth when he found you! He was too weak! Nobody cares for you Crinnan, not in the way that they should. Nobody save me of course. Join me, my friend, let us together rid this world of your terrible father, of those that betray you and let us build a new world together!”  
 
    “Enough!” Sage screamed. He panted with fury and trembled as he stood in place. He had no words, no thoughts. Tears formed in his eyes and he shook his head, trying to rattle the emotion free. As he grit his teeth, he glared up at Eon and spat. 
 
    “It is true,” Sage admitted, not taking his eyes off his enemy. Water dripped off his body, and his lips quivered as he admitted to it. “All of it is. Yes, Crinnan I am your true father. I always have been.” 
 
    Crinnan did not know what to think. The whole idea sounded ludicrous, the thought that Sage of all people could be his father sounded like some kind of wild drunken what if scenario. He thought of the man who he knew as dad, of his mother… of the secret that they had kept from him for his entire life. It seemed that a thousand thoughts hit him at once and he could not make sense of any of them. 
 
    “Just… just beat him,” Crinnan finally growled, “Get it over with.” 
 
    Sage nodded and stepped forward, and so did Eon. They could phase no more. Their beams of energy had died out, and it was only them and their swords left. Eon charged forward and heaved his blade at Sage. Sage parried the strike and sidestepped to counter, but Eon raised his arm and deflected the attack with his bracer.  
 
    The two stepped away from each other, both panting. The Ancients' steps were shaky, and they were beginning to become disoriented as their bodies could take no more. Sage quickly focused his NaNe toward healing his body, but it would take at least five minutes for him to be able to phase again. He knew with no doubt that Eon was doing the same thing. 
 
    "Just give up Eon,” Sage panted, “Get out of here; you are beaten.” 
 
    “Beaten!” Eon snorted as he raised his sword and pointed it at Sage, “Far from it, I cannot be beaten...” 
 
    “You are bleeding,” Sage pointed out, “You can die.” 
 
    "Only my body may perish,” Eon laughed, “But I will find another, I will live on. Can you say the same?”     
 
    “You know I can,” Sage replied.  
 
    Eon smirked and reached behind himself. He produced a small syringe. He uncapped it and thrust the needle into his arm, injecting the contents into his body.  
 
    Sage stepped back and gripped his sword tighter. He only assumed that the syringe contained some kind of booster, be it adrenaline or something of Eon’s own creation to speed up his NaNe recovery. Either way, he felt like he had fallen into a horrible disadvantage. 
 
    “Move.” Crinnan insisted as he pushed his way to the front of his own mind, “You are finished, you have weakened him, but I am taking over before he regains his strength.” He knew that Sage had nothing left, that he had completely expended his NaNe. He did not know how much longer he could last without it. He did, however, know that he had fought his whole life without NaNe and that he stood a chance against the weakened Eon. 
 
    “I am the gun, and you are the sword…” Sage murmured as if he were quoting from something, “Very curious indeed.” He closed his eyes, and Crinnan felt a feeling like he was being thrust through the front of his brain and back into his body. A strange sense of vertigo overcame him, and he looked down at the sword in his hand. He clenched it hard, spun it, and as the rain fell, he began to feel small sparks and pops on his skin, a result of the electric charged NaNe abilities that had recently been born inside of him. 
 
    “There you are,” Eon pointed at Crinnan as his shoulders raised and lowered with fatigue. He was kneeling over and catching his breath, but he straightened as soon as Crinnan manifested, “I was beginning to worry that you would not remember me.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Crinnan replied. The ground looked slick with rain; the fire flickered over the gloss of water in front of him. Crinnan took a step and bolts of electricity sparked off of him. Eon cocked his head and hummed. 
 
    “My friend,” Eon held his arms outstretched as he faced Crinnan, “You must join me. This world will be ours just like the Hells were. We can be the most powerful…” 
 
    “Shut up,” Crinnan darted forward and swung his blade at Eon. Eon stepped out of the way and snapped his arm out, grabbing hold of the back of Crinnan’s neck. 
 
    “You do not see me here with the same eyes that you had below,” Eon hissed, “We were friends, allies. We turned the Hells on its head, defeated the demons, slew the immortals…” He tightened his grip on Crinnan’s neck and grit his teeth, “You do not understand what kind of power…”  
 
    Crinnan’s body shot a wave of electricity into Eon’s arm, and Eon let out a surprised shout. He let go of Crinnan’s neck and stepped backward. Crinnan quickly spun around and launched himself forward. Before Eon knew it, Crinnan had thrust his sword through his belly. Eon grunted and looked Crinnan in the eyes. 
 
    “You fool,” He whispered, he stood up straight and suddenly jammed his own blade through Crinnan’s belly.  
 
    “You do not recognize power when you see it,” Eon hissed as he raised his blade up, lifting Crinnan off his feet, “You do not understand that this entire world will be mine!” 
 
    Crinnan lost grip on his sword. Blood streamed from his wound and down Eon’s hand. He could do nothing to defend himself. It had been less than a day since Crinnan had awakened in Sage’s home, and only hours since Cade had saved him from death in Pado. He kept coming so close to dying; he thought that perhaps he was simply meant to die that night. 
 
    “I... came here…” Eon stuttered, “I came... here for youuu…” It seemed as if his words were becoming difficult for him. He was slurring, unable to complete his sentences. Crinnan though in immense pain, could not help but notice the strange behavior.  
 
    “I…. you… you…” Eon’s head ticked and shook wildly. He howled and dropped his sword as he grabbed each side of his head and began to spin in circles. Crinnan fell to the wet ground and quickly pulled the sword from his stomach. He shouted tossed it over the edge of the building and looked over to find Eon on his hands and knees.  
 
    “C… Crinnan,” Eon bellowed with an immense amount of ferocity. He sounded different; his inflection had changed… his words seemed, pained and desperate almost as if he were weeping, “Crinnan!”  
 
    He watched curiously as Eon sat up. His movements were jerky and wild, and while he was still on his knees, he reached up and grabbed his mask.  
 
    “You need to get… out of here!” Eon ripped off his mask and tossed it aside. It skidded against the ground and came to a stop in front of Crinnan. He looked down at it and then back up and felt a sudden wave of emotion and pain overcome him at what he saw. His mouth hung open, and his heart seemed to tremble. After the couple of seconds of disbelief had passed, tears welled up in his eyes and Crinnan reached a shaking and bleeding hand outward toward the face of his brother Rubaan.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fuck there’s a shit ton of them!” Ryban belted as he slammed his maul into one of the skeleton’s skulls. The bone splintered and the skeleton’s battered body flew to the side. Unfortunately for the Centurions, however, for everyone, they killed three more appeared. 
 
    “You okay Cedric?” Ryban shouted as he noticed the bearded and bandana-wearing engineer was struggling to keep the skeletons at bay with only a sword. The blade was doing him no favors as it was quickly dulling from deflecting attacks and cutting through bone.  
 
    “I’m fine!” Cedric grunted as he ducked out of the way of an axe. He leaped backward and thrust his sword through the eye socket of one of the skulls and ripped it to the side, tearing the head from the spine.  
 
    Alec crashed the head of his axe through skull after skull, roaring in fury as he did so. He watched in dismay as the numbers of the undead grew and pushed them further back toward their frozen squadmates. The thought of the skeletons swarming and slaughtering his helpless friends fueled his rage and as he smashed in another skull, he quickly knelt down and scooped up the battle hammer that the creature had been wielding. 
 
    With a weapon in each hand, Alec fought tirelessly, but his feet did not stop moving backward. He glanced over at Ryban and Cedric and watched as they struggled in the same way he was. Every minute drove them closer to the rest of Century squad, closer to losing everyone. Alec could not give up; he grit his teeth and pummeled his enemies with his weapons.  
 
    “The power my king has is unmatched!” Heklaar roared as he slammed a fist into Bran’s cheek. Bran staggered a few feet back and raised his sword to block an incoming swipe of the undead Gaian’s maul. He pushed back against the monster and swiped at him. His sword deflected off Heklaar’s thick armor, and Bran growled. 
 
    “What are you!” Heklaar swung his weapon once again, and Bran jumped back. The head of the maul crashed through the roof, leaving a hole behind.  
 
    “Reborn!” Heklaar clamored as he pulled the giant hammer free, “Brought to life by dark magic forgotten since the Age of Blood. My king let me die and made me stronger!” 
 
    "Stupid,” Bran retorted as he swung his sword. The tip of his blade caught Heklaar in an unarmored spot on his right arm between his bicep and forearm. Heklaar grunted, and his maul fell to the ground. With a malicious laugh and a demonic sounding snort, Heklaar snatched out and grabbed the wrist of the hand Bran used to hold his sword. Bran slammed his free hand into Heklaar’s helmet over and over, but Heklaar squeezed harder until Bran finally dropped his blade. 
 
    “Show me your strength, Gaian!” Heklaar shouted, “Fight me like the man that you are!”  
 
    Bran sent an uppercut just under Heklaar’s chin, knocking his helmet off and snapping his head back. In one quick motion, he pulled a knife from his hip and planted it in Heklaar’s exposed neck over and over again. The undead Marauder staggered backward and Bran wrapped his hand around the back of Heklaar’s head slammed their foreheads together. Heklaar staggered in place for a moment, and Bran snickered. 
 
    “You learned how to fight by slaughtering, murdering and pillaging people who didn't know how to fight back!” Bran declared as he pounded his fist against Heklaar’s temple, “Primitive, savage. You may be the strongest Marauder, but you are like a damned cockroach under my big ass boot. I’ve been fighting in wars since before I could write, I was slaughtering trained killers before I learned that I could play with my pecker!” He planted his foot into Heklaar’s knee, bending it backward and dropping him to the ground.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re big,” Bran said as he knelt down and picked up his sword. He stood and hovered over the disabled Heklaar, “Bigger than me. But you're about to learn something you'll wish you'd known before fucking with me. I’m Bran the Damn Phils.” Bran heaved his blade downward and separated Heklaar’s head from his shoulders. 
 
    “Stay dead this time, shithead… or shithead-less.” Bran smiled at his joke and hurried over to join the other Humaans. He saw that they had held off the skeletons up to that point, but they were moving back toward the rest of Century fast.  
 
    "Push, boys!" Bran shouted as he crashed into the side of the undead force. Skeletons shattered at the impact and Bran swung his sword, slicing through two at a time. He roared as he stomped the fallen one's heads in and ducked and dodged out of the way of their weapons. As he carved himself a path through them, he finally emerged on the other side in time to see that Cedric had become overwhelmed. 
 
    "No!" Bran yelled as he tossed skeletons off of Cedric's downed body, "Get the fuck off him!" As he tossed the last of the undead from the writhing and bleeding body of his comrade, he noticed that the rest of Century was beginning to regain movement of their bodies. Bran grabbed Cedric and slung him over his shoulder as he spun around to ward off the rest of the skeletons.  
 
    "Alec, Ryban, Bran!" Mace Tarnfell, one of Bran's sergeants, shouted as he gained control of his body, "Fall back!" At that, the Humaan Centurions disengaged the skeletons and hurried backward. Gunfire erupted as they joined the line of Centurions behind them and the skeletons began falling row after row until they were nothing but a quivering pile of bone.  
 
    "Everybody get in the transport!" Bran ordered as he handed Cedric over to Ryban, "Fire it up, let's get ready to get the fuck out of here! Mace, on me. Let's go take care of that Ancient fuck!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Crinnan,” Rubaan wept as he spoke. He had at least for the moment, regained control of his body. “I don't have much time, man... I am sorry. I’m so sorry...” Rubaan sobbed  
 
    “Rubaan," Crinnan had crawled over to his brother and the two laid side by side on the ground. Seeing his face was more than he could handle, knowing that he of all people was the one behind the mask… “How could you…” 
 
    “It's not me,” Rubaan whispered, his words were jerky and forced, it seemed he was speaking through his teeth as he fought against Eon, “He possessed my body, took over my mind… just like the person... in your mind… Sage… our father… you have to get out of here! Save yourself and your friends. Make sure… make sure Amaria and Roc are… okay.” 
 
    “Rubaan!” Crinnan cried out as he shook his head furiously. He forced himself to his knees and crawled to his brother, “Rubaan we can fix this! We can make you whole again! You need to hold on; you need to fight!” 
 
    “No,” Rubaan smiled and pursed his lips together. He too found the strength to push himself up. As he got to his feet, he pulled a pistol from a holster at his side. He lifted it to his own head and pressed the barrel firmly against his temple. 
 
