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Chapter One:
Through Veils of Ash
The ring of men weighed their swords in their hands, slowly backing away from the countless Kalbarcs. Each bearer muttered a silent prayer under their breath to their ancestral Gods. Just the weak circle of exiles, back to back on the summit of Mount Suntary stood between hordes of leather-clad savages and a complete conquest of the known world. The fingers trembled over their weapons, yet no one lowered their defence. Veils of fear and dread swept across their faces, but it was the sudden inspiration of vengeance that inspired strength. Their comrades sought retribution for their friends lying in the crimson snow.

There was no end to the swarms of Kalbarcs, each tearing through the misty pines. The end to the chase was far, and the end to these dark days was even further. Only a bitter ending had been unmasked. Death awaited them.

Overhead, what should have been the product of a shimmering twilight fused into a burnt orange. The Kalbarcs, their nimble purple statures exposed foul stenches that stroke even the rangers, were a closing distance away.

The peak bore no escape. The goblin-like creatures that leapt between obstacles and ledges rapidly closed in. Each leap brought nothing but a pounding heart to the outlaws. They raised their blades for the clash. Sweat and chattering teeth began to overcome them and they neared the verge to succumb to devilry before the front wave skidded to a break in the snow. In turn, the outlaws glanced at one another, not daring to bat an eyelid. A faint crackle sizzled from behind them. Wearily, they risked a sharp glance over their shoulders, unaware of the vista that loomed.

The sight that greeted them boiled their blood and sucked away the breath from their bodies. It presented no malice; in fact, it rekindled their hope. In the centre of the group, a jet black ground had burnt from the ice. Between them all lay barren dust heaps, punctuated by nothing save for the cacophonies of Kalbarc screams. It was not these that the men were gaping at, but the great, raging figure that had arisen from the ground. The Guardian had arrived.

Aedomir and Aganost, standing shoulder to shoulder exchanged a swift glance and turned to the enemy. “Let’s go!” Aedomir cried. After a moment to gather courage, they tightened their grips on their blades. “Now!” They leapt into the air, heaving swords handle first towards the now charging swarms. With a great smash, Aedomir’s sword clashed forward and knocked two Kalbarcs down. Dark blue blood gushed out, and with an instant drive of the blade a third toppled helplessly into the crowd. He felt a scimitar whoosh past his cheek. Guided now, he made for another strike.

Aganost delivered deep wounds but his strength soon began to wane away. Captain of the outlaws, Aganost greeted battle not so easily. Now he began to forfeit to age, but he knew that with Aedomir and the Guardian at his side he would be safe. Bless the lad. Aedomir would give his life to save him, and after all these years, he knew a favour ought to be handed back to him.

Aganost lashed his sword forward and spun sharply round, releasing his momentum in a sudden swipe, knocking a line of Kalbarcs down clean. A row behind these recoiled backwards and a path arose. But a path to what? Kalbarcs were still hurdling from the mist, and the great companionship that had lived with him through his life would be abandoned to die if he left now. The upshot of loyal men fighting alongside him come rain, come retribution. He could not leave his comrades.

After five minutes of battle had passed, Aedomir became aware of the dying men around him. The Guardian would be ready soon… just keep holding… seven minutes… eight... He threw his sword into the air. Two rotten spears broke from the crowd and clashed into the side of his blade. With a fine thrust of his blade, the spearheads cleaved from the shaft and propelled into the mist. Before the Kalbarcs could recover, a slash of Aedomir’s sword had gashed one’s neck and punctured the other’s stomach.

“Ya!” A familiar cry sent a cold sensation up Aedomir’s spine and goose bumps erupted up his arm. As he turned around, he feared the sight that would greet him would throw him into despair. With a sudden whip around, he became oblivious to the world around him and all his senses fell into oblivion. His heart skipped a beat and all that remained was pain.

“Aganost!” In a dire rush, Aedomir clambered through the mob and pushed out into the clearing where Kalbarcs darted past him; apparently blind of him, as he was of them. Aedomir stretched out his arm as far it could go. He now leapt, and folded his arm into an arch, catching Aganost’s head as it plunged helplessly down. “Aganost…” Tears welled up in his eyes, and he gingerly lowered Aganost’s head into the snow before bounding around and striking the creature. A quick glance was all that Aedomir needed to see that he would be safe from any brutes for the moment.

Aganost’s great emerald eyes withered into darkness. “Please… Don’t go...” Aedomir gave in to a tear and spluttered out a few words in despair. Aganost had a wound gash on his stomach. In fact there were several; shredding him like a patched quilt. A few long rivers of blood ran in rhythms down his green-woven overall and melted the ice. His greasy brown hair trailed loosely from his head over the snow, and small flakes sprinkled over his face. The pale skin that dominated his body grew lighter by the second as freezing air chilled his blood.

“Aedomir,” He whispered through dry lips. He gave a husky cough before continuing, “Aedomir, leave me…”

Aedomir shook his head left and right, defying as bluntly as possible. “No, I’m not leaving you to–”

“Yes, Aedomir. Our men will fall asunder if you don’t leave me. I am a dying man, battle or not… I would rather you surrendered me to Malwin… Such is inevitable now…” He let go of his head, and rested his cheek gingerly on the ice. Aedomir’s voice had abandoned him and trailed away into the air, leaving him immobile. “Go. That’s an order…”

Aedomir reluctantly arose, eyes forever fixed upon his captain who now faded into the realm of demise. “That will not be your last order. I swear it.”

Aganost’s head had now slowly turned to Aedomir. “No. My last order is this: Be careful. I now watch you from the skies…” A weak judder of his head told Aedomir that Aganost, Lord of Truth, was dead.

“Goodbye...” His pink cheeks lit up with searing tears that poisoned his burning skin. With that, his senses awoke and he sombrely turned to combat.

The sun is ready, The Guardian!

He mustered the last of his mental strength and roared “The time is now!” The crowd split apart into two armies; rangers that tumbled down with clasped cloaks hiding them and Kalbarcs who turned to face Aedomir. “Goodbye wickedness!” He swirled on the spot and threw his cloak around him and the body of his master.

Screams of frenzy echoed down the mountainside triggering a seismic eruption and piercing the night. The Kalbarcs would have been crushed by now. A tidal ring of power shot out from behind Aedomir and he knew that in moments, peace awaited…

#

“Aedomir, Aedomir! Wake up!” Aedomir’s eyes opened partway, and his vision burst into action. Above him shimmered a battle-worn face, whose hoarse lips trembled and panted deeply.

“Someone call me?” He gave a hearty smile as best he could and slowly rose. His left leg had stiffened and he took great difficulty in moving it. The man, who he now recognised as Gortim, had taken to smiling profusely and had caught on to Aedomir’s arm. After a heave Aedomir stood on the rocky ground, leaning against the boulder. “Where are we?” He looked around the torch-lit room through squinting eyes and attempted to separate shape from shape.

“Sorry it’s a bit dull in here,” He said jovially. “We just about managed to drag your body out of the rocks, along with… Captain Aganost.”

A tearing pain ripped inside Aedomir’s heart. He focused all attention into solemnly gazing at the floor. Fortunately, he had turned away from Aedomir but could still be seen from the corner of his eyes. “I did what I could, you know… He was a great man, Aganost.” Aedomir took a deep breath and looked across to Gortim’s back. “He made me realise… One leader could not rule our lives. Unless we had stuck together all these years we would be dead.” His voice trailed off into thought.

“Alas, we must move on.” Gortim spun round and forced a weak smile onto his face, however it could have just been the dim light mirroring off his face. “Shall we?”

Aedomir nodded and limped to Gortim, who stood to one side of short corridor. The cave was damp. Small drops of water were dribbling from overhead, splashing onto his hair and trailing down his cheeks like tears. It was only then that he realised he was soaking wet. He looked down at his drenched cloak. “Sorry about that, the waterfall.” Gortim said, almost mind-reading. They passed into a large circular room.

As Aedomir hobbled in, two rangers standing next to the door stopped mid-sentence and fixated their eyes on his. He whipped his glance to the side, only to greet a man at the far end of the room, impassively sharpening the edge of his sword on a jagged rock. He counted six men, including himself and Gortim.

Six.

Thirty able men had left with him from Orchis. That makes twenty five men dead. Fallen in cerise snow. Even now their bodies would be rotting away. “Where are the dead?” Aedomir asked as he turned to Gortim.

“We managed to carry five away; you, Aganost, Thradum, Keyrl and Debose.”

Keyrl, an Elven blade master. Only joined a week back. They found him lying face down in a puddle when Aedomir rescued him. “Where are they?”

“In a dugout over there.” He pointed to another cave corridor and sighed. “We should dispose of them and move on if we’re to survive the night.”

