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Origins





“In ignorance there is bliss. In knowledge there is power. And power corrupts the greatest of minds.”


I once valued the courage of battle. I praised the brave and the generous. There was a time when I sided with justice. There was a time when Mother Nature and the people were my concern. I was considered a hero, subject of legends and stories. Now, across the millennia, my name has been tainted by my own actions. My legend faded into myth. I share my name with the Sun, Antares, whose tender light caresses the realm of Dædali, and which means bright star in Komundruum, the Common Language. I am Antares, once hero of the people, now a villain…


The wind came in gusts that struck the belfry where I stood overlooking the vast grasslands at the feet of white towering mountains, whose jagged peaks harbored dark secrets.


The meadows, pure and virgin, would soon become the Valley of the Fallen. In the future, tombstones engraved out of respect and grief would rise all across the fields, over kilometers, commemorating the fallen heroes of that day to come. And, yet, I will not be with them.


What is this world in which we live and have lived for eons? What is this world we fight and die for everyday? I know not; I am ignorant; I do not have power, not just yet. But what I certainly know is that it is worth fighting for.


I consider myself a man of peace, and that all issues can be settled with diplomacy and that war is a last resort.


I waited for the arrival of the enemy; they would be here at any moment. I looked up from the tower to find the sun obscured by dark clouds that approached to swallow our last defenses.


Our enemy is swift; they are lithe and burly, as unlikely as it may seem. They are resistant to all four elements; they are immune to the deadliest of poisons and toxins. Their armor is hard to breach. Piercing and puncturing their thin and membranous wings should keep them bound to the earth. Dragons are loyal, greatly devoted to their leaders. Dragon blood is believed to bear a curse because wounds inflicted by swords dipped in it have been found to be incurable. But most remarkably, they are incredibly intelligent creatures that have evolved into thinking beings and established a complex hierarchy.


Centuries of contention against these marvelous beings have already passed. A long fight continues for survival and hegemony over Dædali.


Drákuvaar, the elder lord of the Fiery Mountain, prepared his legions of dragons to eliminate our race from the face of the world. And as the first stirring in the dark swollen skyline appeared, I pulled on the chains above me without a moment of hesitation. A mighty peal of the bell reverberated across the valley, its clamor making the mountains tremble. The battle had started.


Bedlam arose amongst my fellow warriors who had been impatiently waiting for the enemy to strike. Beneath the belfry supported by vaulted buttresses and thick pillars, within the high crenellated walls of the citadel, a turbulent throng of heavily armed warriors flooded out through the great front doors, brandishing swords, axes, hammers and crossbows. Archers waited, calm and steady, stringing their taut bows and nocking arrows in the rigid bowstrings as they surveyed the field from the top of the walls.


When the first dragon glided around the tower, I hurled my lance and it speared into its flanks. I did not hate the enemy at all, but wanted their and our species to unite and live together in harmony. The dragon plummeted into the hard ground in the middle of the raging battle with a painful bellow; and it hurt me too. I was not brutal, but war demanded a drastic change in me.


The dragons began to spit blue-tinged red fire from their maws. Others shot a frostbite breath that froze the ground soldiers alive. Other inhaled the air and released it, sending out a whirlwind that sucked warriors into it and tore them apart.


I descended the tower and entered into chaos. I sprinted through the battlefields, my Arcadian armor bumping on my athletic body with my every movement, as I looked to engage my enemy, my Stygium sword already in my hand. Many dragons were already on the ground, taking on my soldiers. A large flock still swarmed in the air. Archers cast arrows into their wings. Eventually, all the dragons landed on their flanks, brought down by the arrows sticking out from their wings and sides, skidding to a halt, running over other dragons and soldiers that could not move out of the way. They stood back on their hind legs and began countering and parrying attacks with their sharp claws and fangs.