    “I have… I have to stop this. I can finish this now. I have to… to save everyone!”  
 
    “Rubaan no!” Crinnan tried to stand but tumbled forward; he held his hands outward toward his brother and wailed. Rubaan closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
    "I'm sorry brother,” He whispered as he squeezed the trigger. 
 
    “Fool!" Eon cried out as he reclaimed Rubaan’s body. He caught the hammer of the pistol before it could discharge the bullet. Eon eased the hammer so that it rested and looked down at the gun. 
 
    “Your family will pay dearly for this… insolence!” Eon fumed. He pointed the gun at Crinnan and fired over and over. Sage, however, would have none of it. He had regenerated enough power to phase Crinnan out of the way of every shot until Eon had expended the magazine. Angrily, Eon tossed the pistol aside and phased forward, wrapping his fingers around Crinnan's throat. 
 
    "You fool, you fucking damned fool!" Eon seethed as he squeezed harder and harder. Sage threw NaNe charged punches into Eon's ribs, but he would not relent. Eon's face twisted in a fury and he threw Crinnan to the ground, straddling him as he struggled to squeeze the life out of him. 
 
    "I could send you back to the Hells!" Eon growled through clenched teeth, "But that would be too good for you. No, I will end you. Purge this world of your NaNe that you may never betray another again!" Black tendrils of energy emerged from his fingertips and seemed to wrap around Crinnan, binding him. Sage seemed to be out of power, the phasing and failed NaNe blasts had drained him.  
 
    "I'm sorry son," Sage cried out from within Crinnan's brain, "I should say that I have failed you. I only wanted you to live." 
 
    Crinnan choked for air. He could not move, could not fight. He looked up into his brothers face, and darkness began to envelop his vision. His body went limp, and as he started to close his eyes, he heard a mighty roar and Eon went flying off of him. 
 
    Crinnan gasped and sat up. He touched his neck and for a moment watched as Bran sat on top of Eon, pounding his fists into him. He pushed himself off the ground, grabbed his sword and hobbled over to assist. 
 
    Bran's massive body went flying as Eon came to. Mace fired his rifle at the Ancient, who in turn phased away from every bullet. As he fired the last of his magazine, Eon blasted him too, sending him through the air nearly twenty feet. Mace crashed into the ground just as Bran dove toward Eon who once again phased out of the way. 
 
    Eon appeared in front of Crinnan, who quickly swung his sword. Eon evaded the attack and knocked the weapon from Crinnan's hand. Sage had gathered some energy and sent a blast into Eon's chest which cracked his armor and knocked him back a few steps. Eon scowled, and his beam of dark energy once again emerged from his hand. He snarled and stepped forward, but suddenly stopped as a confused look spread across his face.  
 
    The blade of an axe emerged through the front of his chest. His cracked armor had shattered, and Eon grunted. As he weakly turned around, he saw Alec standing before him. Alec slammed his fist into Eon's nose, and the self-proclaimed King staggered backward as two consecutive shots rang out from Flox's rifle. Bullets tore through Eon's lungs, and he fell to his knees.  
 
    "This... is not over..." Eon promised. What looked like pitch-black smoke seethed from his wounds and trailed into the sky. Alec raised a pistol and fired three more shots into Eon's chest. Blood painted the ground behind him, and as he fell backward, Crinnan ran up and caught him in his arms. 
 
    "He... He is gone, Crinnan," Rubaan choked as blood trailed from each of the corners of his lips and down onto his chin, "I am... finally free." 
 
    "No," Crinnan sobbed as he held his dying brother, "I'm sorry Rubii... I'm sorry." 
 
    "Don't be," Rubaan looked up at his brother and smiled, "This is... it's all finally over for me. Take care of Amaria... of Roc... I love you brother." 
 
    "I love you too Rubii," Crinnan lowered his forehead onto his brother's, and Rubaan went limp in his arms. For a moment, he sat and cried as the rain fell on the two brothers. He knew it was all his fault. His brother, his own blood had paid the price of Crinnan's escape from the Hells, and at that moment, Crinnan wished he were still dead.  
 
    "I'm sorry," Alec whispered as he knelt in front of Crinnan and Rubaan, "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean..." Crinnan sniffled and shook his head at his friend. His body was in pain from the damage he had taken, but he was somehow able to take care as he gently laid his brother's body down. When he was finished, the two friends stood.  
 
    Alec and Crinnan embraced and silently wept together. For the time being, it was all over. Crinnan did not know what the future held, but he did know that he was alive and that he was finally going home. He looked around at the blood and the bodies. He saw the living licking their wounds, and he saw the dead - the unexplainable silence of the dead.  
 
    Bran walked up and gently grabbed Crinnan's shoulder. He turned around, and the Gaian captain handed him a lit cigarette.  
 
    "Come on boy," he gently said as Crinnan took a drag, "Let's get home." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Sarasin XIV 
 
    24th of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    0:00 - Base 21 
 
      
 
    Sarasin’s hands were bound, and she sat silently in a dimly lit room with her parents. She had not seen Gerard for hours, and her son had been taken with the other children by Amaria to a secure location. Rubaan had left them to find help and Emerald was off with Card planning their defense strategy.  
 
    Little Sarasin stood before the three of them, and Ladia wept at the sight of the child. For over twenty years the face that she looked upon had haunted her. Ladia thought that she had lost her daughter, that she would never see her again. She knew that Little Sarasin had to have been some kind of apparition, like the ones she had heard of in the stories from the Age of Blood. She also knew, however, that whatever Little Sarasin was, she was real. 
 
    "What are you?" Ladia asked amid her sniffling, "Why have you come to us?" Commander Crinnan did not see the child like the other two, but he was not about to cause a scene. He sat silently and watched as his wife and daughter seemed to speak to the air. 
 
    "I am that which once was," Little Sarasin shrugged, "I am what your daughter abandoned so long ago." 
 
    "And what is that?" Ladia prodded, "What did Sarasin give up?" 
 
    "Her innocence, her youth. I am her very being, her soul." 
 
    "Her soul?" Ladia repeated in a skeptical and almost disgusted tone, "You are my living daughter's spirit?" 
 
    "Look at her," Little Sarasin held her hands out to Sarasin, "She is a defeated husk of a person. Her arms are littered with self-inflicted wounds; her dependence on alcohol is unrivaled. As soon as she puts on her makeup, she has to redo it because the tears are unending. She is missing something very important, the very thing that makes her a being. Yes, she lives, bleeds and dreams like you but she is empty. I am what is missing from your daughter, I am what can make her whole, and only God can reunite us." 
 
    "God?" Ladia looked over at Sarasin, who lowered her head in response, "Which God? The Brothers? Igo? Dura'ana?" 
 
    "The one that supplies all life," Little Sarasin explained, "The cornerstone of this planet. God is Duraan and Duraan is God, for so long he simply was, he slept in a sense. But he has found his way, gathered himself and finally learned how to manifest." 
 
    "What does God want?" Ladia asked. Her voice remained skeptical, though she spoke quickly, almost frantically, "Why does he want to make my daughter whole? Why does he want to reunite you?" 
 
    "He… knows all. He hears every thought and feels every tear," Little Sarasin said with a matter-of-fact tone, "Just like you love your daughter, he loves her too. He wants to heal us, everyone, to help the world find peace. Our wars have hurt him, our constant fighting and destruction of the planet; it all pains him greatly in a physical sense. He wants to finally see everyone happy, starting with her." 
 
    Sarasin looked over at her mother. Ladia smiled weakly at her and then closed her eyes. She took in a deep breath, and Commander Crinnan wrapped his arm around her. Ladia shrugged him away for she still felt sour about his outburst from earlier.  
 
    "So what do we need to do, sweet girl?" Ladia finally asked as she turned her head back toward Little Sarasin, "How can we... make you make you whole again?" 
 
    "She needs to come to God," Little Sarasin explained, "Only in his presence will we truly be capable of joining together... we can undo all the horror that she has endured, she can start anew." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Sarasin nervously asked, "How could all this possibly go away?" 
 
    "He can make you forget," Little Sarasin enthusiastically stepped forward with wide, hopeful eyes, "I can... we can live again together as was intended, just like Eliss. All that you have gone through, everything you have endured can go away. You can begin again, forge new memories! God can make all that happen for you." 
 
    Sarasin thought over what Little Sarasin was saying. The idea of it all sounded beautiful, the thought of forgetting Korros and the crimes she had committed. She wouldn't have to see the faces of the innocent ones she had slain in her dreams anymore; their cries of pain and pleading words wouldn't keep her awake at night. She looked from her scarred arms to her mother. 
 
    "Please," her voice was a whisper, her tone solemn. She wanted a new life she wanted to leave her current one behind forever. Ladia nodded slowly and gently combed her fingers through her daughter's hair. 
 
    "Do you deserve redemption, child?" She asked. Her words were more of an audible thought than a question, "Do you deserve... to live?" 
 
    Sarasin burst into tears and lowered her head. While she knew her mother loved her, she was also well aware of the hate that boiled inside her. She knew that Ladia despised the atrocities her daughter had committed under the banner of Govia, and Sarasin did not blame her. In her mind, the answer was no; she neither deserved redemption nor life. 
 
    "Sarasin will and should die," Little Sarasin promised, "Sayraa will rise in her place. She will be yours once again, mother. You will have the opportunity to instill in her your morals, your will. You can be her mother again." 
 
    Ladia's face twisted from her inner turmoil. She wanted Sayraa back, to see her daughter with fresh eyes that lacked judgment. She caressed Sarasin's beautiful red hair once again and closed her eyes. 
 
    "Then we shall make it so," Ladia sighed, "We must. Sarasin does deserve to die, but Sayraa, my Sayraa deserves to live! My poor girl never had a chance. She never had an opportunity."  
 
    Ladia reached out with both hands and lifted Sarasin's head so that their eyes were level. Ladia wore a look of intensity that Sarasin had never seen before. She pressed their foreheads together, and her tears began to fall again. 
 
    "I should have protected you," Ladia admitted somberly, "I should have been a better mother. You are like this because I failed. Perhaps through all this, we can both find redemption." 
 
    The mother and daughter gently wept together, and Commander Crinnan watched reverently. He was, for the most part, completely in the dark as to what was going on. He could not see Little Sarasin; he barely understood that she was there with them.  
 
    Cautiously, Crinnan reached out and placed his palm on his wife's back. He felt her warmth through her clothing and gently rubbed his hand up and down, doing his best to be supportive. She did not shrug or swat him away this time, and so he leaned in and wrapped his arms around both his wife and daughter. 
 
    "It sounds like you two have some very important work to do," Crinnan whispered as his girls trembled in his arms, "What do I need to do to help?" 
 
    "The Govian," Ladia quickly replied as she broke away from her family. She sat up straight and turned resolutely toward her husband, "Fetch him, now. Sayraa and I... we are leaving." 
 
    "Gerard?" Sarasin wiped a tear from under her eye and cleared her throat, "But why would you save him?" 
 
    "Because he loves you, he is sworn to protect you," Ladia replied, "We may need him." 
 
    "Very well," Crinnan stood from his seat and walked toward the door. He was apprehensive about his wife's plan but in spite of her past treachery he trusted her, "I will get him." 
 
    "Bring him to the hangar," Ladia commanded her husband, "Be quick..." Commander Crinnan nodded and hurried out the door. Sarasin looked at her mother and then to Little Sarasin and felt a wave of relief cascade over her.  
 
    "I am sorry," Sarasin said to her younger self, "Forever doubting you." Little Sarasin smiled and approached her. 
 
    "I never doubted you, Sarasin," she said as she reached out and grabbed her hand, "And soon, neither will you." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Clear out!" Ladia shouted at the hangar staff as she and Sarasin burst through the entrance, "Now!"  
 
    The Black Knights all wore confused looks as they obeyed Vice-Commander Jamiso's order. They did not need to know her reasoning, she outranked them, and it was their duty to follow her command. When the hangar was finally clear, Ladia turned to her daughter. 
 
    "We will take a sparrow," she pointed to the small flyers on the second level and gently pushed on Sarasin's back as she guided her forward, "One should be big enough for the three of us. Wherever we are going, wherever God is, that should get us there." 
 
    "Where are we going?" Sarasin asked her younger self. Little Sarasin looked up at her and beamed. 
 
    "To the island," she smiled as if the thought of it made her warm, "Halfway between Redodra and Westlaan and then we go north as far as we can." 
 