After an awkward silence, Aedomir twitched his nose and bellowed a deep yawn that echoed through the chamber. “We were almost fooling ourselves to think we would be left alone. There’s no point in pondering any longer, we must do what we can for the dead, then leave.” He frowned and risked a glance to Gortim. “How long have I been out?”

“Few hours? We’ve not left for a while; Kalbarc patrols are heavy after nightfall let alone what other creatures nature is ready to throw at us.”

“We should get some sleep, well you at least. I will be on guard, I think you deserve that.” His stomach gave a weak rumble. Gortim nodded and turned to tell the men, but before his mouth could open Aedomir placed his hand on his shoulder. “Actually, no. I will go outside and harvest what food I can.” Gortim went to protest but found himself concurring with Aedomir and pointing to a dark corner.

“The door is over there but be careful, shall I—” But he had gone, off into the wilderness.

#

Through the narrow passage, fresh air greeted him. The sound of trickling water met his ears, and a gushing waterfall came into view. That’s what Gortim meant then, they had taken refuge in a waterfall. He appeared to be at the base, with steamy water spraying into the cavern, and galleons of water falling asunder. He could see his reflection shining gracefully back; the scruffy, loose brown hair that tickled his neck; the scruffy overall, patched in every corner, and the pure blue eyes. For a moment he stood under the water just bathing in its splendour. The hose of water presented a refreshing soak to the touch and he felt renewed by the shear force of power above him.

After a short paddle downstream, the river’s banks sloped in and a snow-topped forest worked its way into sight. The stream slowly withered away into the ground. He climbed out and gently ran his fingers through his hair, gravely staring at the mass of dark shapes. As he stepped towards the forest, pacing long strides, he began to hum the accounts of the day:

Scar-Turner he sought

The vengeance of men

So help him he thought

And then it was then.

They slashed they held

Against such foes

But death was expelled

And lost were woes

To Suntary they came

And there they rested

Legs were lame

But soon battle had bested.

He broke off at the wood’s border. Carefully, he pushed the bushes aside and stepped in. Nothing could be seen through the pitch black atmosphere… Just a pair of bright, glowing eyes.

They pounced on him before he could move, instantly pinning to him to ground. To Aedomir, the beast was still completely invisible; sound became his guide. With his right hand he knocked the head up whilst his left reached for the dagger. A foul breath enveloped him and the violence of his pounding heartbeats rapidly rose. He punched a mighty blow as quickly as possible and without a second spared he had leapt to his feet. A sudden plummet across the hedges threw Aedomir face down onto rock. He burst a cry of pain and rolled onto his back. Blood gushed out from his nostrils like a river. He reached for his sword. Gone. Then he saw a shimmering glint of metal pointing out from the bushes.

The beast hurtled through the bushes and bounded on Aedomir. He drew his dagger and blindly sent it cascading through the sparkling moonlight, hitting the monster in the head. The body skidded to halt in the mud and tumbled towards Aedomir. He gasped and kicked to the left, heaving his body with it. A cloud of flurrying dust swept up in its wake.

He moved to retrieve his sword from the bush. As his fingers touched the hilt, he felt strength return to him. For a moment he weighed it in his hands, knowing that their few seconds apart nearly killed him. He smiled and sheathed it gently.

The next few minutes were spent salvaging the bloody-gunk dagger and inspecting its host. The creature was the most intriguing animal he had ever seen. Not because of its splendour—on the contrary it merely echoed a stinking Kalbarc beast—but because he had never seen it before in his life. He had exhausted over fifteen years as an outlaw, with a wild deer bearing significance. He knelt down to take a closer look. It looked around a hundred pounds. From its mouth stuck two huge tusks the size of horns and along its back extended a large bushy main. Red eyes shone out from its head that overlapped the front two legs.

He heaved it up over his head. Something flickered past and his sight quickly diverted. He focused his eyes over to his right—a deer. He didn’t much fancy eating such an unusual beast platter anyway. Awkwardly, he dropped the animal and hurried after the fresh game, which had already passed along the river. As soon as his feet splashed against the water’s edge, he stopped dead in his tracks and turned a pale white. A horn. That’s where the deer had run from.

Kalbarcs.

He turned quickly and ran as fast as he could go down the stream.

The sky was orange. No moon, just red, cloudy puffs. Run. That was all he could do. The horn raged again. A shivering draft caught his skin; he was running on adrenaline.

With all the hot air whispering from the sky, he thought he would be hot, but cold overcame him. An iced wind.

The waterfall burst through the mist into view.

Keep going, keep going…

He snapped his head round. Followers. They leapt across the bank, skidding through Aedomir’s wake. He didn’t care if the ripples were loud enough to call in Malwin himself. He just didn’t care.

His neck twisted violently to see the pursuers closing in. Hundreds were joining the chase. “Argh!” he yelled, feeling stinging water burning his legs. The water surface blazed a mighty red and an aching steam hazed from the water.

Just a few seconds after, his legs seared with more pain than ever before. One… Two… Three! He leapt from the river and threw himself to the waterfall. His hands closed in on the steam. Every split second ached like a lifetime. The burning blood in his veins grew hotter and hotter—

He hit the gush of water, time froze between his eyes. On the surface of the waterfall, he saw his own face. It looked tired, weak, and aimless. The mirror fused away, but his reflection did not falter. A hand stretched out to Aedomir’s shoulder. The touch neared… A sudden spark of tremendous leaping light told Aedomir one thing: his days were over.

Chapter Two:
The Blade of Night
Kuzarr leaned back in his rusty, decaying throne, solemnly studying the elf. The worm that knelt before him seemed eminently trustworthy for that which was necessary. Kuzarr forced a stony smile onto his face.

“You will be known as… Seridon, to the exiles,” he croaked through rasping lips. The elf’s eyes shot up but he whipped them away when they met the Emperor’s.
“May I ask, your honour,” the elf spluttered out. “Why not kill him in the prison? Why must I slay him?”

“Your questions intrigue me. To think that you have such right as to imply you deserve such knowledge.” The baleful cackle that followed echoed through the rotting hallway. “Very well, you would be no use to me if you were unaware…” His eyes narrowed upon Seridon and he opened his mouth to speak once again. “I need information that not even one thousand years of mind control can unleash. You must get into his mind. You must manipulate him through trust, as I believe you call it, and discover what it is I must know.” He waved his hand in front of him, and a filthy man bearing wrist irons and a tatty rag stepped forward. In his hands was a long roll of parchment. The elf rose and snatched it. “On the list are the six men who you must kill. As I have already explained, the last will require further attention. Find the location of the Mehdres, check of its truth, and then kill the exile.”

Seridon fearfully bowed and stepped backwards out of the hall and could feel the Emperor’s stabbing eyes dig into his back. A guard spat at him and Seridon’s fingers itched over the string of his bow, before he thought better of it.

The road must be swift should he both eliminate the first five targets and reach the last, before the turn of the millennium; precisely twenty seven days away. With time against him, he hurried to the stables and climbed onto his horse. Its deep red eyes shone from the deeply black body like a sun at night. The filth that enveloped the streets oozed an unbearable stench. He galloped to the gate with uttermost haste and leaped between the guards’ crossed pikes. As he rode down the outer-city dirt track, he checked his equipment; the map, one wrist-blade, two katanas, a bow and a quiver full of barbed arrows.

The steed’s silky mane trailed wildly in the wind over its scrawny fur. Seridon’s thick black cloak, mud-clad towards the base flapped against the horse. After a day’s gallop, he slapped the mount on the neck and lowered his head. Nightfall neared, and the heat withered into the dusk. The thick grey clouds started to darken further over the horizon, until the sight was broken as a thick wooded forest rose into view. According to the dampened map that Seridon attempted to shelter from the weather, the first target should be within a league away. The barren grass wasteland broke abruptly, and the shielding coppices failed Seridon. As the forest neared, he clambered from his horse and drew his bow.

He weighed it in his hands, and notched an arrow. The target would be accustomed to dealing with outsiders no doubt, and the map claimed that he dwelt within a cave towards the forest’s centre. Silently, he praised Kuzarr for such knowledge, but couldn’t help but question how information of this could be attained. He hesitantly dismissed the thought and journeyed on.

Seridon battered his way through the wind and rain, and joyfully cried in relief when the woodland returned to his path. The petty flurries of raindrops ceased at the border. Following several paces into the forest, he tensed his arrow and quickened his stride. The area laid veiled in darkness; all invisible to his eyes. From the depths of the trees, a faint voice trailed into Seridon’s ears. As he moved closer towards the source, it became more rhythmic and the patterns of the tunes delivered a more calming tone:

The Land of our kindred

Slowly dwindles further afar

Where Devilry stole our stead,

Where must we wait for Scar?
The great flag was taken down

Another rose in its place

Vexillum became a ghost town,

And so failed human grace…
The singing broke abruptly at the sound of a crunch below Seridon’s feet. From a squint, he could just about make out a dimming campfire between the trees, with a broad host by its side. The figure arose and began to slowly step in Seridon’s direction. He bore a large sword which his hand slowly unsheathed from his side. “Come on!” It shouted.