The battle lasted for hours. Most of my men were already dead, so were most of the dragons’ forces. I, along with the few survivors, was already worn out. I felt my arms leaden because of the heavy and constant exertion of swinging the sword, hurling spears and blocking with my shield. Not only was exhaustion a problem, but also, seeing the blood spilled by the liter and piles of lifeless corpses heaped on the ground was demoralizing. The sight was simply heartbreaking.


We were finally about to claim victory, after eternal hours of distress, grief and weariness. It was finally ours when the last few dragons began to flee the battlefield, either by crawling away with agonized cries, or struggling to keep flight in mid-air, using their damaged spearhead tail as a rudder. We had finally defeated them. But there had been a drastic change inside me. I felt rage and despair. War had changed me. War had made me brutal and ruthless.


It was victory, until a calamitous roar boomed across the aftermath of the battlefield. I scrutinized the dark sky, in search of the source. Then I caught a glimpse in the distance of something stirring almost beyond sight. And so the outline of heavy beating of wings came into view.


I locked eyes with the elder lord of the Fiery Mountain, Drákuvaar, as he landed heavily before me, causing the earth to quake as his curved sword-like claws gouged beneath it. His snakelike gilded eyes drilled into mine as a new growing fear lanced through my body like a deadly toxin. Drákuvaar furled his monumental wings behind his ridged back and lowered his head. I was still out of range of his fangs.


“Surrender, puny Dwellers,” he hissed in the Common Language, “and I shall be clement with your race.”


As soon as I materialized the spear out of thin air, Drákuvaar’s back arched defensively and he quickly discharged a fireball from his throat. For unknown reasons, I have always had a certain affinity to the element of fire. As I got engulfed in the firestorm, my spear lit red and I cast it against his throat.


Drákuvaar swiped it away with his claws, giving me time to move out of the fire and into him. With my sword drawn, I nimbly climbed all the way to his throat and found the chink in the armor, wrath flowing freely through my veins. My Stygium blade easily penetrated the dragon scales and dark red blood spurted out. Drákuvaar made heavy gagging sounds as he flailed his head to shake me off, but I had an iron grip on the spikes jutting out of his back. When he finally tumbled upon the bloody grasslands, I, still clinging to his neck, withdrew my sword and looked at my few surviving men, who stared at me in disbelief, dismayed and awe-stricken.


“Captain?” one stammered out. “He was still negotiating…”


“It was too dangerous to let him finish the sentence,” I replied, with clear disdain. “His death was long overdue.”


The dragon Drákuvaar was not evil at all, I came to realize with the passing of time. He was only the leader of the dragons; I was the leader of the Dwellers. Perhaps he feared us like we feared them. He probably feared that we would slaughter and exterminate their race—survival of the fittest. And probably, he was right. On the other hand, I wanted peace all along, but something within me dragged me into chaos.


Shortly after the battle, my own men began to avoid me. The story of my dishonor quickly flew through the entire world, how I had violated an ancient war protocol and killed the dragon hero Drákuvaar before he finished his negotiation. Soon after the battle was won, the feared Death herself appeared before me. The Corvus, death represented in the shape of a black crow, warped from her own dimension and gave me an unexpected visit. There was a deal. She told me there had to be a leader ruling the realms of the Underworld. I was dumbfounded. I did not understand what she meant by Underworld; I was too ignorant. Supposedly there was another world by which she referred to as the Overworld, where another race of men vied for survival as well. The Corvus offered me the eternal rule of the Underworld, granting me immortality and incredible powers beyond comprehension.


“In ignorance there is bliss. In knowledge there is power. And power corrupts the greatest of minds.”


The immeasurable power she bestowed upon me corrupted my mind; every race of Dwellers and dragons despised my mandate. I quelled fires of the people that arose in upheavals against me. My everlasting years in power have been a nightmare to the denizens of the Underworld. And I never regretted it. One of my few commendable achievements was the peaceful unification of the two warring races: the Dwellers and the dragons. Aside of that, I was always feared.