    "Westlaan," Sarasin mumbled as she thought of the forsaken continent. She, in her time as a high ranking Govian official, had condemned many people to the prison lands. The Westlaani terrain was treacherous and littered with gigantic beasts. Govia, of course, had an outpost there, but it was heavily fortified and well out of reach of the prisoners.  
 
    "The island is unlike anything you have ever seen," Little Sarasin beamed, "Lush and fertile, filled with every kind of animal, and the flowers! Oh, the flowers are a sight to see. Other people like me, those of us who have unfinished business, we live there in peace and harmony. It is... heavenly." 
 
    Sarasin thought of the flower that grew through the sidewalk in Canrom City only a few nights prior. While she didn't know it at the time, she realized that it had been God reaching out to her. She took in a deep breath and closed her eyes. 
 
    "How far is it?" Ladia asked, "How long will the journey take?"  
 
    "It is nearly six thousand miles from here. It will be a long journey," Little Sarasin turned and looked toward the bay doors that led outside, "But worthwhile." 
 
    Commander Crinnan burst inside, nearly dragging a limping Gerard behind him. He looked up and smiled as Sarasin ran up and threw her arms around her protector. 
 
    "I am so glad to see you, Gerard," she smiled as she embraced him. Gerard was a different kind of family to her. He had protected her, fought for her and supported her when nobody else would. His undying commitment was everything she had needed to keep going. Without him and Eryc and even Quint, she may not have made it as far as she had. Gerard gave her a weak grin and with a grunt, nodded his head. 
 
    "Glad to be here," Gerard mumbled, "We are... leaving? 
 
    "Yes," Sarasin pointed up toward the sparrows on the second floor, "We are going somewhere far away, somewhere safe." 
 
    "Fine by me," Gerard stepped forward, and Ladia glanced his way and then sighed. 
 
    "I did not realize he was so injured," She grumbled as they locked the door and made their way to the second floor, "Is he going to slow us down?" 
 
    "I will be fine, my lady," Gerard insisted. He kept pace with the others, mostly to prove he was capable. Gaians were made to take damage. While he was indeed very much wounded and weakened, it did not limit his abilities. If the need arose, he was confident he would be able to fight. 
 
    Ladia hurried to one of the sparrows and stopped to wait for the others. They were small, narrow reconnaissance vehicles, about the size of a car. They had two rows of seating and a hatch in the back with enough room for a small amount of equipment. There was a small machine gun mounted to the front, just under the nose and when the vehicle was parked, the wings folded up to the roof and then collapsed to half their size for easy storage. 
 
    "Alright," Ladia sighed as the others joined her, "In you go, big guy."  
 
    Gerard opened the back door and grumbled as he squeezed his large body inside. He had to hunch over considerably to fit, and he glared at Sarasin as she closed the door behind him. 
 
    Commander Crinnan approached his wife, and she stared at him with cold eyes. He pursed his lips and nodded his head.  
 
    "I am still angry with you," She muttered as he wrapped his arms around her, "But I love you." 
 
    "Please be safe," Crinnan whispered, "I don't want to lose you, my love." 
 
    "I will be fine," Ladia rolled her eyes and caressed her husband's cheek, "And when I get back, maybe I'll have lightened up enough for you to show me how sorry you are." Crinnan chuckled and kissed his wife. When he pulled away, he saw that Sarasin was shaking her head in disgust at her mother's innuendo. 
 
    "And you too, honey," Crinnan walked over to his daughter and hugged her tight, "I'm proud of you. No matter what. Never doubt that." He kissed the top of Sarasin's head and she for a moment rested her ear against his chest. She could feel and hear his heart beating, just like she used to when she was a child. It soothed her, gave her comfort. As he pulled away, she realized she didn't want to let go. 
 
    "I love you, daddy," Sarasin called out, just before she got in the sparrow. Crinnan gave her a wink, and she closed the door behind her. Ladia gave Crinnan one more glance before reaching for her door handle. 
 
    "Hey," He shouted as he reached out and grabbed the frame of the door. Ladia looked up at him, and he smiled down at her. 
 
    "Be good." 
 
    "Fuck that," Ladia smiled and let out a low chuckle as she pulled the door shut and Crinnan stepped back. 
 
    The engines of the sparrow whirred to life, and the wings unfolded and stretched outward. The sparrow lifted about a foot off the ground and hovered in place as Crinnan hurried over to the hangar door controls. He gave his girls one last look and a final wave as he pushed the open button on the console before him.  
 
    The doors rumbled and groaned as they slowly crept open. Sarasin sat in the front seat next to her mother and glanced back at Gerard. He gave her a gentle smile, and she turned back toward the front glass.  
 
    "You will guide us, right?" Ladia asked as she looked up into the rearview mirror. Unbeknownst to Gerard, Little Sarasin was seated next to him, and she nodded at her mother in response.  
 
    "What?" Gerard said, confused by the sudden question, "I do not know where…" 
 
    "She is not talking to you, Gerard," Sarasin interrupted, "Just relax." 
 
    "Oh," Gerard shook his head and looked out his window, "So your mother… she talks to herself too, huh?" 
 
    "Gerard," Sarasin shot her protector a glare and he smirked in response. 
 
    "Fine," He tried to recline in his seat and did his best to stretch his legs, "I will not worry about it." 
 
    "Oh fuck!" Ladia suddenly shouted. Sarasin quickly looked out the front glass to see dozens of Govian soldiers pouring from the open doors and onto the first level of the hangar. Ladia snapped her head backward to Crinnan, who in response waved her forward. 
 
    "Go!" She heard him shout, "Get out of here. I got this!" 
 
    "Go, mommy!" Little Sarasin shouted from the backseat, "Daddy will be fine!" 
 
    She hesitated for a moment and then as she cocked her head and groaned, she hit the thruster. The sparrow shot forward toward the door, and Ladia flicked the headlights on. As she looked down the tunnel, she could see hundreds of Govian soldiers running toward the open door. Bullets rang toward them and pinged off the metal flyer, Ladia clenched her teeth and turned her head toward Sarasin. 
 
    "Take the weapons controller!" She shouted, "Shoot them!"  
 
    Sarasin reached out and grabbed hold of the triggered stick on the dash in front of her. A laser sight designated her target as she moved the stick and as she directed the barrel of the weapon toward a group of soldiers, she squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The sound of rapid automatic gunfire filled their ears as Sarasin worked to kill as many of the soldiers as she could. She did not have much time; she was only able to a fire a few bursts from the machine gun before her mother shifted the thruster upward. The sparrow hesitated for a moment and then shot forward toward the exit with a sudden, and surprising eruption of speed. 
 
    The sparrow soared through the opening that led outside and into the darkness of night. Illuminated only by the light of Igo, the landscape ahead of them brought a feeling of dread to Sarasin and Ladia's hearts. From the tunnel that they had just emerged from, they saw a significant number of Govian ground forces pushing into the base. Cursing, Ladia pushed the thruster in further and pulled back on the yoke so that they gained altitude. 
 
    There were little flashes of light from the ground as the Govians fired on the sparrow, but at its height and speed, the bullets didn't have the velocity to do any damage. A few pinged of the craft and caused Sarasin to jump, but none pierced the armor. Finally, they passed over the Govian force, and Ladia took them higher. 
 
    "What about Dad?" Sarasin asked with a panicked tone as she looked over to her mother, "He was the only one in the hangar…" 
 
    "I do not know Sayraa," Ladia snapped back. Her voice quivered, and she did not move her eyes from the front glass. She didn't say another word, though the expression on her face showed a great deal of concern.  
 
    "It will be okay, mother," Little Sarasin chirped from the backseat, "Father is strong, he is capable. He will be able to protect himself. You know this."  
 
    Ladia nodded slightly and gave the sparrow all it could take. They soared past the sandy beach and found themselves flying over the ocean. Sarasin looked out the front glass at the waves below and then toward the dark horizon and hoped that her future had more in store for her than her past. She closed her eyes, and her thoughts snapped to Eliss. He was her darling boy, and Sarasin was exceedingly happy that he had been given a second chance at life.  
 
    Who is God? Was she doing the right thing? What did it all mean? As Sarasin rode in the sparrow, she couldn't help but think everything over. With the ocean below, the stars above and her future ahead, she finally felt a sense of freedom. There was no more Govia to her, no more Dura'ana or Bishop Generals or princes… there was only her and her family.  
 
    As Sarasin breathed a sigh of relief, she turned her head and looked out at the darkness around her. She smiled at the prospect of a future that was in her own hands, and as her mother and her soul guided her toward the unknown, she found herself finally able to close her eyes and relax. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Cade V 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    06:30 - Belhaasi Weald 
 
      
 
    Cade sat against the trunk of a tree and held his throbbing head. He had just awakened and everything for the moment was a bit blurry. Smirnov stood opposite him with the baby wrapped in his arms. He had a breathing mask over his face with a narrow tube that went into the baby's mouth and down its throat. Cade was overcome with depression when he looked around and realized that it had all been real. 
 
    Nida was dead, he and Smirnov had pulled the child from her fading body. Cade stroked his beard, and his face wrinkled up as he began to cry again. With a gentle yet heartfelt moan, he thought of their time together. He recalled the moment he first met her, their flirty interactions that eventually evolved into an affair, and finally of the love that they had shared for the five years they had known each other. Never had he met someone that he cared for so much as Nida. Her passing left him feeling broken and empty inside; he felt nothing could ever fill that void. 
 
    A faint squeak snapped Cade out of his reminiscence, and he looked up at Smirnov and the baby in his arms. He wiped the tears from his eyes, and as he watched the doctor sooth the child, he felt a terrible compulsion to stand. He pushed himself up and sniffled as he closed the distance between himself and the child. Every step closer to his baby filled him with more fear. A small part of him did not want to see her; he wished he could deny everything that happened, to forget it all and pretend that Nida and the baby never existed. A jolt of guilt shot through him, and as he stepped up to Smirnov, he weakly looked down and was unable to control himself. 
 
    "She's…" Cade whispered, his voice was broken and inconsistent. He could not stop blinking, and he reached up and pulled his glove off, "She's little." 
 
    "Yes," Smirnov gently replied, his voice sounding a bit hollow from the mask he wore. He recognized Cade's fragile state and knew it was in everyone's best interest that he make the President feel comfortable. He did not want to see him turning his weapon on himself again, "She is small, weak. She needs a strong father to keep her alive." 
 
    Cade did not look up at Smirnov; instead, he reached out and gently caressed the baby's cheek. She winced in response and her eyes squeezed more tightly shut. A small, thin arm jerked, and Cade sniffled.  
 
    "She has hair," Cade commented as the glazing over his eyes began to fade. He brushed the tuft of blonde hair and softly cupped the child's tiny head in his hand, "She is alive…" 
 
    "She very much is," Smirnov nodded, "But Cade, look at me." Cade finally looked up at Smirnov, and the doctor leaned in closer. 
 
    "You have to be strong," the doctor urged him, "You have gone through hell, you have every right to fret, to mourn but you cannot lose yourself to this. Right now, you need... no, she needs you to rise above your feelings. Be the man that Nida fell in love with, the strong, capable leader who could crush the world in his hands if he willed it. This baby, she should not be alive, but she is. We need to work together to make sure that this miracle stays a miracle and does not turn into something else. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes," Cade nodded his head and cleared his throat. He took in a deep breath and wiped his tears away as he stood up a little taller. 
 
    "Now what is her name?" Smirnov asked, raising his eyebrows, "You must give this small person a name." 
 
    "Her name…" Cade thought back to a conversation he had with Nida. He remembered the two arguing if it was a girl he wanted to name her Ladia after his mother. Nida wanted to give her a traditional Humaan name, Charlotte. Cade hated the name at the time, but in his present moment, he realized there was no other for her. 
 
    "Charlotte," He nodded, and a smile spread across his face, "You win Nida, her name is Charlotte." 
 
    "Little Charlie then," Smirnov grinned and raised his chin as he turned toward the others, "Nora, I trust you can guide us to the… facility, correct?" 
 
    "Of course," Nora nodded, "There is nothing more for us here, we cannot make it back to the top of the tower…" She looked down at the baby and cocked her head, "And that child needs medical attention. My people can provide that." 
 
    "Your people are dead," Cade commented, thinking of Pado Village, "I saw the village burning from atop Racon Tower. Eon's army already sacked it." 
 
    "Those are not my people," Nora rolled her eyes, "My people could withstand that kind of attack. Sage, Xydos, Guntz, they were all my people. There are so many more of us. We are hidden, safe from the outside world." 
 