Seridon relieved the string of the arrow. There was no way he guarantee a clear shot in such a dim environment. He carefully placed the bow onto his back and reached for both katanas.

The man eye’s swept to Seridon’s direction and locked upon him. Seridon’s reaction was almost instant. He swung himself between the trees raised his blade. The man staggered back to the fire and grasped high his rust-ridden sword. “Who… who are you? Show yourself!” He panted.
Seridon smirked in the shadows narrowed his eyes. “If you so wish!” Shouted he. Leaping from the ground his katana sliced through the air and glittered in the firelight. The man gasped in horror upon Seridon’s eyes and widened his mouth to speak. He stumbled back once again and dropped his blade.
“You,” he said.

Seridon threw his hand onto the man’s shoulder, and leaned forward his head so that they were nearly touching. Icy air steamed out of Seridon’s mouth and swathed across the man’s face. “Me,” he sneered and sliced his neck.
The exile’s body fell back into the fire and roared the flames on. Seridon turned and made his way out of the forest, viciously rubbing clean his blood-dripping katana.
#

The following journey saw Seridon gallop through the wind like a whining arrow. Only a single daylight did he take to reach the first target, however fortune was not as it seemed; the path to the second would require a more challenging route. Through the mountains of Barafuil and into the wilderness of Vale and Sarbuit would bring him out into the land of the Acienil (ancient in old Elvish).
As he crossed the rocky border into Acienil, after a chase from several wild beasts and began to gaze over horizon to horizon, his vision blurred from him. The sky fused into a burnt orange and he travelled back a thousand years.
He remembered the battle as bright as the midday sun. Only six hundred warriors of the land could be mustered to fight. No Visgards or men, cowardly figures of weakness; just elves and Barells. And there he was, standing high up and with a drawn sword, shivering and panting. Seridon’s eyes swept across the host spread out before him, refusing the image his eyes showed him. His vision failed him as it furthered its way down the hordes of Kalbarcs into the shimmering fog. He guessed around half a million of the brutes.

Several moments later he was locked in combat, cleaving his way through warrior after warrior with a rusty sword. A volley cry roared from behind him. He fell back in time to dodge several arrows and see a brute get skewered by the change in rainfall. For a moment a clear opening arose. He hurried to his feet and ran backwards. The enemy line could not be broken. Dead warriors lay strewn across the floor, with arrow shafts and arrow feathers, bloody blades and broken bows filling the gaps between them. Seridon could feel his arm growing heavy, and his strength waning away. One by one those who fought by their life slowly fell into the rotting marshland, using fear of mortality to lead their faltering mêlées. The scene began to fade into hundreds of one-on-one fights. Seridon believed strength would fail him and death would claim him. Yet he fought on. As his weakness grew, he stroke harder and swifter, leading his determination to escape vanity and bring down enemies, crushing their might. If he was to die here, then under no circumstances should he let his killer live on. 
#

A tear welled up in Seridon’s eyes. Why was it that he had lived, and yet his men had faltered? It was only then that he firmly believed he would welcome death. What use was pledging allegiance to Lord Kuzarr, if it only crushed any remaining hope? If he had died, his morality would have remained with mortality. Yet after escaping death, he felt undeserving and sick.
Violation overwhelmed him.
As several more tears trailed down his cheeks, his head seared with a burning roar. He fell off his horse and rolled across the mud. A piercing voice shattered his withering skull. Heleré! It screamed. The name scarred his mind. You seek to betray me! Remember your oath! The bones of Aganost and Agarone will rekindle their strength and your fate will tie into them! But of course, death you do not despise. If mortality cannot encourage you, perhaps offer, or better, threat, of immortality can! You wonder why I gave you a rank over your fellow squandering kindred. As do I this hour! Find me the Mehdres, you betraying scum!
“Please… No!” Wailed Seridon, sweating and screaming across the floor, although then again, it could have been something like: “Yes, punish me; I will always follow you…”
He shot his eyes open, and quickly found his face trembling in a bottomless puddle. He bounded into his side and leaned against his horse, panting like a wild animal. His face was littered with flakes of drying mud. Sweat and tears still poured down his face onto his mud-thick cloak. He grasped for the parchment acquiring his orders and unrolled it. It was slightly damp, but eminently safe from any major damage. Five more targets. He tensed his grip and ripped the parchment in two, then fell down roaring. Control had abandoned him, his will had been undone. Kuzarr could see into his mind, and Seridon saw only what he did.
He undid a glove and studied the hand beneath. It was black, smelt in ash and dirt. How many lives had he taken with it? Once comrades of his now tasted dirt beneath the ground, their souls watching from above.

Then he turned it over. In the palm of his hand, a thick, embossing shape rose out from his skin; the Cresta, the sign of Ethina. The skin around it was purple and black, rightly fitted for such a mark. The symbol itself, beheld two intertwining snakes, with a single arrow, its head pointing left, beneath. 
With a finger outstretched, he ran it down the mark, and from the back of his mind, crept a vague memory.
After the battle—no massacre, only fifty or so had been spared. By spared, they had only been saved from death. Torture, gloom and the witness of the latter waited. Then, if the legends turned true, a further gift; immortality. Condemned to walk the skies forever, in absence of Malwin, who now lay abandoned in his equivalent of hell; earth. Seridon sat in the back of a cramped, caged wagon, off towards Vexillum city massaging his burning temples. He wondered what had, or would become of it. Considering the Kalbarcs were using it as a base, he guessed, rightfully, that it had been overthrown. Through the bars in the cart, alleys of corpses littered the streets. Clearly, they were friend, not foe, if they were dead. In the gloom of a shadow-ridden room, a tall figure brandishing a long rusty poker stood with his back propped up against a crumbing wall. A bright glow shone out from the shade and then Seridon realised, the rod burned a symbol. The mark. One thousand years of empty strength neared.
Seridon dismissed the memory in a sudden instant. He clenched his fist together and slowly titled his head up at the gazing moonlight overhead. The waxing moon shimmered gently in the night sky, stars dazzling clearly overhead. Such as with him, the world had not seen so clear for many, long years. He felt as is a shadow had befallen upon him, and now, at long last, it had passed.
He looked back down in his other hand. The parchment, in two, stared back at him. “The Mehdres?” He chuckled through sticky lips. “I don’t even know what it is!” His face dismissed all emotions for a moment and he tensed his lips. “And I am certainly not about to throw away the last morsel of dignity I have left for it!”
He heaved himself up and beckoned his wandering horse over to him. On his horse, he pondered, weighing up his choices. He could warn the exiles, or at least, the one that supposes to possess the key to the riddle. Or, he could carry out his master’s bidding. No, too long had he been passed around from pillar to post like a puppet. He would rather ride into the distance horizon than live as a right hand man once again, insulting his fellows. If only he could escape Kuzarr’s will. He gave a weak smile at the thought of freedom, but the deception of peace was short-lived as he began to long for his fellow woodland kin, now as far away as the overhead stars.
Seridon sighed and took hold of the horse’s reins, and rode off into the tree-clad mountains.
Chapter Three:
Truth’s Edge
The buttercups in the vast field mellowed under the midday sun, and in the distance, a man groomed his horse. The weak glow that shone from its body embossed the great picturesque. It had a silky silver mane that trailed in wavy patterns from its head. Its fur shimmered white, its great stature visible from horizon to horizon. The man was stroking its back with a brush, his tatty overall flailing in the wind.

The ground that met the now burnt orange sky on the hilltops, gave a sudden seismic tremor. The man was thrown backwards as the horse leapt into the air on two legs, screeching into the deep sky. Smoke bellowed from the distance whilst cries pierced the night.

#

Aedomir woke to the sound of vivid echoes. His eardrums trembled and he froze with a sense of apprehension.

“Keep down you runt!”

He stirred, opened his eyes partway and squinted at the leaping flames. Slowly his eyes adjusted to a rather dim ambience. A tall blurry figure stood at his feet. As he went to move, he became aware of several ropes tying across his body, pinning him down like a pig to the slaughter. He raised his head slightly to get a better view. His clothes were ripped; his arms were bruised; his weapons were gone... he was as vulnerable as a newborn.

“I said keep down!” A sharp whip snapped onto his skin. He cried in shock and abruptly threw his head back. Crashing into the jagged rock, his skull exploded with gigantic pain.

A blinding light erupted above the cloaked figure. Overhead, the light shone out between its clasped hands. The jet black cape greyed from the radiance, but under the hooded face, nothing could be seen. The light that dazzled his eyes forced them to a shut. He panted deeply and tried to rack his brain.

Then he remembered. The legends of Heamor, his home realm—or origin realm—spoke of rituals. Aedomir became apparent that this ritual involved the joining of a new scavenger to the hordes of Ethina—where dwelt the Kalbarcs. That is to say, Aedomir.