There was a law the Corvus warned me to never break: the Universal Law of Nature, which imposed that no Dweller should ever cross the threshold into the Overworld. She warned me and I did not listen; she warned me and I ignored her. I wanted more power; I desired more power. As soon as I tried to open the portal into the Overworld, Death cursed me with slow and painful demise.


But I will resist. I will cling to life as long as I still have breath. When all my defenses have collapsed, as I lie on my deathbed, I will only be able to rely on my faithful Harbingers and my personal guard, the dragon Kronnix the Sovereign.


I am the fallen hero, Antares, who lived long enough to become a villain…


“In ignorance there is bliss. In knowledge there is power. And power corrupts the greatest of minds…”



















A Menacing Call





It was the worst of times. There was a war on the way, one that threatened to ravage France and England. Conflicts and crises surrounded Europe as time reached one of its darkest epochs. Now at the brink of war, one new powerful threat had arisen to scourge humanity and bring an end to it. The year was 1337 Anno Domini.


The chilly wind whispered briefly at intervals, and then it blew again, through the desolated streets of Paris, which were deserted not only at midnight, but also at midday. The dirt and dust swirled upon the ground, and the branches of the trees whistled as the wind passed by. There was not a single voice.


Some streets were cobbled with stones and others were only covered by dirt. They were flanked on both sides by houses— shacks or manors, depending on the importance of the district. Peasants mostly lived either at farms or at the external edge of the city. Merchants, artisans and musicians lived in shacks or houses, depending on their popularity. Nobles or clergy members dwelt in their luxurious manors, surrounded by the trappings of wealth and the good life.


But nobody was there, outside, in the streets. Not since that fateful day, a couple of months ago, when the mysterious attacks began and corpses were found in Notre Dame.


The sun blazed upon the city, reflecting against the manors’ and Notre Dame’s shattered windows. The broad Seine river glittered blindingly. The green trees murmured dismally as the wind rustled their leaves. Besides that, everything was deceptively calm and silent.


The windows of Notre Dame and the surrounding manors and houses were all shattered, the doors and roofs were battered, and some of them had huge holes blown in their façades. There were blood-red stains all over the walls of the buildings and on the ground. Nobody was there, and nobody wanted to be there, except for two knights, whose obligation was to be there, exactly because nobody wanted to be there.


“Seems like a ghost town…,” observed a one-hundred and eighty-five centimeters tall, burly man, of about twenty-four years, with blond hair and blue-colored eyes, now clad in the silver armor of the Order of the Knights, except for the helmet, which was on his lap. He was riding a magnificent jet-black stallion, which was wearing the silver armor as well. The knight’s name was Arthur Montague.


“It’s worse than that,” replied a slim and athletic-toned girl, of about twenty-two years, strong enough to wield a war ax and bear her silver knight’s armor, her helmet on her lap as well. She was one-hundred and eighty centimeters tall, thus Alice Houdin was considered one of the tallest female knights in the Order. She had a short wavy brown hair, emerald-colored eyes and an upturned nose. She was riding a chestnut mare, likewise wearing silver armor.


“Much has changed for ill, and, according to my last report, our Company will be the next one to be sent in,” said Arthur. Notre Dame was where the attackers were believed to reside. Ever since a few months previously, masses in the cathedral had been suspended, and up until this day they had not been reinstated. The Scorpio Company was dispatched into Notre Dame, and a few days thereafter it was confirmed that they would not come back. Nobody survived the mission but one lethally wounded knight who could barely make it back to the White Bastion. In the infirmary, right before his death, he revealed what he had witnessed inside the cathedral. However, after two months, as usual, facts were warped by misinterpretation and skepticism. Nevertheless, what many did know was that what lay in Notre Dame was not human.