    "Your people…" Cade turned toward her and took a step forward. His interest had piqued, he had spent his entire life researching the Ancients, though he had met only two.  
 
    "You mean, Ancients?"  
 
    "Yes," Nora sighed and shifted her weight to her other leg, "Though hear me, Cade; we know who you are, we know what you do. You can observe, but we are not your test subjects. This is not a field day for you. We exist, we survive, and we hold onto our lifestyle. You must realize that when you leave your memories of us will be erased." 
 
    Cade began to protest but looked back at the child. He lowered his head and accepted Nora's conditions. While the President wanted to use the opportunity to learn as much as possible, it was clear to him that the child was more important. Though, with the knowledge that the Ancients undoubtedly had, he knew he could take his division of the ATC to a level that he had only dreamt. 
 
    Forgoing an opportunity to make massive amounts of money was out of character for Cade. He had always heard that people change when they have children, though he doubted that it was that quick of a transformation. He worked it out in his head that he was just compassionate, that he would want to take care of any child that needed help. That was what he wanted to think, but when he looked back down at Charlotte, or Charlie as Smirnov called her, he felt like a shell around his heart was cracking. 
 
    "That's fine," Cade finally blurted, "Just save my…" He paused and looked up at Smirnov who gave him a wink, "my daughter." Emotion welled up inside him again as he seemed to speak his role as a father into existence, "My Charlotte." He shook his head violently and focused on his breathing. He did not want to lose it again. 
 
    "Very well," Nora looked over at Dauid and Freyja. The whole time they had been sitting on the ground and watching. When Nora looked at them, Dauid pushed himself up with a loud, obnoxious groan and moved his breathing mask out of the way. 
 
    "What a night," He proclaimed as he took a swig from a flask he had in his pocket, "You better have some more damn juice for me when we get to your facility or whatever." 
 
    "We have a thousand-year-old vintage herbal wine that I can permit you to taste," Nora proudly smiled, "And of course a cellar stocked full of various liquors. Recipes from my time, flavors and potency you could not imagine." 
 
    "I like the sound of potency," Dauid smiled widely. He lifted a cigarette to his lips and lit it as he walked over to Cade. 
 
    "I remember my first child," He hummed as he stood next to the President. Cade looked over at him and nodded. 
 
    "The name's Landkeeper," Dauid announced, "Dauid Landkeeper." He held the cigarette with his good hand and extended his "better hand". Cade reached out and squeezed the artificial appendage, and Dauid grinned. 
 
    "Don't know how you got wrapped up in all this mess," Dauid commented, "And I'm sorry for pounding the back of your head, but you needed it." Cade reached up and touched the large lump on the back of his head and pursed his lips. 
 
    "You hit hard for an old man," Cade looked down at Dauid's robotic arm, "I suppose you used that?" 
 
    "Why wouldn't I?" Dauid chuckled, "I can split skulls with this damn thing. Hells, at the bar back in Canrom City I've knocked more teeth out than I know how to count. But at the same time, I can only count to eleventeen." Cade smirked, and Dauid let out a growl of a laugh.  
 
    "Eleventeen isn't a number," Freyja commented with a benumbed tone. Dauid looked down at the boy with a perplexed expression and with a great deal of effort knelt to face him. 
 
    "You've seen some shit, ain't you?" A wave of memories seemed to cascade over the child, and he briefly closed his eyes and nodded. 
 
    "Yeah," he finally huffed. He cocked his head as if he were trying to hear something better, "No, I can tell them if I want to. Shut up." Dauid nodded and let out a whiskey smelling sigh. 
 
    "Well, you and ol' Dauid are gonna learn you a thing or two," The old Humaan grinned, "Life ain't all about the shit we have to deal with," he poked Freyja in the chest, "We just have to deal with the shit to get to the good parts. Kid, you're about to hit one of the good parts." 
 
    Freyja looked up at Dauid and started to show a hint of a smile, but quickly turned away. He stomped off in the opposite direction, fists clenched and tail dragging through the mud. Dauid eased his body back up, and Nora approached. 
 
    "We are going now," She announced, "Everyone, follow me. If you have a weapon, get it out. This weald is crawling with Marauders, Govian soldiers, Toraan, and where we are going, the shambling corpses of the Ancient undead." She looked over at Cade, and he pulled his sword from its scabbard.  
 
    "You are with me," Nora told him, "We will take point. We move now!"  
 
    "Nobody is going anywhere!" A gruff and winded sounding voice shouted from behind them. The tone was furious, and Cade closed his eyes tight and grumbled. He knew the voice all too well. 
 
    "There is a fat person here." Freyja idly declared.  
 
    "Ebren…" Cade sighed as he turned around. He looked at his portly assistant's torn clothing and bleeding forehead as he shuffled toward him. Cade did not know what to say; nor what to do. The last thing he wanted was to tow Ebren along. 
 
    The two stood in the darkness of the Belhaasi Weald, wet from the rain above them yet warm from the fires that roared around them. Ebren held his head upward and stood as tall as he could as the ATC President approached him. He sniffled a bit and spat a glob of blood onto the ground, and as Cade neared, he rubbed his sausage-like fingers together. 
 
    "Mister President," Ebren cleared his throat and licked his lips. He raised a hand and firmly pressed against the wound on his forehead and exhaled a wheezy breath as he met Cade, "Mister President, it is a prayer answered to see you breathing. I never doubted that you were coming back for me, I understand that my behavior was… uncalled for and I am willing to let bygones be bygones. It is apparent that we need to get you back to headquarters, to be rid of this cursed forest forever. For that reason, I have contacted a team. They are on their way, and we need to prepare for our pending extraction." 
 
    Cade looked back at Racon Tower behind him and then in the direction of his wrecked craft. His brother was safe; his child lived. He lamented the fact that the price for those lives had been the one he loved the most. As his gaze met Ebren again, he knew he could not return to headquarters. His child needed care; he was on the brink of his life's most significant discovery, and Ebren was not going to stand in his way. 
 
    "Very good," Cade nodded at his assistant, "But I fear that a transport will not be necessary, not yet at least. I am traveling with these people to an Ancient medical facility. One that is still in operation. The baby needs help, the information we could gain there..."  
 
    "I have already called the transport, Mister President," Ebren spoke slowly and with an agitated tone. He glanced over at the doctor and the baby in his arms, and he paused to think for a moment. His lips formed into a frown and he spoke once again, "We are going to wait for extraction. Cade, you need to answer for all of this treachery. Your apparent fraternization with subordinates, your ties to terrorist organizations, you do understand that the board will hear of this?" 
 
    "I would expect nothing less of you," Cade sighed. He drummed his fingers around the sword in his hand and took another step toward Ebren and cocked his head, "Have you already made your report?"  
 
    "I mentioned our situation to President Trabia," Ebren raised his chin once again, "I did not go into great detail but…" 
 
    "Did you tell him of the Marauders?" Cade asked. 
 
    "Well…" Ebren wore a confused look, "Yes, I did. Though I do not understand why such an arbitrary…"  
 
    "Good." Cade took another step forward and raised his blade. Ebren jerked his hands up and took a step back, but Cade lunged forward, thrusting his sword through Ebren's chest. Ebren squealed and wrapped his fingers around Cade's throat. 
 
    "You are a disgrace to the memory of your aunt," Cade growled as he pushed his assistant off of him. Ebren's fingers broke free from Cade's throat, and he fell backward onto the ground, writhing in pain. 
 
    "You think for one moment that I, Cade Larynks, president of one-third of the Agra Triangle Corporation will continue to answer to your pitiful waste of breath? You believe that I will put up with your treachery any longer?" Cade kicked Ebren in the ribs, and Ebren yelped and gurgled. 
 
    "Your aunt was my teacher, my friend, my mentor," Cade hissed, "That is what kept me from killing you all this time. Karna, she…" Tears welled up in his eyes, and he shook them away, "She fucking loved me. Too damn much. She was jealous of Nida. She threatened her, and when I walked in on her holding a gun to Nida's head I… I snapped. Just like her neck." 
 
    "T... traitor!" Ebren weakly cried out. He fumbled for his communicator, and Cade thrust his sword through Ebren's wrist.  
 
    "Me?" Cade stared down at the bloated soon-to-be corpse lying in the mud, "I am not the one spending your money and then whispering behind your back. I treated you well Ebren, I gave you a life of luxury, and you squandered it. You are the real traitor. Karna died because I was protecting the one I love." 
 
    "The dead bitch," Ebren choked with a devious smile, "The commoner you couldn't keep your dick out of. I hope she was worth it Cade, for you… you are going to burn for all this." Without another word, Cade thrust his sword through Ebren's mouth. The blade shattered Ebren's teeth and pierced through his skull and into his brain. Ebren's body went limp, and as Cade thought he was finally going to be silent, he let out a loud wretched fart. 
 
    "I fucking hate that guy!" Cade ground his teeth together as he ripped his sword from Ebren's face. A stream of blood arced out and showered the area behind them. Cade looked down at the growing mess of gore and teeth and scowled.   
 
    "I can imagine that felt good," Smirnov approached and observed the mess before him, "For you at least. I was never fond of that person. An irritating and delusional creature, no doubt." 
 
    Cade grumbled as he cleaned off his blade and looked down at his daughter. He reached out and gently touched her forehead and then looked up to Smirnov. 
 
    "How is she?" he asked the doctor. 
 
    "Her blood oxygen level is fine," Smirnov replied, "Not ideal, but fine." Cade noticed that a small battery-powered blood oximeter was attached to her foot. He patted the doctor's shoulder and walked up to Nora. 
 
    "Sorry, I needed to take care of that," he joined her side, and Nora nodded at him. 
 
    "We all have to take care of our business sometimes," She commented as the two began to walk, "However grisly it may be." 
 
    "You're more badass than Crinnan." Freyja ran up to Cade's side and looked up at him. Cade turned his head and snickered at the Lycaani child. 
 
    "Yeah, I am," Cade agreed as he looked back to check on Smirnov and his Charlotte, "I would not be much of a big brother if he surpassed me." 
 
    "Yeah, that's pretty cool," Freyja cast his eyes downward, "That you guys are brothers. I had a brother once... but he died." 
 
    "O-kay." Cade could sense that the boy was going to be a downer the whole time, not that he could blame him from what he knew about his past. In all honesty, Cade's spirits were as low as they had ever been with everything that had happened.  
 
    "Well I don't know about the rest of you," Dauid hollered, "But it seems like everyone's gone through some shit tonight. Hells, that little girl Freyja probably has had the best damn day out of all of us!" 
 
    "I am a boy," Freyja corrected him. 
 
    "No shit?" Dauid chuckled, "Look, step one in Dauid the Great's training program. You gotta lighten up kid. Can you do that?" 
 
    "What does that mean?" Freyja looked back at the old man, and Dauid handed him his flask. 
 
    "Take a sip of that," Dauid nodded as he gave the boy a wink, "Just one though, we don't need you getting sloppy." 
 
    "What are you doing!" Nora shouted back, "Stop that; he is only a kid." 
 
    "A kid that has gone through more terrible shit than most adults, we gotta break that down!" Dauid nodded at Freyja, and the boy cautiously brought the flask up to his lips. 
 
    "It stinks," Freyja's nose wrinkled up, and he pulled the container away, "What is it?" 
 
    "Something that'll put some hair on your chest," Dauid chuckled, "Have a sip." 
 
    "I already have hair on my chest; I am Lycanni…" Freyja informed him, "But okay." He threw his head back and gulped down a swig of the whiskey. His eyes immediately opened wide, and he made a dry rasping noise. His ears twitched, and he looked up at Dauid. 
 
    "That tastes bad," he began coughing, and Dauid laughed and turned toward everyone to see their expressions. Cade grinned, and Doctor Smirnov and Nida frowned at him. 
 
    "Oh don't be a bunch of sticks in the mud," He slapped the back of the boy's back and smiled down at him, "We are in a rough place, all of us. We have to smile to get through everyone; this doesn't need to be as terrible as half of us want it to be. Come on; everybody have some fun!" 
 
    "This is not a party," Nora snapped back, "We need to stay silent and walk. When we reach the facility, we can… drink or whatever it is you do. But for now, we need to stay alive." 
 
    "Stay alive? Hells, that's what I do every day!" Dauid laughed, "It's what I'm best at!"  
 
    "How much has he had to drink?" Cade asked Nora as the two pushed their way through the dark and overgrown weald. 
 