That light—the blinding light—what next Aedomir? Think! He turned his head left and right. With a colossal of might, they peeled back. The Prince. The light subsided with a sudden blink. Aedomir, oblivious to sound through his hefty heart thumps widened his eyes and stared at the host.

The prince had risen above the platform Aedomir lay on, and floated, arms stretched. The hood was thrown back, and his head tilted to the ceiling. Aedomir stared in awe at the figure. The prince’s bearing skin shined a hazy blue. Across his forehead sparkled the tips of hundreds of horns. Slowly, his head turned down. The eyes rose into view. Aedomir’s met with them all too soon. “I’ll never join you! Never join…” His voice trailed away. “Never join…”

He tried to turn. He tried to scream. No longer was he in control. A blue light stretched out from his eye and met the white stream of the prince’s. It flickered before his eyes—all the colours he had ever known flashed vividly ahead.

The colours melted into Aedomir and then it all ended.

The prince screeched and fell to the ground. Its cloak flapped wildly and whimpered in the air. Aedomir yelled and pushed himself up. The ropes tore before him and the whips of the Kalbarc’s cord slapped his skin again, but only a feint twinge tickled him. He stood on top of the platform and turned around.

A face rose out of the shadows, its bright bloodshot eyes narrowing on him. Suddenly his vision started to faze away and his arms flailed down to his side, right before he fell towards the Kalbarc’s eager sword.

#

Seridon notched an arrow, and sent it hurdling towards the Kalbarc with a twang. The beast stumbled to the ground, and, with a clamber, reached for his sword. With a second shot, another arrow whistled through the air and hit the Kalbarc in the back of the head. Par-tuer, as history knew him, landed on top of the body and rolled across the ground puffing a cloud of smoke in his wake. Seridon bent down to take a close look at him. His eyes had gone a brilliant white, and the trailing greasy hair laid smelt with blood. A spark of fortune shone out; he still lived.

Pleased with such luck, he knelt down and sheathed his bow. Gingerly, he leaned forward and prepared to lift Par-tuer. As Seridon’s hands touched him, he cried in pain and began to judder about. His body started to whine and then he froze. His back arched up and his eyes burst open. An immense stream of blue light shone out and threw Seridon back against the wall of the room, blinding him with crumbled brick and dust. The majesty of the beams hit the ceiling and black dust slowly drifted around the room. The room shimmered back down to the weak flames that fluttered from the wall-mounted torches.

The man began to moan and wail. His head turned side to side upon the ground and the grubby face stirred with a yowl. The sweat that dribbled down his head gently mirrored the torchlight. When he winced up and saw Seridon leaning against the wall, he staggered back and grabbed the dead Kalbarc’s sword. His panting splutters were audible from the other end of the room. “Who… who are you?” He wheezed.

Seridon stared in awe for a few moments before responding. “My name is Seridon, head of the Elven guard.” He bowed and forced a weak smile. “It is an honour to meet you, Par-tuer.”

Aedomir looked the elf up and down. “Par-tuer? I am Aedomir Scar-turner Fortongue!” The elf’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened. He had a very clean and well-groomed attire. Down his towering body, dangled loose flaxen strands of hair.

Seridon paced over to Aedomir slowly, narrowing his eyes. “Good lord! I—” His voice was cut off by a stampede of heavy feet. Aedomir froze and through the impact of fear, his skin turned pallid. The weight upon the ceiling overhead sent brickwork plunging onto the ground. “Can you walk?” Seridon demanded. Aedomir hurried up and ran to the alcove in the wall. He glared out and ran back in.

“Come on, there’s not much time!” They leapt out of the door and staggered into a narrow passage. Two stairways escalated up. One lit up with luminous orange beams, while the other lay in a blanket of shadow. “Quickly!” They dashed into the darkness and propped their backs up against the crumbling stairway. They saw a group of around fifty Kalbarcs scurry into the room, followed by a tall marauder. The Kalbarcs whined at the sight that greeted them while the latter roared into the air. Seridon gasped and his body began to tremble. A beast turned and glared at them. “Oh no.”

They spun on the spot and hastened their ascent up the stairs. “We can’t take them all out,” Seridon panted. “Let’s get out quickly!”

Aedomir whipped his head round and cast a fleeting look backwards. “You lead the way, but I think we should hurry up!” They passed the final step and leapt around the corner.

Seridon looked startled. He quickened his pace and skidded at a three-way ending. “How the hell should I know?”

Instinctively, Aedomir turned on the spot and shot a sharp glance down a corridor. “Let’s go this way!” They swept around and charged down the right hand passage. The sheet of jet black shadow that enveloped the way offered a good hideout for them. After a few seconds, they glanced back at the crossing. The marauder stood between the three. He slowly turned his head around and sniffed violently. He looked down the opposite passage and roared at it. The entire swarm of Kalbarcs scurried around the corner out of site. “When you think they’re thick… So incredibly thick…” Aedomir thought he saw Seridon smile, but in such dim lighting any emotion could have strung its way onto his face.

A light flickered before Aedomir’s eyes. He gasped in horror and fell to the ground.

“Aedomir!” Seridon whispered. “Aedomir, are you alright?” He looked around through the darkness. He couldn’t see anything, but something screeched aloud. “Aedomir!”

Aedomir on the floor, head in hands, had an already fully conscious mind. But he couldn’t stop his fright from peeking. He knew the way out. He feared the way out. He feared because he knew. How did he know? A shuddering tremble overtook him. Under his breath he muttered thanks to the shade for hiding his fear from Seridon. He stood up and faced the darkness. “I know the way out,” he said, and moved closer to what he thought lay the free world.

#

In due course, they reached the final chamber, desolate with emptiness and decay. Seridon kept quiet; neither had spoken a word of the events prior. Across the end of the room, the wall—festooned with cracks and mucus—bore a thick wooden door. All this could be seen by the slits of light that beamed in through the open windows, and a luminous chandelier with six burning candles high up on the ceiling.

Each pressing footstep rang a loud echo that strung the decaying walls. As they briskly paced towards the central chandelier, they heard a hiss. They slowed their pace attentively and shot one another a weary glance. A bellowing roar shook the ground, bringing a spray of dust with it. Together, Aedomir and Seridon looked up at the roof. The chandelier.

It grew bigger and faster. Aedomir threw himself to the left and Seridon sent himself cascading to the right. The chandelier smashed into the ground and shattered to pieces. Shrapnel span towards Aedomir and he flipped his head back in self-preservation. A piece sliced past over his head. Seridon was not so fortunate. Whilst he scrambled to stand back up, a burning wooden splinter ripped through his cape and slashed his arm. He cried as the burning poison flamed his skin. He fell down and started to fumble with his sleeve.

Aedomir looked round and caught a glimpse of the passage they had come from. A major host of Kalbarcs piled out towards Aedomir and Seridon. The latter of these two quickly realised that these ravaging swarms would be the least of their worries. Seridon glared round to the roof. Tearing through the ceiling was a great, fiery-scaled dragon.

It smashed into the ground, shattering the dirty tiles and blasting them around the room. So powerful were the roars that they crumbled the wall and ripped through the ancient pillars. Its two squinting eyes flickered a bright green. The majestic yellow light that shimmered from the eyes lit up the dark red scales and cast waves of fear through to Seridon. He clutched his arm and limped over to Aedomir. “We can’t fight them,” Seridon said. “We’ll be massacred!” Aedomir just stood there, studying the dragon as its endless tail flapped against the ground. “Aedomir!”

Aedomir raised his hand and closed his eyes. He began to hum a nearly silent melody under his breath and with a screech, the dragon’s spike-clad jaw launched towards them. Seridon went to pull Aedomir to the ground, but found himself being dragged back.

“Aedomir!” Seridon cried and fought to escape Aedomir’s will, but it was no good. The mouth opened wide, engulfing them and a thick, dark mist swathed across.

#

They were uninjured. Seridon rubbed his skull and looked across at Aedomir, who sat on the edge of a hill solemnly gazing out. Seridon then noticed the crackling fire next to him, to which he embraced every spark.

“Awake I see?” said Aedomir, eminently apparent of Seridon.

“Where are we?” Seridon looked down at the darkening grass before him, partially lit by the sparkling fire next to him. “What happened in there, with that dragon? I know that it had to be some kind of spell you used on it.”

“Spell? Yes, I suppose you are right. I prefer the term cheat.”

Seridon frowned. “Cheat?”

Aedomir turned his head, and indicated for Seridon to sit down. He obliged and faced Aedomir, intrigued. “Yes,” Aedomir said, “and I suppose dragon would be a misuse here too.” Seridon shook his head.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“Familiar with the Fodiin?” Aedomir posed inquisitively. Seridon gasped, and Aedomir wondered if he still held his trust. He judged that Seridon knew of it then, forbidden in the Elven tongue. Aedomir took a deep breath before continuing. “The dragon was my Guardian. It comes to me in great peril, should I wish for it—within limits, of course. It cheated all our eyes, to see what I wished to be seen.”