The Order of the Knights, founded by the wealthy Duke of Guyenne, Nicholas I, in the early 14th century, had the sole purpose of protecting France from both internal and external crises. It was a formal institution under the jurisdiction of the Viceroy, who was originally appointed by his Highness, the King Philippe V. And though it was an independent organization from the king’s mandate, it still held allegiance to the great monarch. The backbone of the Order was the knights: elite soldiers who held higher prestige and had had more strenuous training than the conventional knights of the king’s army. And equally important was the fact that the founder believed that women could serve a much better purpose than the population generally thought them capable of, since, at the time, they were considered greatly inferior to men. In the Order of the Knights, women were treated better than they would have been outside, although they were still considered inferior, and men vastly outnumbered them.


“Do you believe what he said?” asked Alice, glancing back ever so warily at Notre Dame. Even under the glare of the sun at its zenith, Notre Dame stood towering and sinister, its dark façade overlooking the ravaged buildings from where it lay isolated across the dismal Seine river, overshadowing the Cradle of Paris. “Do you believe what the Scorpio knight said before his death?”


“I have no doubt about it. I may not know what it is exactly, but I understand the general idea,” replied Arthur. “However, we will have extra assistance, unlike Scorpio. They were on their own. Now we’re two Companies.”


“Still…it’s a suicide mission…and nothing else,” replied Alice, dejectedly looking down. “This is probably the last patrol we’ll have.”


“It is the reason why the Order of the Knight exists,” said Arthur. “Because we are there to help when the King’s army is unable to.”


“No wonder. We are the ones responsible for dealing with attackers that are not even human. People say that they must be demons or the Catholic Devil himself,” Alice responded. They were riding at a slow pace, beside each other, in the street along the River Seine, Notre Dame already behind them. Arthur thought Alice’s term ‘Catholic Devil’ was odd, but then he remembered she had her own specific reasons for speaking in such a way. He knew she did not have any religious belief and he had sworn an oath to her not to tell anyone else she was not a believer. In most cases, atheism was punishable with death.


They remained silent for a long time, observing the somber avenues as they passed through them. Then after riding down another street, Alice spoke quietly:


“There is where your father found me. I remember because that’s the alley I usually went to to sleep and hide from the rain,” she said, pointing at an entrance to an alleyway between the wreckage of two buildings. “If it hadn’t been for him, I would probably not even be alive today. Just after he brought me into the White Bastion he named me his page.”


“That’s when we met, at the time I was a novice squire,” recalled Arthur, chuckling slightly, his voice softening. “When I could barely handle a sword.”


“I’m sorry about your father,” said Alice, looking down. “He was a father to me as well.”


“Don’t worry,” he muttered. “I know we both share the same woe.”


“Do you know how much time is left for the patrol to end?”


“It’s around four, which means we are almost finished for the day. We have to go back to the Bastion before sunset,” said Arthur.


“Bliss is weary, I can feel it,” Alice murmured, stroking the mare’s mane.


“We are, too,” replied Arthur, tugging the horse’s reins to the right and steering it to the end of the street, toward the edges of the city, where there were still a fair amount of people who had not yet fled the capital.


Alice nodded. “Where are we heading?”


“Someplace safe where we can have a drink in peace,” replied Arthur, smiling at her.


They rode through more streets and avenues toward the limits of the city, which were less dangerous to wander around. They began to notice that farther ahead there were more people, but not that many. Wary merchants, peasants, artisans, or beggars scurried toward their destinations in a rush and hid again in the building they’d been heading to. Few sentries and watchmen were still alive, thus some citizens remained in the city. Carrying out duties as a sentry or guard meant early death.


The sun was starting to hide behind a huge gray cloud. Soon, the city was completely overcast.


The walls of the city loomed ten meters high over the adjacent buildings, giving rise to a sense of security from external threats that was now actually a false one. Next to the parapet, the knights came to a stop in front of a small building: it was a tavern, judging by the name of the place and the appearance. It had a wooden sign on top that read: ‘The Drunken King’, in rough handwriting. The windows were somewhat holed and covered with something that was not visible from outside, but suggested planks.