    "He has a bottle in his bag that he has filled his flask with at least three times," Nora replied, "He is… really enjoying himself. He hasn't stopped drinking since we left the others back at Racon Tower." 
 
    "Do you think it will be a problem?" 
 
    "As long as he doesn't attract the undead or the Toraani," Nora looked around and groaned, "I wish I still had my own NaNe. This guy will not shut up, and Crinnan was a weakling." 
 
    "What guy?" Cade asked, curious what she was talking about. 
 
    "Eshan," She grumbled, "He keeps telling me that the area is clear, that he misses his son, and that Crinnan at least talked to him. I get it, Eshan, I will talk to you when I am alone. Until then though, you need to chill out and take a nap." 
 
    "Crinnan had someone… in his head?" Cade repeated, baffled by the idea, "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Someone else's NaNe," Nora shrugged, "He somehow became a shaman. It was a role we gave a rare amount of NaNe users back before the Church. It essentially turned a person into a NaNe vehicle; you could fit an indefinite number of images inside one person. The most we fit into somebody was one thousand." 
 
    "What do you mean, we?" Cade asked, "You keep saying we." 
 
    "I mean… Life Links." 
 
    "The Life Links?" Cade felt a rush of excitement come over him. He knew it was an inappropriate time to be thrilled, but he had only ever heard stories of Life Links even though their work was the main focus of his career. He knew that they had created the NaNe, as well as the architecture for Heaven and the Hells. He also strongly felt that they somehow had something to do with the Sentinel Trees. 
 
    "Yes," Nora glanced over at Cade, "As I said, we know about you… in all these years that you have chased after us, I have to say: you have never once come close to learning a damn thing." 
 
    Cade nodded silently at the Ancient Faire, and they walked onward. The weald continued to blaze around them, and the rain fell from above. The sound of thunder and fire cracking filled their ears and as they began their journey to the Ancient medical facility, Cade could not help but feel defeated. 
 
    The love of his life was dead and what felt like a war raged violently within his body. His instincts battled against his emotions for control, and he was enduring the worst that both had to offer. His chest felt like it had been hollowed out, his mind raced as it searched for something it could never find. Everything in him was in a panic, yet he could not allow it to surface. He had to keep control; he wouldn't let the pain overtake him. 
 
    Smirnov walked up alongside the President, and Cade looked down at the child in his arms. He had a sudden realization that he was about to face the greatest challenge he had ever encountered, and it all started with keeping her alive. He was resolute in spite of his pain, in spite of his fury, he was not going to fail her like he felt he had failed Nida. Charlotte was going to live; she was going to grow up and be greater than he would ever be. He promised himself that, and as he reached his finger out and placed it in her tiny hand, he nodded his head, pushed his emotions down deep inside him, and kept walking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Ema’as V 
 
    24th of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    0:00 - The Silis 
 
      
 
    "Do not be nervous, child," Daanel encouraged Ema'as as they ascended a stairwell together, "Do not show weakness. His Highness will pick up on it. You need to be strong; do you understand?" 
 
    "Yeah," Ema'as nodded her head and chewed on her lower lip. She did not know what she was walking into and whether to be fearful or hopeful about it. She had never signed up for any of what was going on, never approved. As she thought about it, she realized she was going through the same thing she always had. 
 
    She had been born a Marauder and knew only the ways of scavenging and killing to survive. Her tribe had conquered and been conquered time and time again in what seemed to be an endless cycle. Her warlord changed every couple of years as well as the rules and living conditions. She had been a slave, a warrior, a hooker and a cook; every time leadership changed so did her role. When Eon came along, it was no different. She followed along and stayed alive. 
 
    For a moment, she had tasted freedom. She thought back to driving through the wastes with Camber, the idea of the Brothers on the Western horizon, of the ocean calling out her name. She wished she had made it, that she was well on her way to North Barus… that she still had her freedom. 
 
    She did not want to be judged unworthy, nor did she want to die. She knew she had no choice in the matter, that if she tried to flee the High Vampre would chase her down and slaughter her. She walked behind Daanel, and her heart beat faster with every step, he had told her not to be afraid, but she couldn't help it. 
 
    "Just ahead," Daanel looked back and saw Ema'as trembling. He rolled his eyes and walked over to her. As his hands closed around her wrists, he gently shook her so that their gazes met. 
 
    "You need to get ahold of yourself," He sternly told her, "I want you to succeed, I see potential in you. Ema'as do not let me down, I do not want to have to be the one to stake you, but if you fail me, do not doubt that I will." 
 
    She nodded and took a deep breath. Daanel crept his hand up her arm to her shoulder and gave her a serious look. 
 
    "You can do this, young one," He encouraged her, "Believe in yourself, be stronger than you have ever been and show Graham that strength." He patted her arm and stepped toward a set of white metal doors with a keypad mounted on the wall to the left, beckoning her to follow as he did. 
 
    "Come on," he nodded her toward the door, and she stepped up. He pushed a button on the keypad, and the doors slid open, revealing a long white room lined with paintings and sculptures. In the middle of the room was a wooden table, four beings were seated at the table, and they all turned their heads in unison as Ema'as stepped inside. 
 
    "Greetings to the council," Daanel declared as he walked past Ema'as, "I hope you all are well. This is…" He paused and looked around, "Where is the King?" 
 
    "Late," a thin bodied and silver-haired Vampress hissed, "As is typical of him when it comes to these gatherings." 
 
    "Of course our great King has his reasons, Mildrin," A scholarly sounding male Vampre with glasses and a scarred bald head responded, "The greatest of virtues, patience is." He turned his head and smiled warmly toward Ema'as, "Come, child. Sit, tell us of yourself." 
 
    Ema'as stepped forward and pulled a chair away from the table. Daanel took a seat next to Mildrin, and all five of the High Vampre turned to face her.  
 
    A lump formed in her throat for it seemed that the heavy gazes of the powerful beings were bearing down on her. She coughed lightly and ran her fingers through her hair, the bald High Vampre turned toward her, his smile not fading. 
 
    "Tell me, my dear," his pearly white teeth gleamed as he grinned, "What is your name?" 
 
    "Ema'as," She replied softly. She was intimidated by them, by all of them. She tried not to make it apparent, but her mind was getting the best of her. 
 
    "Darling Ema'as," the Vampre repeated, "I am Argyl Lincaam, Duke of Mrask, I am honored to have the opportunity to meet you. Before you sits a piece of the remnant of our mighty lineage, we are here today to discuss whether or not you have a place at our side. Before we get into any of that though, allow me to introduce those whom I am most honored to call family. Across from me sits Lemron Veldaask Duke of Kamlot, and next to him, Magnus Fendriik, Duke of Canrom. Mildrin Shara'Avi Duchess of Belhaas is this shining beacon of beauty next to me, and of course, you have met your master. Daanel Beyman, Marquees of Canrom." 
 
    Argyl folded his fingers together and stared at Ema'as. He seemed to dissect her; he was watching for something. As her eyes nervously scanned the faces in front of her, he warmly grinned and nodded his head. 
 
    “‘Tis a miserable existence, that of a fledgling High Vampre. The Thirst, as they call it, is insatiable. It is terrifying to come out of mortality, to transform into something so powerful. Little Ema'as, you see, we have but one goal. To restore the kingdom of the Vampre to the splendor it once was. Our ancestors might could not be shaken; they ruled these lands like none before them ever had. We are irrefutably the most powerful native race to this planet. Why, did you know that Duraan is a Vampre word? It means home. We named this world; we claimed it for our people." 
 
    Ema'as nodded silently. She did not whether she was expected to speak, or what she was supposed to do. She waited for a prompt, but Argyl smiled and kept talking. 
 
    "We go through this process with every fledgling High Vampre we encounter. You see, over time blood can weaken. We need the strongest Vampre at our side; we do not have room for weakness. Tell me, child, how many years have you graced this planet with your existence?" 
 
    "I am… nineteen." She replied, hoping that it wasn't an unsatisfactory answer. 
 
    "Nineteen," Argyl chuckled and looked down at the table, "Such inexperience, such youth. Your ideas of the world are still only forming; your outlook will change time and time again. Tell me, and understand there is no wrong answer, what do you think of our home? What do you think of Duraan?" 
 
    Ema'as looked to Daanel, and he gave her a nod. She cleared her throat and opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    "Duraan is… broken," She said, feeling confident in her words, "I come from a people that fight to survive. We have to make use of everything; we are always killing and being killed. I have never seen the inside of a city; I never knew that places like this… vehicle thing existed." 
 
    "Broken you say?" Argyl repeated, "Broken or… perhaps simply not being used correctly? An Elf sits on the throne of the Empire and poisons the world with his fabrications. Tell me, are you happy with the Emperor?" 
 
    "If it is his fault that I have lived the way I have… then no. I am not happy with the Emperor."  
 
    "Ema'as I will tell you this," Argyl said, "Our power is greater than the Emperor's, any single one of us could rip him to shreds. Do you want to be one of us? Do you want to see the return of the Kingdom of the Vampre?" 
 
    "Yes," Ema'as answered, knowing full well that was what Argyl wanted to hear, "If I have it inside me to be as strong as you, I will do anything. I… am tired of being a slave. I want to be free." 
 
    "Freedom is something that no Vampre should desire," Argyl said, "It is our right. This is our world, not anybody else's. Anyway, I do believe that I hear King Graham's footsteps approaching. I thank you for your honesty, make certain that you maintain that level of honesty when speaking to his Highness." 
 
    Ema'as heard the footsteps that Argyl mentioned. They were coming from behind a door at the opposite end of the long room and as they neared everyone turned their heads to look. 
 
    "Brace for impact," Daanel smiled as he watched the doors, "Here he comes." 
 
    The doors slid open, and everyone stood. Ema'as watched and immediately became confused by what she was seeing. King Graham was not what she expected; the leaders of her people were always large and strong looking. They were the type who could crush skulls and rip out spines with their hands. King Graham… did not look like he could any of that. 
 
    The thin Vampre strutted into the room one foot after the other as if he were walking on an imaginary line. He was adorned in bright colors, his pants were a brilliant white, and his matching shining white leather boots didn't pass his ankles. He wore a bright baby blue shirt with the front open, showing off his hairless toned chest. Around his neck was a yellow silk scarf and his wavy blonde hair hung to his shoulders. In his right hand, he held a tasseled sash that he spun as he walked. 
 
    "Well hello you big bad bloodsucking bitches," He flashed a seductive smile as he stepped up to his council. His eyes wandered to Ema'as, and he winked at her, "I see you too, you sexy little thing. One, that top looks amazing on you. Two, I'll be with you in a minute." 
 
    "Your Majesty," Argyl bowed as Graham approached, "It is good to see you." 
 
    "Oh get off the ground you nasty little bald fucker," Graham rolled his eyes and flicked his wrist at Argyl, "How many times do I have to tell you, it ain't-gonna-happen." The King laughed softly to himself as he pulled a chair from the table. Slowly, he dramatically spun in place and gently sat himself down on the cushion and crossed his legs all in one motion. His magnificently manicured hands sat on top of one another as the King rested them on his knee and straightened his back. He looked straight at Ema'as, puckered his glossy lips and smiled. 
 
    "So," He raised his hands and clapped them together, "Another sad little Thirst stricken soul has come to the king for judgment." He cocked his head and widely opened his eyes. As he flipped his hair out of the way, he grabbed hold of his tasseled sash once again and held it in Ema'as' direction. 
 
    "I really hate these things, you know?" He shook his head and let out a dramatic sigh, "Like, you just don't understand, so let's be completely honest with each other here today okay?" 
 
    Ema'as realized her mouth was hanging open. She promptly closed it and nodded her head in affirmation. 
 
    "That's a good girl," he purred, "Okay, so, you know, judge me all you want but it's whatever, but the main reason I would kill you today is because I think you look like shit. Like I said, your call on the judgment situation, but, you know, I'm not going to raise an army that looks like they crawled out of a damn Springmart after-season sale, you know what I mean?" 
 
    "Yeah...." Ema'as did her best to sound convincing, but she had no idea what the Vampre was talking about. 
 
    "Great," He put on a big fake toothy smile and playfully bit the tip of his tongue between his front teeth, "So, you have nothing to worry about in that regard. You look fucking bomb as fuck. I don't know if you dressed yourself or if someone picked your clothes out for you, I really don't. Either way, keep up what you're doing because you're doing yourself a favor. Also, that smoky eye? Two words, holy-fucksticks." 
 
    Daanel was holding back a laugh, and Graham noticed. He briefly glanced over at the youngest member of his council and gave him a wink. 
 