Perplexed, Seridon asked, “What limits?”

Aedomir sighed profoundly. “So many questions you ask… When I was young, I lived with Lord Rondel in the house of Shethorn… perhaps your memory recalls this? He granted me such a power. Clearly by your reaction, you know that only an elf of royalty may possess such ability. If your patriotism is as it seems, you will be pleased to know that I can, and will, only use this power when an Elf is present.” He smiled and carried on: “Oh, and there is another impediment; I can only ever use it five times.”

Seridon nodded and laughed. “Full of surprises! But why—”

“I think it’s my turn now,” interrupted Aedomir coldly. “Who is Par-tuer? Sounds like some sort of bandit slayer, it’s interesting how you gave me the name,” He chuckled at the thought and intently waited for the response.

“Well, you know how you said you knew the way out of the prison? You know why, don’t you?”

Upon realisation, Aedomir’s face slowly turned white. “Yes,” Aedomir whispered through hoarse lips. Seridon frowned and gestured him to continue. “I had been there before…” His voiced trailed away as he lost himself in thought.

“You became a legend, and a myth,” said Seridon, trailing his fingers through his hair. “As a murderer. As a Kalbarc murderer. You worked for the Kalbarcs.”

Aedomir’s blood froze in his body. Strength failed him and he shook his head left and right. “No…” He jumped up and turned around. “No!” Aedomir smashed his foot into the fire, and with a sizzle he fell back in pain. “No!” He cursed and swore at the elf. “No!”

“I’m sorry Aedomir but—”

“You’re lying! I am not a murderer!” Leaping flames lit up in his eyes. “Who the hell do you think you are? You just turn up, shoot a Kalbarc and expect me to follow your every word!”

Seridon bounded into the air. “Aedomir! Listen to me! Your body became the killer, not you. All these years, you have been subjected to no control. These experiences may return to you, but you must know one thing: you are not a murderer.”

Aedomir sat down, but needed no further evidence. He knew it was true. He gulped and began to massage his temples, which burnt with frustration. “What years…?”

“Since the conquest, Aedomir,” Seridon said calmly.

“Conquest?”

“I remember you now. You lived with the elves, Scar-Turner they called you,” Seridon said. “When you left and joined the outlaws, and when we heard of Kalbarcs breaking into the land, picking off rangers, the King deemed you dead. Your team left Orchis, never to be seen again. Then we heard for certain. The death of Aganost reached us and then the ambush on your company—”

“Who from? Speak!”

“Remember Gortim? He said the he and the rest of the outlaws escaped just before the Kalbarcs captured you. That occurred before the conquest.”

Aedomir could not still his fury. “I will ask you again, what conquest?”

“That was over one thousand years ago.”

“One thousand years ago? But that’s impossible! We would both be dead! Not even the Kalbarcs can surpass mortality!”

“The Kalbarcs perhaps, but Malwin, no. They summoned him and have kept him prisoner for all these years.”

Aedomir’s heart thumped heavily against his chest. “Meaning?”

“Meaning that every living soul that existed when you…” Seridon sighed. “…lost consciousness, exists to this day.”

“The Immortals.” Seridon nodded and leaned against the mud-clad hill side, unable to even imagine the thoughts dividing Aedomir’s mind.

A long silence where only the faint crackles of leaping flames could be heard followed. Aedomir sat silently, contemplating his thoughts. How could he come to turns with all of this? It was happening all so very fast. How could he have been a murderer for the past millennium? As far as Aedomir knew, it was only yesterday that Aganost had fallen into his arms, only yesterday that his comradeship broke before him. Then he remembered; the waterfall. When he hit it, he must have lost control or… There were so many things that did not add up. He looked across at Seridon until he returned the stare and they looked upon one another’s eyes. “Conquest, Seridon. What conquest? You say that everyone became immortal, but how would that affect our own land?”

Seridon’s vision narrowed and he sighed deeply. “Kalbarcs they… we found out where they were coming from; abroad.”

“Yes, Ethina, we all knew that.”

Seridon raised his eyebrows. “Perhaps you have forgotten we don’t know where Ethina is. Such has not changed for the past millennium.

Aedomir frowned. “You mean Faraheight? The continent of Devilry?”
“And Boutan and Vofeld,” Seridon said patiently.

Aedomir shot a sharp glimpse at Seridon and his eyes widened. “But how—such great continents! The lands of the Barells and Visgards! How could—I mean surely—”

“That’s all we know Aedomir,” interrupted Seridon. “They came from the continents, so we are supposing that they come from the south, and are working further north. All spies and soldiers we have sent have not returned.” He sighed and bellowed a deep yawn.

“So that’s the conquest? The fall of Boutan and Vofeld?”

“No. The conquest started there, but moved to Serigiil. Our lands fell, and within sixteen days our continent, Serigiil, had befallen to the Kalbarcs. Thus began one thousand long years of darkness.”

Aedomir shook his head left and right, feeling goose bumps creep up his arm. “So that’s what happened. One thousand years ago. Ethina overthrew the great Serigiil Empire.” He stood up and stared at the flames. “And all that time I had succumbed to killing innocent people.” Then it hit him. “How could I have been killing immortals? If what you say is true, then you leave plenty unexplained.”

“Think! Aedomir, think! I do not imply death when I say kill! If everybody you knew then lives to this day then work it for yourself!”
Aedomir groaned loudly and thumped his head with a clenched fist. “They are making people immortal by destroying their souls, yes?” At Seridon’s nod, Aedomir’s heart began to race. “Immortality upon stars and earth can only happen if death is defied, namely, Malwin! He’s on earth, isn’t he?”
“You don’t need me clearly!” remarked Seridon, who seemed both genuinely shocked and delighted by Aedomir’s sudden understanding.

More of the cool blood in Aedomir’s head began to drain away, leaving his skin paler yet. “They want the Mehdres.” He cast a long hard glance at Seridon and widened his eyes. “Give me your hand,” he said coldly.
Seridon’s lips curled up, and cautiously he raised his left hand.

“No, the other one.”
Seridon removed his glove and hesitated for a moment. “Actually—“
“Just do it, now.” Aedomir snatched Seridon’s palm and slowly turned his eyes to it. On the man’s hand, Aedomir could see it. He jumped back and unleashed his sword. “Get back!” he cried.
Seridon shook his head and laughed. “Aedomir! I am not an assassin and I am not here to kill you! Human paranoia, it’s absurd!”
“Who sent you? Why are you here? Why did you rescue me?”

“Just listen to me!” He took a deep breath and steadied himself, fingers ready to leap at his blade. “You are right, Kuzarr wants the Mehdres. I don’t know what it is, or how he will use it. He sent me to kill off the remaining men of your group. I admit, I claimed a life of one of your riders. His name I do not know, but understand this; I saw something, something that captured a millennium of my life and destroyed it. I don’t know how or why, but I am free from him. I cannot explain it, so do not ask me to. I will never open myself to Kuzarr again. You must trust me, I can give no further evidence than what is in here,” he patted his heart and sighed tremendously.
For Aedomir, barely three feet away, a sickness had overcome him. Seridon had killed a member of his team, but who and why? Kuzarr wanted the Mehdres. But the reason to why, Aedomir could not be sure. Aedomir deliberated, but something inside him told him that Seridon could be trusted. Whether it was of goodness, generosity, or from the honest glint in his eye, Aedomir did not know. He sheathed his sword and looked into Seridon’s heart through his deep, cold eyes. “Alright, let us start from the beginning once more. Who is Kuzarr, and who the hell are you?”
#
Aedomir lay under the misty skies, mumbling in solitude. Many waning stars gleamed back at him from the distant yonder, but far fewer there were than when last he gazed upon then their splendour. The fire crackled to his side, and the wind blew the smoke between the sky, and Aedomir weakly smiled as the lights wandered away. His hand stubbornly remained on the hilt of his blade, and he refused sleep when it arrived. His mind however was elsewhere, in a deep and troubling land of its own. Aedomir asked himself how he had managed to assimilate everything he had learned today so casually, with such little thought. Kuzarr, as Seridon had been swift to explain, was the new—for Aedomir at least—emperor of Serigiil. According to the assassin, Kuzarr broke into the country without warning, slaughtering those who could not defend; the act of a coward. Then he led an entire vanguard, hundreds of thousands of spawn, on Vexillum City. The men on the frontlines stood valiantly, but their heroism punctured a mere pinprick upon their hide skin. The walls were scaled and the weedy streets blazed roaring fumes high into the sky. With the capital down, nothing stood before the horde.
Kuzarr; the name should have wrought a memory, but it only intensified the pondering confusion. Supposedly, he had ascended to the mortal throne after the fall of Vexillum. It became apparent to Aedomir therefore, that Kuzarr was merely the right hand of a greater figure. When Aedomir asked for a name, Seridon denied knowledge, truthfully perhaps. Nonetheless, Aedomir reluctantly further deepened his thought in mystery.
Aedomir remained uncertain of Seridon. Honest as he may seem, the elf still bore the Cresta. Ethina’s bidding flowed through him like a gushing meander yet. But what would Aedomir do now? So many questions there were, but such little time also. The map of the lands still hindered in his mind like a lost soul. Already, he felt battle plans creeping from the corner of thought, but only too soon were the thoughts dismissed. He was a lost exile, crept from an ancient shadow, branded a murderer. He wondered how the thought of rekindling the world’s grace could have reached his imagination.