Alice and Arthur hitched their horses to wooden poles stuck in the sidewalk.


The tavern smelled foul, of mold and moisture, because nearly everything in there was made of wood, from the structure of the building to the plates, chairs and the counter. The humidity easily entered and deformed the timber.


Immediately upon entering the pub, Alice and Arthur received furtive glances from the people who were drinking inside. There were four men seated in a dim corner, talking in whispers while drinking pints of ale. The bartender, behind the bar, was seated on a chair, glancing at the quartet in the corner.


Slabs of wood were coarsely nailed to the frames of the windows for an improvised protection against the attacks, making the place look gloomier. There were dying candles scattered around the pub, half consumed and dripping wax.


“What can I give you?” asked the bartender as Alice and Arthur sat down across the counter. He had a surly expression and rose with difficulty from his wooden chair, carefully placing his hands on his back to straighten up.


“Just a gill of mead, please,” answered Arthur.


“Milady?”


“The same,” answered Alice.


The bartender turned around and took two pewter tankard mugs from the shelves and served the mead in them.


“Thank you,” said Arthur. He took a sip from his drink and glanced at Alice, who was staring distantly at hers. “What’s wrong?” Instinctively, he placed his hand on hers. Alice shot him a quick glance.


“It’s hard to say,” she said softly, moving her hand away. “Your father rescued me from the mire I was stuck in, during the dearth of food and shelter when I would probably have perished, and I am deeply grateful for that. I could never repay him for what he did for me. He gave me my first real home since my mother’s death.”


“Just don’t let your past take control over your future, no matter how much it torments you. The only way to overcome it is by accepting it and living with it. Just as I did when my father was gone.” He knew that phrase was not exactly encouraging.


“It is easier said than done,” she replied.


“And yet, with all the experience we have, together, accrued, I can remark that you are one tough lass who is not easily daunted and who can overcome every obstacle set in her way,” Arthur said, smiling at her and slightly squeezing her hand.


Alice smiled back and replied: “Perchance you might be right, Arthur.”


“Just don’t think about it. We can leave at any time you want.”


Alice pushed her drink away. She snapped: “You do not understand. I cannot help but think about it. I want to live, live as though it was my last day,” she insisted, turning to Arthur and looking him straight in the eyes. It was an intense gaze of want and despair. She lowered her voice to a quivering whisper. “The Order, all it does is set conditions and constraints. I don’t feel like I have ever truly lived! I only have three options: I die at the hands of the Inquisition, or by famine and illness, or during battle. There is nothing else! I didn’t have it clear at first, but I have come to realize that I will never be able to lead a normal life. I will never marry. I will never have children.” Her chest was heaving. “I will never have someone to love.” She shot a quick glance at his lips.


Arthur listened intently. A burning sensation settled in his stomach.


“It angers me that we cannot disagree with anything the Order, the King or the Church say. It makes me furious to know that people are publicly tortured and executed for having a differing opinion. And now, we are the ones that have to defend and die for the King and the Church.” Alice suddenly broke into a soft laughter. “If someone overhears what I am saying, I’m dead.” She looked around.


Arthur’s heart sank. He remembered. It was a painful and horrifying memory that he kept repressed at all times and hidden from her. Alice would already be dead. I had to do it, he thought, clenching his fist. It was too dangerous… he would have accused her…


“Arthur, are you listening to me?” Alice asked with a friendly frown.


“You have no idea what I would do to protect you,” Arthur said, his voice aquiver. “You don’t know…I won’t let anything happen to you, ever. We will endure.”


“We have fought against other men,” Alice replied, heaving a sigh. “What lies inside Notre Dame is not human.”


“No, we will endure, not only because there will be two Companies this time, but because we all are strong and unbreakable as a whole,” said Arthur, looking her in the eye. “I believe our most important lifetime duty is to protect this land from the perils that loom over us. There will be sacrifices, but I swear to you that we will prevail. I will make sure that you prevail,” he repeated in a lower voice, staring at Alice.