    "Okay so, and this is probably more realistic so... yay for that I guess, but... I need you in your own words to tell me why you think you are a good fit for my happy little band of bitches." 
 
    Ema'as looked around silently for a moment, and Graham reached up and snapped his fingers. 
 
    "Hey! You, little chocolate sundae surprise, look at me! What is your name by the way?" 
 
    "Ema'as" 
 
    "Oh, that's cute. But yeah, Ema'as, hey. I'm the fucking king. Give me attention," he nodded his head slowly as he spoke and Ema'as found herself nodding with him. Graham noticed, and he let out a little smirk at the level of manipulation he already had over her, "Okay, so when I ask you to use your own words… don't look at everyone else in the room. Fuck them; it's only you and me here baby girl. Just be yourself. I swear that is all I want from my people. Nobody gets it. I don't get it. I mean, I don't get why they don't get it. You got me?" 
 
    "Yeah," Ema'as nodded and blinked for the first time in the whole encounter, "I think…" 
 
    "Good. Look, I know you're just a baby and that this is scary for you," his voice softened and sounded a bit more compassionate, "And I want you to succeed. Like, I want a fucking army. But you have to be real with me darling. I am on your team; I'm on team Ema'as. Now take a breath, unclench your probably A-class ass, and tell me why you think you would be a good fit." 
 
    Ema'as opened her mouth to speak, but only air came out. Her heart was pounding, and she was trembling in her seat. She had never been more afraid of a male in her life. She couldn't read him; she didn't understand anything about him. Most times she knew exactly what they wanted but he, he completely destroyed her. 
 
    Graham pursed his lips together and sighed. He stood and turned toward the door, waving his finger through the air in a circle as he did so.  
 
    "Okay!" He sang, "Time for all of you little blood sucking beauties to get the fuck out." He turned back around and looked at his council, "I need to have a one on one with the little Vampress." 
 
    "But Sir, we are all entitled to a judgment," Duke Magnus objected, "If it pleases you…" 
 
    "You know what would really please me, Magnus?" Graham interrupted him, blinking his eyes rapidly, "If you would shut your cock holster, get your flat grumpy ass out of my chair, and get the fuck out like the damn King commanded. I think that would do it." He raised his eyebrows for effect, and Duke Magnus nodded and stood. The others quickly followed, and Graham obnoxiously smiled and waved at each of them as they passed. Daanel was the last to leave, and he turned and gave Ema'as a smiling nod as he did. 
 
    "By Igo and all that he shines on," Graham rolled his eyes and bobbed his head as he dramatically spoke, "I swear, have you ever met a group of people who have sticks shoved up their asses as far as those guys?" Graham pointed toward the door, cocked his head and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    "I mean," Ema'as shrugged, "Sometimes in the caravan when the slaves would misbehave…" 
 
    "Oh honey," Graham clenched his teeth and looked around the room, "That was rhetorical, but I mean, it's kind of cool that you actually have met people with literal sticks in their asses. I think." He hummed and walked around the table. He continued his signature strut and dragged his wooden chair behind him, finally placing it next to Ema'as and seating himself crossed legs, folded hands and all.  
 
    "Look," He sighed and lowered his head. He elegantly brushed his hair out of his face as he looked back up and gave Ema'as the sweetest smile he could muster, "You look so young. But when I gaze at your sandblasted, sunburnt and probably never-moisturized face, I see so much more than all the other fledglings that come through here. You clearly have been through some serious shit and… well based on looking at your eyes, your face, your posture… I think it has made you grow up way too fucking quick. Does that make sense?" 
 
    "Yes," Ema'as nodded slowly, concerned that she may be providing too much information. 
 
    "Okay. So you are a Marauder, right? One of those people eating, robber fuckers who drive the trucks with the big wheels and shit?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Okay. So I won't judge you for eating people, you did what you had to do. I won't judge for probably killing kids, because it was part of your culture or whatever. You know what I am judging you for though?" 
 
    "What?" Ema'as felt a wave of concern come over her. She was worried that she was about to be killed and that he was going to do it himself. 
 
    "The simple stupid fact that you may be the strongest Vampress that has ever sat at my fucking table yet you are scared of me, a male. How empowering… I mean, for myself of course." 
 
    Ema'as shifted in her seat and looked away from him. He was somehow able to see right through her, and it terrified her.  
 
    "Yes, I have a dick. It's big, it gets hard, and I use it to fuck. But a girl like you? You should still be able to control me. You should be able to make me eat out of your hand." 
 
    Ema'as fought it, but a smile crept across her face. 
 
    "Here, we are going to do a little team building exercise, okay?" Graham smiled and touched Ema'as cheek with his fingertips. He leaned in closer and licked his lips, "I want you to say the nastiest thing you think I have ever done. Just guess, just throw it out there, dig deep in that little fucked up brain of yours and tell me what the nastiest thing I have ever done is." 
 
    "I don't know," Ema'as felt the fear return. She did not want to offend him; she didn't want to fail some test he was giving her. 
 
    "Tell me!" His eyes grew wide, and he laughed silently, "What do you think I've done?"  
 
    "Um, I mean, suck a dick?" 
 
    "What?" Graham sat upright, and he wrinkled up his face, "That's not even a good sentence. Suck a dick? Really? I mean, no, that is not the correct answer… I was thinking of the time that I tied up dozens of soldiers from the enemy army and then launched them across the battlefield into their walls. They screamed like a bitch in heat, but stopped when they splatted against the stone walls.”  
 
    Graham laughed silently to himself for a moment but then shook his head in an almost offended way, “Wait, you seriously think the nastiest thing I have done since surviving from the fucking Age of Blood, is suck on a penis? I mean, what? A: since when has that even been nasty you little hoe? B, what kind of shitty king do you think that I am that the worst thing I’ve ever done is perform oral?" 
 
    "Well, I mean," Ema'as admitted. 
 
    "Oh," Graham looked insulted, "So you think I'm some kind of nasty little pervert who goes around and just slurps on whatever I can get? You think I go on the hunt looking for anything remotely phallic and then just fill whatever hole is available?" 
 
    "No!" Ema'as' eyes grew wide, and she shook her head violently. 
 
    "Then mean what you say, bitch!" Graham grabbed her chin and turned it toward him, "Look at me, honey. Look at me!" 
 
    Tears formed in Ema'as eyes and she trembled as she stared into Graham's eyes. She knew it was a trap; she knew he was just setting her up. 
 
    "Are you looking? Do I have your attention?" His eyes were wide, and his expression was stern. Ema'as nodded, and Graham sighed and then burst into laughter. 
 
    "I'm your fucking king now, baby girl." He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in, "I've been looking for someone like you. I swear, I'm going to turn you into the baddest bitch this world has ever seen. Do you hear me, you better fucking hear me because if you don't then tell me." 
 
    "I hear you." Ema'as gasped, relieved at what he was saying, "Yes, I hear you." 
 
    "Good," Graham pulled back and looked Ema'as square in the eyes, "Because from now on, you are fucking Princess Ema'as of Canrom. I've been looking to fill that role for-fucking-ever, and you are just… the perfect little morsel. Me and you, we're going to rule this bitch together, and you're going to love every. Fucking. Minute. Do you hear me?" 
 
    "I do," Ema'as smiled and began laughing, "Yeah, I hear you." 
 
    "Good bitch," he said, stroking her hair, "Now tell me what just happened." 
 
    "I…" It felt like a geyser of joy had burst inside of her. She smiled and nodded her head, "I am a fucking Vampre Princess." 
 
    "Bingo bitch," Graham flashed his teeth again and kissed her on her forehead, "Now go change those panties, I sense a little moisture."  
 
    Ema'as and Graham giggled together, and she rushed forward and hugged him. It was over; she was free. She did not have to worry about anyone harming her again, for she had attained something that she never knew existed. She had gained the favor of a king, and the title of Princess in a matter of a day's time. 
 
    "Seriously," Graham said as he pulled back, "Get the fuck out," he cocked his head and waved at her, "We'll have a party or some shit later. Bye bitch." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Rubaan XII 
 
    24th of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    04:00 - Canrom/Kamlot Border 
 
      
 
    Rubaan opened his eyes. He did not know where he was or how he had gotten there, but everything, his emotions, his body… it all felt somehow heavier than usual. He looked ahead of him and saw that he was standing in a long, dark candle-lit hallway. The walls were lined with peeling red paper and glass crunched beneath his boots.  
 
    "Hello?" He called out, hoping for an answer. He received none, and as he stepped again, he heard the sound of something shuffling come from further down the hallway. 
 
    He remembered something. He recalled falling but upward, a blinding white light, a female with black hair… he shook his tired head and tried to make sense of it all. What had happened, how had he gotten there? He closed his eyes tight and tried to think.  
 
    "I know you are in here!" A voice terrifyingly sang from the opposite end of the hall. He heard what sounded like metal dragging against concrete and opened his eyes once again, "I can smell you!" 
 
    What was going on? Who was in there with him? In truth, he did not want to find out. He turned to run but with each step he took his boots degraded piece by piece until they simply fell off, leaving him with only his bare feet. The glass on the floor dug into his soles and drew blood. He groaned at the sudden pain and turned around to find that nobody was behind him. The scraping sound had stopped, and he was alone.  
 
    He heaved a sigh of relief, and as he slowly spun back around, he suddenly felt the feeling of icy fingers wrapping around his throat. His eyes grew wide, and he opened to his mouth to scream, but the grasp tightened, and he found himself unable to breathe. Long black fingernails dug into the sides of his neck, and in the candlelight, he could make out the purple skin of his attacker. 
 
    Black horns surrounded by a mane of dark red hair sprouted from her forehead. She wore dark armor that glistened even in the dim light, and her pointed razor-sharp teeth sparkled as she smiled.  
 
    "I am sorry baby," She hissed as his head drew closer to her mouth, "I forgot to let you scream." Her grip on his throat loosened and he did precisely that. As he wailed in horror at the demoness before him, she smiled devilishly and her jaw unhinged. Her hand once again squeezed at his throat, and she quickly snapped her teeth down onto his neck and tore his head away from his body.  
 
    As she crunched his skull in her mouth, he for a moment was able to remember it all. He had died on the rooftop with Crinnan and Eon. He was no longer a part of the mortal plane of Duraan. Rubaan was in the Hells, and his new life was only beginning. 
 
      
 
    You have died. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hey buddy, come on," Kavin reached back and slapped Rubaan on the side of the head, "We're at the border, we're taking a piss break. Get off my back; you've been drooling on me long enough."  Rubaan sat up and cleared his throat. It was still dark outside, but the stars looked brighter. Igo illuminated the sand below him, and as he got off the moth, he reached his arms up toward the sky and stretched. 
 
    "How much longer?" a groggy Rubaan asked, "You said we're at the border?" 
 
    "Yup," Kavin replied. He turned away from Rubaan and unzipped his pants, "Three, maybe four more hours directly west."  
 
    "So we are almost there." Rubaan sighed and unzipped his pants to pee. As he relieved himself, he looked up at the stars and sighed. He thought about how things were getting increasingly complicated, about how everything was looking so grim… at least in his eyes. 
 
    "So how many times have you made this journey?" Rubaan asked Kavin, "I mean, from Base 21 to Base 11?" He received no response. He thought that odd considering the fact that Kavin was so polite. He finished peeing and zipped up his pants. 
 
    "Kavin?" He called out. He turned around just in time to watch Pancho drag a blade across the Centurion Captain's throat. Rubaan gasped as Kavin's body fell to the ground and Pancho turned to him. 
 
    "W... what have you done?" Rubaan squealed, "Why did you do that!" 
 
    "Orders," Pancho replied with a grin. The Lycaani took a step forward, and Rubaan drew his sword. 
 
    "Stay back!" Rubaan warned. He knew he could never hold his own against the Centurion and as Pancho took another step, he lowered his head and laughed menacingly. 
 
    "Now what do you think you are going to do with that?" Pancho sneered as he stepped forward. He waved his blade, and Rubaan winced. 
 
    "Why would you kill him?" He demanded, "Tell me what is going on!" 
 
    "Somebody paid me more," Pancho shrugged, "Prince Lazarus to be exact. I fed him the location of Base 21, of his beloved Sarasin. He knows all the entrances; he knows your father is inside. And now I am going to bring him the bulk of Base 11's army." 
 
    Rubaan scowled and shook his head in disbelief, "Why? Why would you betray Black Knight? All those who you loved, who you fought alongside for so many years?" 
 