The outlaw cherished a short-lived moment, where he scoured his sentimental brain. He had no ambitions with the outside world via his brain, so he turned to his heart. Those dearest to it remained yet—if what Seridon had said was true that is. He would need to return to the falls from whence he fell. He knew not the name, only a vagueness of where it flowed.
To the stars, Aedomir looked. A tear welled in his eyes. “I’m coming,” he whispered, and dazed into a dream far from the lands of reality.
Chapter Four:

The Vision of Paradise

The sparkling water, cast upon the morning grass began to gleam a brilliant morning, as a mighty golden dawn broke from a far horizon. A new day awoke in the lands, and a new era arose. Sunrise is a very sentimental time to a lost heart, especially when it is lost in itself. The waves of fog embraced under the glowing sunlight, with flickering lights shining from the damp leaves. In the distance, two men of an extinct time echoed desire under the airy sky, longing for a just freedom.

The fire had withered down to a mere spark, but Aedomir cared not to rekindle it. He wouldn’t stay for long. He could be anywhere in the world as far as he knew. He walked over to Seridon, who sat on a ledge by the fire wide awake, gazing into the amber yonder, which shone down from the sun upon the glistening morning dew. The trailing golden hair from Seridon’s head whistled in the cool breeze. “How I long for freedom!” Seridon cried, sensing Aedomir’s silent arrival. Clouds overhead melted into the sunlight, and how Aedomir yearned to sprout wings and fly alongside them he could not describe.

“Yes,” Aedomir muttered. “A taste of it would be magnificent. Although, I do not know what you wish to be free of yet.”

“You will learn. Fear not, my friend!” Seridon turned to Aedomir, who looked about them both admirably. The Guardian had sent him to a realm of wonder indeed. To the south, he saw a small river, running into a lone group of moist-clad trees. Their leaves floated under the sunrays and mirrored them so brilliantly, that Aedomir gasped in awe. Other than that, hills and burrows were the only likely landmark about. Even Aedomir’s keen eyes could not see past the far horizon, hindered by a great veil of mist.

Freshness floated earnestly though the early air, whipping through Seridon’s hair. He took a deep breath, and paused for a moment before bellowing a deep sigh. He turned and risked his eyes upon Aedomir. “I can help you stay clear of the Kalbarcs; they look for us now. But we have the upper hand. They don’t know where we are.”

Aedomir looked around and nodded. “No, but nor do we,” he grunted.

“Hold on,” Seridon said. He reached for two arrows, and took one in each hand. Raising them shoulder-height, he looked into Aedomir’s puzzled eyes. “I share a connection with my horse,” he explained. “Via Ethina, I am afraid, but nonetheless a great union. Every rider should have one with his steed.” Closing his eyes, he clenched the arrows tightly and rubbed them together with a swift swipe. Sparks burst from where they met and lit up the basking ground. Aedomir turned and walked around to Seridon. In awe, he gazed at the fire on the ground. It was in the shape of a great horse, and as the flames grew and waved, the horse began to run, faster and faster. “Now watch,” said Seridon. The blaze roared and hissed, and Aedomir could feel a vibration shaking his bones. The smoke that wisped from the fire faded away and the leaping flames beneath fused into a thick charcoal.

Without a word of warning, they exploded into puffs of gas, and hooves clashed into Aedomir’s stomach. His body was thrown backwards, and he hit the ground, thumping hard. Smashing his head on the mud floor, he let out a cry of anguish.

“Aedomir! Are you alright? Sorry about that!” Seridon grabbed hold of Aedomir’s hand and heaved him up. Slightly shaken, Aedomir squinted and looked around. He needn’t have searched far, for in front of his weathered face, was a great, magnificent beast.

Its coat, as black as the midnight shadow, and its fiery eyes, redder than an early sunset, glimmered and sparkled gracefully under the lazing light.

“Rothorn is his name,” Seridon said, stroking its back tenderly. “His crimson eyes do not mirror evil, fear not. It is but an Ethinian curse, yet he still follows me, not them.”

“You could have told me he was about to burst through like that…”

“I could have, yes.”

“Very impressive,” Aedomir mocked. He studied the horse a little longer and at length said, “Why did you call for him?”

Seridon raised his hand to the steed’s saddle, and reached out for the tanned leather sack alongside it. He unattached it and lifted it to the ground. “You don’t think I would have come unprepared, do you?”

“I don’t know what to think right now,” said Aedomir. “Are you telling me all you summoned your horse for was to get a weathered down sack?”

Slowly, Seridon’s head turned to Aedomir. “Well, I did fear for Rothorn, but no I didn’t want the sack; the contents I desired.” He dug his hands in, and produced a roll of parchment. “Here,” he said, throwing it up to Aedomir.

The parchment was a map, drawn on by a very accurate hand. It outlined every border of the Tagrum Islands. Aedomir slipped his eyes back to Seridon, and sighed. “What use is a map, if we don’t know where we are?” he murmured.

“Every use. Now, take a look around. What do you see?” Seridon gestured about him, eyes still locked with Aedomir’s. “Look, a stream, running into a cluster of trees. There aren’t many of them, so it will not appear on the map.”

“The stream runs from the mountains,” Aedomir said. “But as do all.” Looking up, he noticed the fog lifting, revealing ranks of mountains. Swiftly, he counted the visible summits, doubtful of anymore behind them. “I make seven, agreed?”

“My eyes deceive me, I am afraid, but seven it shall be!” Seridon stepped towards Aedomir and squinted at the map. “It seems that the peaks of Naragai match our surroundings.”

“But where is Lake Mallari? Greatest of Tagrum Monti? If we are at Naragai, then surely the lake should be over there.” He pointed out past the stream, into a fog-clad horizon. Seridon stood up, and gazed across the landscape. Aedomir promptly joined him.

“Let us wait for a moment, until the midday sun clears the air a little,” Seridon said, and sat back onto the log. Again, Aedomir followed, perching himself by the fire. Perhaps he should have relit it after all.

And so they sat in silence like waning candles. Aedomir felt obliged to break it, and risked a long hard glance upon Seridon. “What do we— I do now?”

“Well, I might have thought you would like to see your old comrades again.”

“That’s all I would have, if I have anything. If they are alive then that will be my road.”

“I am coming with you, of course.”

Aedomir studied Seridon carefully, looking him from top to toe. “Very well, but do not hinder me. You risk plenty, if you truly have claimed one of my rider’s souls.”

Seridon hung his head in a bitter shame. “You must understand that… it was not my malice that struck him down, it was not—”

“Right, I forgot, a shadow took you…” Aedomir interrupted coldly. Seridon went to protest, but Aedomir’s chilling eyes locked him in silence. Like a sudden tree spout, Aedomir arose. “I am not waiting about any longer, let us go now.”

Upon Aedomir’s bidding, Seridon too stood up and swiftly hurried to his horse, who feasted upon the fresh grass contently. The fog had lifted slightly, and the great lake had been revealed in its absence.

Aedomir walked, and Seridon refused to take to his steed without Aedomir’s accompaniment. Rothorn was beckoned by his master to follow casually behind. To Seridon, it was a mystery how it was that Aedomir knew where his riders dwelt, but yet he did, and marched on towards his target rarely consulting the map.

The travel waned on in a new seclusion, where Aedomir would seldom confide in Seridon his feelings and thoughts. Only when Seridon should ask would Aedomir deliver a prompt and blunt answer. One thousands years of mystery had finally begun to sink in, and as his years in exile had taught him, he must help himself, for no one else shall.

Occasionally, he would retire and level up with Rothorn. Then his eyes would befall upon him, and memories of his own steed, now somewhat reminiscent in ash and earth, would be wrought. The thought would be discarded at once.

Exhaustion swept across Aedomir like a veil of fog. Sleep was not the problem, sickness was. His emotions, he could not present to Seridon. Death lingered obdurately at the back of his mind, every now and then poisoning his fresh thoughts. Looking about him, he would see dotted rain, hazy mist, and weathered plants. The world was not much different, or here at least. Past the fog lay a land of hidden mystery. Once a great jewel of fire may now be merely a dwindling spark, devouring rotten wood and drifting past the sea into a nomadic realm. And that was him; lost.