Arthur began to lean slowly toward Alice. She stared at him expectantly, but looked away reluctantly at the last second and whispered: “People are watching. You know that is strictly forbidden. This is one of the reasons why I am angry.”


“I know. I let myself go too far. But you know I care for you too much. I’m afraid of what could happen to you,” Arthur replied. “If anything happened, it would be excruciating for me to bear it for the rest of my life.”


“Me too,” Alice said in a choked up voice.


There came a wild neighing right outside the bar.


Alice whipped toward the doors, her eyes wide with astonishment. Alice and Arthur looked at one another, and, as if by unspoken consent, they bolted from their seats and rushed out of the pub. They ran toward their respective horses, which were neighing and prancing wildly, trying desperately to free themselves from the poles in the ground.


“Everything is okay! Hush, Bliss,” whispered Alice beside her mare, gently stroking her muzzle as she struggled against the tether.


“Hush,” said Arthur in a soft voice as the stallion continued to whinny frantically. “What is happening?” he asked aloud.


As they were tending their horses, a hooded man with a dark, long cape rippling over his heels, his face concealed, entered the tavern. A few seconds later, there came a succession of heart-rending screams.


Alice and Arthur burst inside the tavern and they did not believe their eyes. There was nobody inside. The room was somber, dark, deserted and quiet. The four men in the corner and the bartender had disappeared without a trace. The candles were unlit, as if a powerful gust had rushed into the place and snuffed out all lights. The chairs that once were occupied now were tipped over. There was not a single drop of blood, sweat, or even a sign that anybody had been there for a week. There was not even a back door through which an attacker could have left the place. Yet, Alice and Arthur’s empty cups were still there.


It was yet another of the many inexplainable situations that had occurred in Paris. There were never clues to the attackers, witnesses were never found alive, and the attacks progressively spread, consuming the entire city, until everybody had either fled the capital, or had vanished, or was lying dead.


Alice and Arthur looked at each other for answers that neither would find, dumbfounded and profoundly shocked. They still did not believe what they clearly saw. Promptly, they took off to inform their superiors, already knowing how futile it would be…
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In great confusion and shock, Alice and Arthur left Paris heading toward the White Bastion, hurrying to arrive before nightfall. They traveled across green rolling hills, grasslands reaching waist-high and covering most of the land, spurring their horses into fast gallops across uneven terrain, sometimes rocky and sometimes slippery.


From afar they observed the only place in the land they could actually call home. There was a great round citadel encircled by an impenetrable crenellated wall, with a glimmering white castle in the middle supported by arched buttresses and thick pillars, its bristling spire like a torch when struck by the light of the setting sun. Close to the castle there was a huge stone coliseum. Several conical watchtowers stood along the wall that surrounded the mighty fortress spaced at similar intervals of distance from one another.


A few meters before reaching the main gate, Arthur hoisted up a white banner, which he retrieved from his pouch, and began to wave it at the watchtowers above. At the entrance, the ten-meter wide and tall gate rose as the guards behind the parapet pried it open with the metallic levers. As they entered the fortress, Alice and Arthur informed the heralds about the lurid incidents, mostly relating the facts with clear difficulty.


“Yet, more of the same,” said one of the heralds, writing down the report on a scroll as Arthur and Alice told the facts. He proceeded to seal it with a red ribbon. “Comrades, you can forget about Paris. The King has already, a long time ago, issued that the city be evacuated.”


The next morning, marking the beginning of July, though cold and bleary, turned bright after sunrise, coloring the grass a vivid emerald hue, sparkling with dew. The sky was azure, bereft of menacing clouds that were now so often seen in Paris. After a turbulent sleep and after having eaten a healthy breakfast made up of greens and grilled meat, Alice and Arthur stood upon the white marble atrium before the barracks, and in front of a maroon statue made of steel. The barracks was a high, large and wide building, spanning at least two hectares of the fields. Most of it was made of granite and other stone, while some other parts, like the entrance, were marble. It could hold a population of thousands of knights, within two wards, where men and women were segregated respectively.