    "Spare me," Pancho rolled his eyes as he scratched the back of his neck with the blunt side of the knife, "You think this world is fair Lord Jamiso? That it's all so black and white? Give me a break. Black Knight is weakening. Its leadership has gone soft; its soldiers have no idea what they fight for anymore. For every one person who joins our ranks, Govia recruits ten. We can't win; there's just no way." Pancho shrugged and took another step closer. 
 
    "Prince Lazarus promised me a lucrative position in the Govian army," he admitted, "Good pay, time off... my own house in Cidroska. Not that it's any of your business. Anyway, back to it." 
 
    Pancho lurched forward, and Rubaan swung his weapon. The Lycaani Centurion easily evaded his attack and sliced Rubaan's wrist with his knife. Rubaan groaned in pain, but before he could react, Pancho spun and planted the knife hilt deep into the side of Rubaan's neck and quickly pulled it back out. 
 
    The sword fell from Rubaan's hand and landed softly on the sand beneath him. He reached up and grabbed the gash in his neck, and his blood gushed out over his hand. He knew that there was nothing he could do and as he staggered in place for a moment, he stared up at the Centurion before him. 
 
    "Fall down." Pancho grinned slightly as he reached out and gave Rubaan's chest a light push. Rubaan fell backward, and his back landed on the sand. As he stared at the sky above him, he realized he had met his end. He would never again see his wife; he would not watch his boy grow.  
 
    Pancho knelt and fished the communicator out of Rubaan's pocket. He flipped it open, broke it in half, and tossed the pieces aside.  
 
    "Go ahead and die now," he turned around and walked toward his moth. 
 
    Rubaan gasped as he welled up with emotion and blood trailed down his severed throat. As he coughed the blood back up, he heard the sound of Pancho driving away. He was alone, and he was nearly dead. 
 
    A wave of calm came over him as he stared up at the stars above. He squeezed his wound to try and prolong his end. At that point, all he wanted to do was to listen to the waves, to look up at the stars. He wanted to take in every last drop of what being alive was like.  
 
    The stars twinkled above him, and the water crashed against the shore. His breathing slowed, and his bleeding was less severe as he had nearly bled out. His mind raced to recall every second of his life, to try and live it all one more time. As darkness began to encircle his vision however, he felt a gentle icy sensation in his spine. He prepared for the worst; he knew what was happening… that Eon was coming to him, that he was about to lose control over his body. He grimaced and clenched his fists as he tried to fight it but ultimately lost, and suddenly heard a voice. 
 
    "Hello son," the voice gently greeted, "I should say, you and your brother seem to be incapable of staying out of mortal danger as of recent." 
 
    The darkness began to subside, Rubaan could feel a tingle in his neck and pulse was strengthening. What was going on? It had felt like Eon had retaken hold of him but, it was not Eon. 
 
    "Worry, not," Sage's voice continued, "I have watched you and your brother since you were born. Tracked you, I checked in three times a day every day to make certain you live. You see, son, while I knew it was best for you that I remain unknown, I never lacked love."  
 
    Rubaan gasped and sat up. The bleeding had ceased, and he reached up and felt a line of scar tissue where the wound had been only moments before. He marveled at what had just happened; he was barely able to find his words.  
 
    "You are..." he panted as he gazed in wonder out at the churning ocean ahead of him. He knew who it was; it was the person that his mother and father had told him about back at Base 21, "You are Sajinious?" 
 
    "The one and only," Sage replied within Rubaan's mind. Rubaan grabbed his sword and pushed himself up off the sand. He closed his eyes and took a deep, grateful breath of the salty air. As he gently exhaled, he spoke. 
 
    "You are my..." 
 
    "Father, yes," Sage calmly interrupted. His voice sounded too familiar to Rubaan, it was like his own, "And you are my son. I should say, it is... a wonderful feeling to finally meet you, dear boy." 
 
    "How are you here?" Rubaan asked. He assumed that Sage had gotten to him the same way that Eon had, "How did you know to... find me?" 
 
    "When you and your brother were born I created a system of protocols that alert me if your lives are in danger," Sage explained, "They are programs that constantly run within my NaNe, and since I at the moment am only NaNe, I was able to transport here in time to save you." 
 
    "You saved Crinnan, didn't you?" Rubaan asked, "It was you; you brought him back from the Hells to us?" 
 
    "I did," Sage replied, "I did because you two are special. Not prophecy level or anything extraordinary like that, but, to me you are important. You know what I mean. I should say, you are a father just like I am. You know how strong the desire is that your children live. It is instinct; it is part of who we are." 
 
    "Yeah," Sage was not wrong. Rubaan thought to Roc and everything he would do for the boy, "So what do we do now?" 
 
    "My son, you live," Sage warmly answered, "I cannot remain in this domain much longer for I must be off to the Hells. The other you needs rescuing." 
 
    "The real me," Rubaan scoffed. He was dismayed by the memory that the other him existed but saddened by the news of his passing. He knew that if the other him needed to be rescued from the Hells, that Crinnan and Century had succeeded in defeating Eon. While the thought that was all a major relief, Rubaan still lamented the damage that Eon had left behind, "The true me..." 
 
    "None of that now," Sage scolded, "Rubaan, though you were cloned by Eon, you are still my son. Never doubt your importance, never doubt that you can do... anything. You live, you breathe..." Sage was silent for a moment as if he were contemplating something and then his voice returned. 
 
    "Within you, I can activate something... special," Sage said proudly, "Right now I have access to your entire personal NaNe network. My son, I am going to make you strong. I am going to make certain you can survive on your own. I know you have ridden the coattails of your brother your whole life, that you have never really excelled at fighting. That will be so no longer. You have a responsibility to protect yourself, your wife, and most importantly my grandson." 
 
    Rubaan suddenly felt a wave of vertigo come over him and he fell to a knee. For a moment, his head felt like it was in a vice. His entire body throbbed, and he howled with pain. When it ended, he gasped and quickly snatched his hand out and planted it in the sand to keep from falling over.  
 
    "What happened?" Rubaan asked while the vertigo had left him, something new was inside, "What did you..." 
 
    "You are among the undying now, son," Sage explained, "I have activated your stasis. You will not grow old; you will remain as healthy as you are right now forever. Also, I installed a few introductory programs into your NaNe. You will learn to use these skills over time; you will learn to phase and to harness light." 
 
    Rubaan sat up and noticed something strange about his hands. He looked down at his right hand and saw that each of his fingertips was glowing with a brilliant bright light. It was terrifying but intriguing. 
 
    "M... magic?" Rubaan gasped, "I can use... magic now?" 
 
    "Science, son," Sage corrected him, "The very technology that I created so long ago. Learn it, use it to protect those you love, and never stop loving them son. You truly have the most beautiful heart, do not think it weakness. That love; that compassion and loyalty to those you love... My beautiful boy, it will make you stronger than you could ever imagine." 
 
    "I'm afraid," Rubaan admitted. He was certain of it, the responsibility of power, the threat of losing his life had become all too real for him, "Are you sure I can do... any of this?" 
 
    "I am, Rubaan," Sage replied, "I should say that you are, after all, my own blood. That should be enough confidence for anybody..." 
 
    Rubaan silently nodded his head in affirmation of Sage's words. He had never seen it in himself, the ability to be powerful. He knew he needed to change; to discover the confidence to become the powerful person that Sage told him he could be. 
 
    "We will meet again. I promise. For now, though I must go and I do not know when I will return. Rubaan, my son, know that despite my absence I have always loved you." 
 
    The cold feeling in Rubaan's spine faded away as Sage left him. He was alone on the beach with only the stars and his thoughts for company. He closed his eyes and tried to take in all that had just happened. From the murder to his near death, to the strange communication with his mysterious father, it was so much for him to process. 
 
    All his life Rubaan had tried to be a good person. He had tried to please everyone he cared for, tried to be the rock that his loved ones could lean on for support. He realized that while his love for them was no less, it was time for him to focus on himself to grow stronger. 
 
    Things were happening. The world was shifting, and the ones Rubaan loved were being put in danger at an alarming rate. He could not be left behind; he would not let his weakness cost someone their life. He had to learn the power that Sajinious had given him. He had to grow strong so that he could protect this family. 
 
    His eyes returned to the glowing magic on his fingertips. No, not the magic. The science, the technology as Sage had explained it. He waved his hand around for a moment and observed how the light left little trails as it moved. It reminded him of playing with sparklers as a kid, and he tried to move his hand fast enough to write his name with the light trail. 
 
    "That's stupid," he told himself, "Be serious." 
 
    Curiously, he jerked his hand outward and watched as the five little lights snapped like a whip. That was kind of cool. He also observed that when the lights touched, they combined into one. He closed his fingers together and brought his thumb upward so that all the little lights formed into one bigger one. 
 
    "I wonder..." 
 
    Slowly, he curled his fingers up and formed his hand into a fist. The light crept across his skin and seemed to encompass his hand. He threw his fist forward like a punch, and a bolt of the light shot out and crashed into the sand sending grains in all directions. 
 
    "There we go," he smiled and did it again.  
 
    "Ok. I can make little whips and shoot energy beams," Rubaan hummed and nodded his head, "Good enough." He turned around and started walking toward his moth. He knew he needed to spend more time learning more about his new powers, but also he needed to get to Base 11 before Pancho. 
 
    On his way to the moth, Rubaan stopped at Kavin's corpse and knelt. He sighed mournfully at the sight of his fallen comrade. Kavin was one of the best Knights in Base 21, and he was a good person. Rubaan looked at his lifeless mustachioed face and shook his head in disgust. 
 
    He had not deserved to die like that. That much was certain. Pancho had to pay for the betrayal, and Rubaan felt compelled to make sure that Kavin got his justice, that the entire Base 21 got their justice.  
 
    Rubaan reached up and closed Kavin's eyelids as he offered up a quick prayer to the Brothers. He pulled the machine pistol from the sergeant's holster and after taking one final look, he stood up and walked to the moth. 
 
    His blood pumped, and his mind raced as he mounted the vehicle. He was done being a weakling; he was ready to contribute. He started the moth up and put his goggles back over his eyes. As he accelerated in the same direction that Pancho had gone, he could not help but smile at his hopeful future. He looked forward to learning and growing, to becoming a person that he was proud to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Crinnan XXIV 
 
    23rd of Ramlia - 346AG 
 
    09:00 - Racon Tower 
 
      
 
    Bran slammed the sliding door of the HAPT shut and quickly got to his seat. He could hear another wave of Marauders or undead or whatever remained of Eon's army coming and they knew they had to get out of there, even if it meant leaving their dead behind. 
 
    "Come on Flinn!" Bran shouted furiously, "Get this bird in the sky, now!" 
 
    Alec switched the engines on, and the HAPT roared to life. Everyone in the personnel hold knew it was going to be a bumpy takeoff and so they braced themselves. 
 
    Alec hit the throttle, and the engines jerked the HAPT up into the air about twelve feet. Everyone toppled over, and Alec eased the throttle forward, gently increasing their altitude.  
 
    Crinnan sat silently next to Elia as she healed him. When the turbulence had ended, he glanced out the window next to him to see that the Belhaasi Weald was burning for what looked like miles. The sight of it all was, in a way, distressing to him. 
 
    The Belhaasi Weald had changed Crinnan. He did not feel like he was the same person that had flown in with Century a month prior. To him, it felt like it had only been a day yet it also felt like it had been a lifetime.  
 
    Crinnan thought of Sage: he thought of waking up in the Elf's home and of witnessing his power. He thought of the weird cake that the Elf had made him and of how he enjoyed explaining everything so damn annoyingly. He remembered the Govian soldiers who attacked and thought of Eshan and the vision of Eshan's child. 
 
    He thought of Garb, and Freyja and of the place he had found them. He thought of Pado, and Jethro. Of Xydos, Nora, and Guntz. He thought of his brother Kiersen and his strange and sudden appearance. He remembered how Sage had blasted him out a window. That thought made him smile. 
 
    Crinnan thought of his new powers, of Eon, the Vampre and the Maas'Eon. He thought of the undead, and of reuniting with his friends at Racon tower. He re-lived it all as he watched the Belhaasi Weald burn beneath him. Finally, he rested his head against the seat behind him and sighed. 
 
    It was true. What the Black Knight, the Demon, the Centurion had gone through had changed him. He full well knew that he was never going to look at anything the same again. A voice inside of him, his own voice this time told him that even though he was leaving the Belhaasi Weald behind him, it had merely been his birthplace. More was on the horizon, he could feel it, and it made him uneasy. 
 