He remembered those years when he was alone, condemned to travel the wilderness in solitude. Fighting, he would strive to free himself from the wild seas of daily life. Then, at age 34, his heart was found. Scattered citizens of the empire took him, and Aedomir promised he would forge them into an a grand sword. For five mighty years did his blade fight with theirs, did his horse ride so valiantly. But he knew it could never survive. Up until the conquest only scattered hordes of Kalbarcs would cluster into Aedomir’s path. Then his men were broken. He fled to the falls, and the touch upon the water sent him to the future.

That was all he knew. But he sought so much more.

Aedomir sighed and instantly loathed the cold silence that reigned. Then, from the corner of his eye, he saw a more vivid colour strike into sight.

Red… red blood. He looked at Seridon’s left sleeve. It dangled helplessly, and it was stained with an eminent crimson. “Seridon!” he called. Startled, Seridon sprung round and reached for his sword. “That blood… on your sleeve.”

“Oh,” he glanced down and jerked it a bit, yet refusing to reveal his hand. “It’s nothing, I just cut myself—”

“While shaving?” Aedomir aped. “Give my your hand, what have you—”

“Come on,” Seridon interrupted coldly, and gestured with his other hand to the looming fog.

Aedomir’s impatience shimmered from his face. He lurched at Seridon before he had chance to react. Careful to take the arm, he grabbed it and pulled Seridon towards him. Seridon tried to protest, but Aedomir had already tugged back the overall and was inspecting the soggy crimson. 

Looking down, Aedomir saw that Seridon’s hand bathed in a dark red pool. Where the Cresta had once been, a torn cloth soaked in the cerise liquid. He peered up at Seridon and glared at him coldly in the eyes.

For a long while, an elusive silence reigned. In due course, Aedomir turned back to the wound. Once, a dark shape had been engraved there, but now, it was merely an oozing pool. “You didn’t need to do that,” he growled through clenched teeth.

“I can’t take that chance,” replied Seridon “besides at least I’m at risk from him anymore.”

“Maybe not, but you will be as much danger to yourself if you continue like this.”

Seridon ignored him and ushered away his hand. We should set up a camp and light a fire. We have travelled enough this day.”

“It isn’t dusk yet!”

“No, but it nears. The shadows of twilight see many creatures loom from them.” Seridon gestured to a peninsula in the lake, around two thousands paces away at a guessing. The fog had finally passed, and only now did Aedomir finally realise where they stood.

The coastlines of the Lake of Mallari had seen a new change since Aedomir’s steps neared the waters. The withered horse followed the others patiently, but a radiance of exhaustion clearly shined through. As they neared the small clearing, a grumble moaned in Aedomir’s stomach. What was the last thing he ate? When was the last time he ate? No memory of taste or recollection of smell kindled in his sombre heart.

That was until a foul stench violently shot into his nostrils and forced his feet to an abrupt stop in the straw grass. A wailing cry followed in its echo and stiffened the hair on Aedomir’s neck.

“The lake,” Seridon said, after noticing Aedomir’s sudden break. He spoke as if it cleared everything. Bit it didn’t. Aedomir began to realise that with Seridon. Riddles were all he knew, that’s all he spoke of.

Aedomir tried to hurry on, and repent for his hinder. The stench passed, and no more cries were to be heard that night. The tales of the waters seemed to breathe truth then: ‘For a traveller of yonder, Will Mallari fall asunder’. Aedomir had always believed that it meant the Lake would ‘open up’ to those like him, but perhaps it just unleashed anger at him, warding him off.

He had come to the lake once, many a time ago. He didn’t want to know everything about the lake. Its mystery and its beauty only added to the splendour. Times had changed though, and there was no room for the past in these waters.

Once they reached the peninsula, they gathered some wood and lit a fire. Embracing warmth leapt high from its core, and filled the clearing with a blazing glow. Hunger; they both felt it. But what could they do? The lake, as Seridon had been quick to add, was not to be trifled with. Aedomir promised himself that he would find some food as soon as dawn broke.

By then, the swelling moon had risen into the cloudless sky. Twilight had passed, and a cool air had signalled the night; it would be a bitter one. He kept thinking about everything, the unsleeping anger at the back of his mind.

One thousand years, gone. Through the blink of an eyelid. He shook his head and discarded the thought, or at least, he had hoped so. It just plundered around, as if a sudden eruption after a dormant lifetime, never resting, always haunting.

The two travellers sat by the fire, Seridon repeatedly refusing Aedomir’s offer to treat his wound. Instead, he would just gaze into the calm water, thinking.

#

What am I doing? Seridon thought to himself. He guessed he just owed the exile. But what for? It wasn’t his fault, after all. He didn’t want the… scum to break into the land like that, killing innocents. Quite the opposite, he fought them.

Thoughts raced through his mind, pillaging as they went. Aedomir was not nearly as horrified as Seridon had expected, too much was amiss with him; hiding in reclusion, questioning anything and everything. However, Aedomir knew more than he thought.

There was just the case of getting it out…

#

Finally, the moon sank into the black, shapeless figures of the misty yonder, and a morning sun glazed the land in a rich spell. Seridon’s words spoke of foul times, but nothing could rival nature and her stunning magnificence. When Seridon’s eyes peeled back, they locked through the blinding light to a figure of Aedomir. Apparently, he was gazing out across the water’s edge towards the far distance, where the new realm dwelt; or at least, new for him anyway.

Tears streamed in a series of dry rivers down Aedomir’s emotionless face as he crouched over the dampening grass into the lake. The colour of the waters blended into a thick brown slime, as hideous as a Kalbarc, and as ill as four inanimate carcasses. It ran from the distorted mountains downward, past the stormed wilderness. His eyes flicked over the scenery, an unpleasant sight as it stood now. Where once, crystal blue waters had settled like a glorious bath, pools of filth dwindled in a stubborn manner. Through the shallows of his hazy memories, he thought of the old green leaves of tree-clad hillsides, where the sun shone upon the bright coats of new sleet and snow.

But that was all gone now. Aedomir needed no further counsel. The end had struck hard, and with it, beauty and fallen.

“I’m sorry,” Seridon murmured. “But it happened, and that is how it is.”

Aedomir said nothing in hope he would save his pity. Instead he just pulled his eyes to a close and felt the tears trickle down and burn his skin; little room was there now for thought of self honour. A wound deepened in his scorned heart, glazed with waxing sorrow. Pain, anger and his eye for vengeance melted into one. In an instance, Aedomir arose with a clenched fist.

“We must leave, now,” he growled. “Two we shall set out as, and by the dusk of our road we shall be seven. Now, we shall go!”

Seridon took no thought but to comply with Aedomir’s will. With uttermost speed he packed his equipment and quenched the few remaining sparks of fire. “Let us travel with all haste across a fivefold road, with duty to gather five of your kin.”

“My only kin,” Aedomir corrected. “And why is it you seem to follow me so? An almost loyalty guides you, I find.”

“These savages may have reigned a long millennium, but now their time will be challenged. Let them face the wrath of not only one, Aedomir Scar-turner Fortongue, but seven! Let them flee before his might!” cried the last of Seridon’s breath as he roared into the sky.

Aedomir brandished a cheerful beam. “Your ability has been proven to me, and your passion, is admirable.” Aedomir’s voice shrunk, and he ended up murmuring beneath his shallow breath. “But not even now can my vision see. Strength cannot be kindled by me alone, nor any man who seeks power in solitude for that matter. I do not know what is that I shall face, or how I shall. But alas! We must journey on and regain the trust of my comrades, or you shall, at least. I can only hope they remember life’s intent! If you still wish to accompany me, I would be more than grateful for your guidance.”

Seridon looked to the heavens. “Aye! We travel together.”

“And to what debt do I owe this? You have already saved me for no cause once, yet you still walk with me?” Aedomir let on to be puzzled, but something inside him said he need not have an answer.

“Lonesome comrade, material wealth has no benefit to me.”

The voice that followed was warm and generous, “Then what is it you desire? How may I serve you?”

Seridon hesitated before replying. “But that is the thing, I wish to serve you. I ask only your forgiveness, and your friendship, or is that too much to plea for? In return I offer you my sword and my oath to follow you, wherever our winding rivers flow. ” He knelt down and looked to the floor.

Aedomir studied him from a short distance away. At decisive length, he answered, “Companion, you cannot barter friendship. You must earn it.”

A hesitant look stared up at Aedomir, who met it and smiled.

“Which you already have,” he continued. “A dark veil if illness was bestowed upon us, and for that, I forgive you, but not myself. We shall now lift it, and rally to a favourable end!”

At once, Seridon arose and bowed. “Now hurry!” he said. “Before time defeats us!”