The statue stood upon a pedestal upon which there was a bronze plaque with the following words inscribed in it:


‘To honor and remember his name: Marshal Montague, our greatest leader.’


Arthur stared forlornly at the statue, for it was his greatest figure and idol; it was the only remaining vestige of his illustrious father. He was an idol to all knights, not only to his son. He was considered the greatest defender and leader of the Order. The statue was an enduring representation of the most clever and strongest figure of leadership and companionship. He was commended as the most skilled and adept knight of all the Order, as well as the one most admired and loved. The figure itself was a man clad in armor and riding a horse as it reared back.


“Not even Notre Dame would make him cringe back,” said Alice, glancing at him. Both were wearing the institutional uniform of the Order, which was composed of a woolen fabric in a certain color. Red represented the soldier knights, while heralds and couriers wore a blue one, and the Viceroy was clad in his own gold-colored livery. The Fleur de Lis symbol was emblazoned on the front and back of the uniform, underneath an image of two white knights clashing with jousting spears. Besides the fabric, the knights wore plated gauntlets and boots, and their pauldrons were made of scale armor.


“Unlike me, yes, most likely,” answered Arthur glancing back at her. “Courage in flesh and bone, they say. And I ask myself whether I could reach his high standards by defeating the dangers that lie in wait in Notre Dame.”


“Sooner or later you’ll have a chance to excel. You just have to believe in yourself and know that nothing is impossible. Even the most insignificant forces, if given the right chance, can bring down the monumental ones,” replied Alice, looking at Arthur. “Makes me think, by the way, that you want one of these statues for yourself,” she added with a giggle.


“That sounds great, however,” he said chuckling, and nodding at the statue, “somebody once told me ‘Never wish for your tomb, as magnificent or honorable as it may come to be, for it is an omen that could bring you to an early demise.’”


“You better follow that advice to the letter,” said Alice with a grin.


“Don’t you worry,” replied Arthur, smiling back. “I will.”


A knight wearing the royal blue livery approached Arthur and Alice swiftly, the hooves of the horse making the dust swirl up.


“Marshal Arthur, new mission. You depart tomorrow in the morning,” the herald said. He took out a rolled scroll sealed with a blue ribbon from a leather pouch attached to the belt, and handed it to him.


“Thank you,” said Arthur. The herald rode away.


A shiver ran down Alice’s spine when she saw the new assigned mission. But still, she was not completely sure that was the task she feared. She looked down, seeking nonexistent comfort, her heart racing. Arthur noticed her inquietude. He knew what troubled her.


“They are sending our Company into Notre Dame, aren’t they?” said Alice with a shaky voice.


“Remember, I will not let anything happen to you. I understand your fears. Any man or woman would retreat immediately. Nevertheless, retreating means immediate expulsion from the Order. You know you don’t want that either.”


“I understand the risks and so I will travel with you,” Alice replied. Arthur noticed some reluctance still in her voice. “I’ll go tell Sonja,” said Alice, looking into the distance. “I’m certain she is in the coliseum.”


“I’ll gather and inform the others to be prepared for departure,” replied Arthur. “You don’t have to come to the gathering if you don’t want to. I’ll see you at the stables for departure tomorrow afternoon.”


“All right, then. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she turned around and headed toward the coliseum, following a road paved with stone.


Arthur glanced back at her and watched as she disappeared into the coliseum.
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The coliseum resembled the Colosseo Romano greatly, though this version was much smaller. It was made of blocks of granite. Its shape was rounded and had four entrances around the circumference. The entrances were all ninety degrees apart, as though they were following the compass rose. After the gates, there were corridors that turned either left or right toward the seats in the stands, or went straight into the battle arena. The coliseum was four stories tall with viewpoints along the circumference where the spectators stood and watched.


