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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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    Afterword 
 
    We hope you enjoyed Inception! 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: Inception Amazon product page to leave your review: http://geni.us/BlackKnightTwo. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About Christian J. Gilliland 
 
    Christian J. Gilliland was born in Jefferson City, Missouri in 1988 and is the father of three beautiful daughters. He spent many years working in many different fields, most recently being the automotive industry. Christian's main work is the Black Knight saga which he has worked on for 16 years. 
 
      
 
    Connect with Christian: 
 
    Website 
 
    Facebook 
 
    Twitter 
 
    Instagram 
 
    Patreon 
 
    Discord 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About Mountaindale Press 
 
    Dakota and Danielle Krout, a husband and wife team, strive to create as well as publish excellent fantasy and science fiction novels. Self-publishing The Divine Dungeon: Dungeon Born in 2016 transformed their careers from Dakota’s military and programming background and Danielle’s Ph.D. in pharmacology to President and CEO, respectively, of a small press. Their goal is to share their success with other authors and provide captivating fiction to readers with the purpose of solidifying Mountaindale Press as the place ‘Where Fantasy Transforms Reality.’  
 
      
 
    Connect with Mountaindale Press: 
 
    Website 
 
    Facebook 
 
    Twitter 
 
    Instagram 
 
    Email 
 
    Newsletter 
 
    Street Team 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mountaindale Press Titles 
 
    GameLit and LitRPG 
 
    The Divine Dungeon by Dakota Krout 
 
      
 
    The Completionist Chronicles by Dakota Krout 
 
      
 
    A Touch of Power: Siphon by Jay Boyce 
 
      
 
    Red Mage: Advent by Xander Boyce 
 
      
 
    Peaks of Power: Beginnings by Paul Campbell Jr.  
 
      
 
    Ether Collapse: Equalize by Ryan DeBruyn 
 
      
 
    Axe Druid: Into the Light by Christopher Johns 
 
      
 
    Skeleton in Space: Histaff by Andries Louws 
 
      
 
    Pixel Dust: Party Hard by David Petrie 
 
      
 
    Fantasy 
 
    Coming soon! 
 
    The Lost Sigil: Insurrection by Raymond Beckham and Darius Cook 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
CHRISTIAN J. GI_L‘Jl_%II}eND i





images/00001.jpeg
A

MOUNTAINDALE

PRESS