#

They passed across the plains by quick foot. Aedomir had claimed some venison, making but a sport of the game chase, and between them, new energy struck. They ate in a quick break hungrily, and fed the rest to Rothorn. For the first in a long while, Aedomir felt focused, driven by determination as it flowed keenly through his blood. Aedomir soon deemed it necessary to counsel with Seridon on their path to follow. They sat, and stopped.

Where they stood, upon dry, straw grass, streaks of the cool winter’s wind passed through their hair. It was heavy with an ill stench. The smell was new to Aedomir, but then again, so was everything else. Nothing could be heard, save the weeds as their leaves rustled in the breeze. Aedomir closed his eyes and thought about how things used to be, even before he was outlawed. Times seemed so different then. Streaks of swirling clouds floated like mothballs across the sky, a pale pink at the dusk's turn. Children skipped around the city pathways with glee upon their faces and women in silk robes carried sweet fruit towards their houses. Now, everything about harnessed a pale sickness, the world could not be so changed. Abroad the sloping hill, clusters of flaky trees and grey skies dominated the horizon. The lands were silent, almost as if waiting for something to strike, to fall and crush. Tension—it floated in the air. Aedomir’s fingers felt numb from the obsolete warmth and icy puffs of air. Seridon watched him as Aedomir’s gaze drifted about. He loved the thought of knowledge. Their road had been swift, and yet still they had encountered no others. It became apparent that no scouts of any kind lurked in nearby shadows.

Aedomir remembered his hunger-tainted as his moth opened. “How do we know they are alive?” he posed.

Seridon halted, but his focus remained forwards and distant. “I would not have suggested finding them, if only they were inanimate. Also, the emperor sent me after both you and them. He would not have done so if he deemed them dead.”

“Perhaps,” said Aedomir, insecurity wavering in his voice.

This time, Seridon turned. “Have faith.”

He nodded in concurrence to Seridon, but inwardly, Aedomir cursed his knowledge. The dwelling riddles pondered helplessly in the depths of his mind. Suddenly he felt the need to rid himself of his wakefulness and leave his imaginations to destroy themselves. They would entrance him, and only too soon, he knew would he surrender to them and self-hate would strike. How he yearned for a rapture of blissful refuge to arise, for everything to stop and let serenity be. But it never did, as if a tempest had been unleashed through the hazy storms of fallacy.

His eyes were swept back to Seridon and Aedomir became aware of their locked eyes, blazing together.

All sound passed; Seridon began to speak, but it only articulated a silent tongue. Aedomir could see the colours of his eyes churning into a vision of liquor; swirls of all colours from red to violet. Something inside his head began to pound violently against his skull.

Then the cold—everywhere was so very cold. Like a storm of ice, it locked Aedomir in. Then, through the blink of an eye, everything disappeared. Something pillaged through him, raging witch-cries whilst the colours remained. They danced around in vivid flashes of burnt reds and crimsons.

But they changed; they died.

#

“What see you?” said a familiar voice.

Aedomir blinked, and looked upwards. The sounds of Seridon panting in fear sharpened his awareness. Then he saw him. He cringed as the feeling of icy grass scraping against his back resumed. He hated that sensation, yet was grateful for it; it reminded him he was alive. The early afternoon glow still remained amidst the drifting air.

“They live…” Aedomir whispered through parched lips. Those two words he had longed to say from the moment his eyes had befallen upon these times.

“Who—what is that you saw?”

He closed his eyes and felt his lips curve into an arc, a smile. “I saw… rose meadows… which shimmer under the heavenly lights. The sun shines gracefully amongst it, her beauty glows the fields. I feel as though she is sewn into the skies, with the strands of woolly clouds stitched near. Two silver guards at the lattermost end of the pasture hold sparkling tridents that cross as I near. Then they drop, and a harmony of hooves pattering against the ground, mellow the air’s tranquillity.

“Horses race into view, most well-groomed, but one of wicked nature. Their riders I can see, and a memory of them is reawakened. They are us, and my riders. The ill horse is yours. But there is another. The face I cannot see, but the galloping steed continues to ride.”

Aedomir looked through the gap in his drawn eyes. “So it is decided. You will ride with us.”

Chapter Five

The Beast of Reflection
Aedomir still felt angry, and missed his companions dearly. But the comfort of Seridon slowly grew, and he felt he could speak with him more and break the solitude.

But it was spoilt.

Only one thing could have guided the vision to befall upon him. In truth, its power still lingered, but he had forgotten.

The Estrian of the ritual.

“Never have I seen someone to survive that power. Your body stood firm against it. I do not know whether this deviant strength will trouble you. As we Visgards say; Ak Viemnok jore fol oust y’agrein,” said Seridon, as the words of his kinsmen floated amidst the serenity.

Aedomir smiled at the words “The power of night sleeps in harmony.”

“But disturb it and you will not be so fortunate,” settled Seridon, as he stepped over a tree stump. “There is one reason to why you awoke during the ritual. I do not understand its extent as it stands currently, so unsure I remain. You will need an explanation prior.”

“Continue, please, I listen to your words,” said Aedomir patiently.

“I have not been entirely honest; with either myself or you. I claimed I knew not of immortality’s reasoning. I may, however, be able to offer some,” spoke Seridon with a sigh. “When we were, let’s say, stolen, we knew naught but our legends. So, in turn, we somewhat lacked knowledge. Some came to embrace the opportunity of enduring life, and others even offered themselves into vileness of the Daerim. Time swept by, and it replaced all memories. People no longer knew joy, or any emotions of old. They then began to realise that they were all immortal. We pondered over how this was possible, or at least, if it could be reversed. What we learnt horrified us.” Seridon paused and strayed away. He gulped and looked back to Aedomir. “If by magic or device, the Daerim had, in turn or tide, learned to create life. Then from that, sustain it.”

“But only by destroying their souls,” Aedomir finished. A moment later, he heard a twig snap beneath his feet. “Yes, that would seem right, I fear.”

“Why?” Seridon asked.

“Because he seeks the Mehdres. If Kuzarr has captured Malwin then the reason behind it is more or less understood. The Mehdres, if you must know, can hold the soul of a God and harness the power. By taking her soul, the cycle would be complete.”

“The three undeniable truths; birth, death, and… life,” sighed Seridon.

“I fear so.” Once more, silence reigned. Both contemplated the thought in succession.

At length, Seridon spoke, “I know naught of this device; please, tell me.”

Aedomir knew he could trust Seridon in ease, and convinced himself no harm would come of it. “There are—or were the five divine, remember? Gods of death, life, war, birth and beauty, each bound in wedlock. Theses wives were once humans, selected to rule over others. One, however, fled. Malwin’s spouse returned and hid. But nothing can hide from Gods. She feared for herself and used her divine knowledge to craft a weapon; the Mehdres. Malwin followed suit after his wife. She threatened to destroy him, and not even the legends conclude why. Nevertheless, Malwin was broken, and clearly, he could not fight against immortality, since he was, after all, the bringer of death. Perhaps that is how he was taken so freely.”

“That is what the legends speak, friend. I do not doubt you, but now I feel no reason to believe myths. Hope has somewhat fallen now, there is now only room for truth in purity.” Seridon’s face looked downwards into the ground he trod on.

“So the Mehdres demands spirits, the heart of life,” completed Aedomir. “You speak of permanence in defeat, but have none tried to defy it?”

“In the beginning, yes. But you what overlook you forget, there is no right or wrong. It is but a concept and through time it will be erased and supplanted. One thousand years as an eon, and when emotions are crushed, to what end would a rising achieve? Under bond, our power could wax into a fine weapon. But now, the folks believe that times have always been this way. They forget the taste of sweetness, and the smell when ripe fruits are taken during the season of harvest. As have I. It became evident that years of hard work are needed to build honesty’s tower but a short stray could see it breached. And it did. When I was taken, violation compelled me to fight for what was right. But then I realised it lacked purpose. No others fought with me and I stood, alone. People bathe their existent in fear now...”

“Then they do not live,” said Aedomir. He felt like a fool for thinking they might be helped. He now yearned to meet one, and speak with them of what had become. Perhaps they could be assisted—saved even—from their painful wounds, he would think to himself. He could feel his heart beating against his chest. He felt violated. He had missed the day when the times and changed, and destroyed emotion and freedom.

Anger became his passion. It thrived in him like a young seed.

An hour passed along their journey. On several occasions did Seridon try to slow down, but Aedomir’s lack of altruism kept them fast. The time came for them to venture into the woods’ borders. It began on a high hill, and ran in clusters down into a forest; distant and wild. The canopy of the leaves shone a murky brown, gone was the colour. A single grim elm hung between the trees and the comrades. Aedomir cringed at the burnt edges, the dry leaves and the light that fell upon it.

Aedomir’s comrades could be near.

He had a mountain to climb.