    "It is okay, Crinnan," Elia placed her hand over his and turned to face him, "You are safe now. You can rest; we are going home." 
 
    She was wrong. The promise of impending doom in his mind spoke much louder than his dear friend's words of comfort. He sat trembling, and as Elia wrapped her arms around him, he began to cry. 
 
    "Elia..." he softly whimpered. Being in her arms was comfortable, it felt like home, but it did not shake his dread. 
 
    "What is it Crinnan?" she pulled away and gave him a concerned look.  
 
    "It's..." his hand trembled on the armrest and he grit his teeth together. His nostrils flared, and his pupils grew wide. 
 
    "Crinnan!" She shouted as she slapped him on the shoulder, "Crinnan come on, snap out of it." 
 
    Foam formed at his mouth as he convulsed. He knew what was happening; he remembered it from the first time he met Eshan. He had no control, his eyes rolled back into his head, and the darkness once again overcame him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Son," Sage smiled widely as he sat at a table in the darkness that was Crinnan's mind. A colorful cake lay on top of the table and Crinnan couldn't help but shake his head and smile. He pulled a chair out and sat down across from the Elf.  
 
    "So, I guess it makes sense to me now," Crinnan sighed as he stared at Sage. "I get it; I understand why you brought me back. You are, somehow in some strange fucked way, my father?" 
 
    Sage smiled proudly at the boy and smirked. He poked a candle into the top of the cake and with his powers, he lit it. Crinnan snorted out a laugh and Sage joined him. 
 
    "For all the birthdays I missed," Sage informed him, "I should say that before I ruled the Ancient world, my family ruled the corner of Breedlove and Twelfth. My father, you see, he was a baker. He taught Xydos and me to make cakes, pies, bread... The Lynx family had been bakers since the Age of Blood. Before Xydos and me, we were unremarkable, just another face you would see on the street. Little did mom and dad know, we would change the world." 
 
    "Why couldn't you have just told me everything from the beginning?" Crinnan asked, "Why did you have to lie the whole time?" 
 
    "I had nobody to validate my claims," Sage shrugged his shoulders, "And honestly I never intended on telling you. I did not want to hurt you, you see." Sage's lower lip suddenly began to tremble as he spoke but he cleared his throat and composed himself, "I understand that the truth of it all may be painful, it may be confusing… but son I knew that staying away, staying hidden was the best way to ensure that you were happy… I only showed up because, well because you needed me." 
 
    Sage choked and turned his head away. He was getting emotional, and as he closed his eyes tight, he continued speaking, "I saw you grow, my boy, not in person or up close as would have been ideal, but as data. I read every page of data that your NaNe produced. I watched over you; I protected you… you had your father, Crinnan. He is a good man, and you are fortunate that he loves you, but I should say that I wish I could have… seen your first steps, taught you how to speak, taught you my ways you know?" 
 
    Crinnan stared at Sage and nodded silently. He heard the Elf, and he too was becoming emotional at what he was saying.  
 
    "Son I saved you for one simple reason," Sage's hands were trembling, and his nostrils kept flaring. His face was getting red, but he continued, "I saved you because… well, I should say that I love you dearly." A tear streamed down Sage's face, but he wiped it away, "I want to see you live, son. I want you to grow, to keep moving forward every day stronger than the day before… You have a life ahead of you, a future, you understand?" 
 
    Crinnan nodded as his own eyes began to water up. He lowered his head and sniffled as he wiped the unwanted tears away. Sage smiled.  
 
    "You know what you need to do next son?" 
 
    "I have no idea, Sage." 
 
    "Close your eyes; it is time for you to remember why you are called Demon," At that, Crinnan shut his eyelids, and Sage snapped his fingers. Crinnan gasped for suddenly his time in the Hells all came back to him. 
 
    "Son?" Sage called out, "Can you hear me?" 
 
    "Yeah…" Crinnan replied with a horrified sounding voice. 
 
    "Now you understand what needs to be done next, don't you?" Crinnan opened his eyes and looked at Sage. He took a deep breath and his eyes filled with tears; he could fight it no longer. 
 
    "I think so," He nodded and spoke with a broken voice. 
 
    "You need to go find happiness," Sage smiled and reached out to cut the cake with a knife. He removed a slice and placed it on a plate that he handed over to Crinnan, "She lives, you know. She has been waiting for you." 
 
    Crinnan picked up a fork and cut a piece of the cake away. He slipped it into his mouth, and Sage smiled. 
 
    "You know what you need to do?"  
 
    "I need to go find her," Crinnan replied as he pitifully cried and ate cake. 
 
    "Yes you do," Sage smiled. He stood up from the table and looked down at Crinnan, "I have to leave, Son. I have some things I need to tie up here on Duraan and then I have to pass into the Hells to save your brother as I saved you. But I will leave you something." 
 
    Crinnan looked up from his cake, and Sage grinned proudly. "What is it?" he asked. 
 
    "I will leave you with potential. Something you have squandered for so many years, I should say. I have uploaded all my programs into your mind, all my powers. I cannot make you proficient in them; you will have to find the discipline to learn them on your own. One day I will return and can train you myself but… for now, all you need to do is quiet your mind and return to this place, and you can explore." At that, a shelf of books phased into view and Crinnan looked at them and then back up to Sage. 
 
    "If you need help, you can contact Lucaas. He is… my other son, your half-brother. All you need to do is beckon him, and he will help you train." 
 
    "Lucaas…" Crinnan repeated, "From the Hells? He is the other one who helped me?"  
 
    "Yes," Sage smiled. At that, Sage walked around the table and placed his hand on Crinnan's shoulder. He lingered for a moment and then started to walk away. 
 
    "Sage?" Crinnan stood and turned toward the Elf. Sage glanced back at his son and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    "I told you, son," Sage said as he started walking again, "Do not bother thanking me. I hate such things." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Crinnan lurched forward in his seat, and Elia quickly grabbed hold of him. She held him tight and petted his hair gently to try and comfort him. 
 
    "There, there!" She hushed him, "You are okay Crinnan, you are safe." 
 
    "Yeah..." Crinnan panted as he looked around nervously, "Yeah, I think… I think I am." He looked over at his friend and laughed. He laughed harder than he had in a long time as he rested his head against her chest. 
 
    "What a fucking day," He said with a shake of his head. She released him and smiled down at him. 
 
    "We are going home now," She smiled. Crinnan nodded and looked at the bloody Centurions all around him. Some frowned at him, some smiled. Everyone, of course, had their own opinions on Crinnan. Some were angry with him and blamed him for the deaths of their comrades, while others were happy to see him alive. Bran sat at the back and puffed on his cigar. 
 
    "You okay kid?" He asked with an indifferent tone, "You better fuckin' be." 
 
    "I am, Captain," Crinnan nodded, "I will be." 
 
    "Good." Bran sighed and leaned his blood-caked head back and looked at the ceiling, "Really fucking good." 
 
    Crinnan rested in his seat next to Elia and closed his eyes. He thought of his next mission, of finding Milinka as he promised her. He smiled at Sage's words, at how he had said that she was waiting for him.  
 
    As Crinnan raked his thoughts and ran his fingers through his hair, he sighed with relief. It was all over, at least for the night. Tomorrow may bring other challenges for him, but he didn't care. He had survived, he had grown, and he was ready for whatever was coming his way... 
 
    At least, that was what he thought… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Commander Crinnan watched as the Govian soldiers stormed the bottom level of the Hanger. His wife and daughter had made it out, that much he knew and that much gave him comfort. He had managed to seal off the doors and prevent the rest of their force from entering, at least for the time. 
 
    The aging Humaan did not want to have a fight like the one he knew was about to happen. He thought it over and knew he could climb up to the upper levels and maybe find a way out. That was definitely a possibility, but he also considered the fact that if the Govian soldiers made it to the door terminal and opened the hangar doors, the entire base would have to fight. He cocked his head and groaned, for he knew what he had to do. 
 
    He reached down and untucked his shirt. He lifted the fabric from his right side and pressed a small button on a device that barely stuck out of the side of his pants. It was a device he had stolen from his home, from the Silis, so long ago before he escaped. He smiled as he felt the nanomachines pour out of it and into his body, and sighed as he felt the feeling of becoming like the Ancient Humaan people.  
 
    The nanomachines strengthened him, enhanced his natural abilities. With them, his speed and strength were augmented, and his cognitive abilities doubled. He watched as a thin blue light surrounded him and smiled for his armor had arrived. 
 
    "Well, here we fucking go I guess."  
 
    His sword rang free from its sheath, and Crinnan walked toward the steps that would take him down to the lower level. He disregarded them and leaped over the railing. The blue light that was his armor slowed his falling speed and allowed him to land without damage. He looked around and saw that there had to have been at least thirty enemies. As they saw him, they raised their rifles, and all began shouting. 
 
    "Oh stop it," Crinnan rolled his eyes as the Govian soldiers closed in with their weapons trained on him, "Alrighty, I guess it's time." 
 
    Crinnan darted forward with his sword, cutting through the first Govian that he encountered. The Govian was bisected from hip to shoulder, and before he could fall, the next one took a sword to the back of the head. The other Govians panicked and began firing on Crinnan, but none of them seemed to be able to bring him down. Their bullets bounced off his armor and in all directions. Many soldiers fell from ricocheting projectiles.  
 
    Crinnan didn't have time to play; he didn't want to. He knew he had about five minutes of power and that his body would ache when it was all over, and so he worked fast. Govian after Govian fell before him; the floor was painted red with the blood and entrails of his foes. Eventually, the blue light faded from him, and he was down to three enemies left.  
 
    Crinnan stopped and took a breath. He knelt over, and they stared in fear at him.  
 
    "Give me a second," He reached a finger out as he panted, "This ol' body, you know?" He shrugged and laughed, and the Govians looked at each other, confused. He dropped his sword and pulled his revolver from his hip and quickly blasted the last three soldiers. They fell to the ground, and Crinnan turned around and walked toward the main entrance of the hangar. 
 
    "Gonna fucking take me a whole day to recharge this damn thing," he said as he looked down at the device that was tucked into his pants, "Fucking stupid ass old battery." He grumbled as he unlocked the door, stepped out and left the carnage behind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afterword 
 
    We hope you enjoyed the first trilogy of The Black Knight series! Since reviews are the lifeblood of indie publishing, we’d love it if you could leave a positive review on Amazon! If you scroll through to the end of this book, you’ll easily be able to leave a review, otherwise, follow this link to be redirected to The Black Knight Series: Books 1-3 Amazon product page to leave your review. 
 
      
 
    Don’t miss out on future releases! Sign up for our newsletter to stay up to date. And as always, thank you for your support! You are the reason we’re able to bring these stories to life. 
 
      
 
    Author’s Note 
 
    Hello to you my dear reader! 
 
      
 
    I thank you for beginning this adventure with me. Black Knight has been a significant part of my life since 2002 when I first began to conceive the characters and the world they lived in. I drew inspiration from the people and the events that surrounded me, and immortalized my perception of them on paper. You see, it all started as the fantasy of a young teen. I grew up playing video games, and reading stories about swordsmen and mages… much like many of you I do not doubt. Of course, as I read and button-mashed my way through countless worlds I always felt like something was missing. When I first began to draw the images of Crinnan, Sage, and the others on paper; I had no idea that it would become something that would stay with me my entire life. 
 
      
 
    Here I am. It is 2019, I am in my thirties and have three kids. I have survived, and so have you. We have found our paths crossing, not physically of course, but… in a much different way. You see, the novel you just completed is just the beginning. You, dear reader, have just experienced the first story in a line of many. Black Knight has been my dream for so long. When life dragged me down to the deepest hells; I had Black Knight. When I was happy and living in bliss; I had Black Knight. Dearest, I thank you for reading what has sustained me for so long, for getting through the story that I have clung to. I, of course, invite you to continue this journey with me. Dive into my mind, learn more of the characters you have met.  
 
      
 
    The world I have given you in this novel I liken to the size of a sesame seed. Continue reading and watch my world grow larger with every novel. I promise you, Awakening is only the beginning and there is much more to come…  
 
      
 
    Of course, dear reader, I wish nothing but peace and happiness upon you. Never abandon the dreams within you, cling to them even if you feel that they are fantasies of a child. Your dreams, your ideas… the characters or thoughts that sustain you… they are as important as the blood in your veins and the oxygen in your lungs. Never stop dreaming, never stop creating and always… (please) ALWAYS love yourself. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading, 
 
    -Christian 
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