Alice crossed the gateway straight into the arena, where two knights were battling each other, swords clanging as they clashed against one another, while a group of three knights watched the fight at the edge of the ring. Each one wielded a wooden sword for sparring along with a rounded steel shield, and was clad in silver armor.


Alice waited for the match to be over.


Sonja deflected her rival’s blade and lunged forward with a stab. Her opponent backed up and slashed upward, his sword skating off Sonja’s shield. Both stepped back and stood still, glaring at one another, panting and sweating. Then they clashed with a swing, swords dancing as they struck one another’s blade. Sonja disengaged and sidestepped, scarcely evading a thrust from her opponent and hitting him on the side of the face with her sword’s hilt, knocking his helmet off his head and onto the ground. She proudly pointed her sword’s tip at the loser’s throat, and he, embarrassed, let his weapon drop. She withdrew her sword and sheathed it back in its scabbard.


She bowed and said: “Well done. Sorry for the blow on the head.”


“At least I’m alive,” replied the man while picking up his weapons, somewhat upset.


She smiled as the man turned around and trudged toward his teammates.


“I think you just humiliated him,” said Alice at the edge of the arena.


“Not only him,” replied Sonja as she turned around chuckling. “But them too, three times each.” She approached Alice swiftly. Sonja was athletic-toned, but a few centimeters shorter than Alice. She had short straight auburn hair, silver-colored eyes and a straight nose. She noticed Alice’s anxiety as soon as she stepped closer. “Alice…is everything all right?”


“I’ll get straight to the point,” said Alice. “Taurus Company is going into Notre Dame, and we depart tomorrow.”


Sonja’s jovial smile faded away completely. “All right, then I’ll be prepared.” She gripped her family heirloom, which was a golden medallion, hanging down from her sweaty neck.


Alice could not stand seeing herself reflected in Sonja.


“We are going in together and I will stand and fight by your side the whole time,” promised Alice. “It’s time for us to prove the meaning of our swordplay.”


“Scorpio was crushed,” muttered Sonja. “Why would we fare better than them?”


“Unlike them, we will have extra assistance; Capricorn Company will come along. It’s a matter of perseverance and purpose. It’s our strong will to survive that makes the difference between life and death. There will be sacrifices, for sure, but I promise you that we will prevail,” said Alice, not only to reassure her friend but herself, too, by repeating and somewhat altering Arthur’s words. It was an encouraging thought, and yet she knew that their chances of survival were slim.


“I’ve heard that what lies in there is not human,” said Sonja. “And even so, the enemy must have outnumbered Scorpio; otherwise they couldn’t have all been eliminated.”


“That’s what everybody believes, and certainly that is why we are two Companies together now,” replied Alice, knowing that the truth about their foes was more than disheartening.


Sonja was uneasy. “It’s like a death sentence,” she said under her breath, not intending to have Alice hear her.


“I believe the same thing,” said Alice, gesturing at Sonja’s family heirloom. “Your father would be proud of you, of what you have come to achieve all this time.”


Sonja nodded. “Our purpose is what matters, one worth dying for. We’ll fight…to the last breath.”


Alice looked into the distance. Her last day turned out to be like every other day…



















Corvus





Alice mounted Bliss, her chestnut mare. She wore a chainmail coat, the livery of the Order, and silver plated armor. She put on her helmet and gripped the reins. Knights favored plated armor, even if it meant a reduction in speed and agility. Every knight received his or her plated armor according to their own size so that their movements were never hampered.


Alice slipped her steel broadsword into the scabbard, producing a steely rasp. The rounded shield had a special set of shackles that attached it to the wrist for better handling and movement. Then she hooked bow and quiver with a dozen white-feathered arrows to her back. Every knight had a leather pouch hanging by their belts where they stored medicinal herbs, fruit and bread, and an auxiliary, bigger pouch where they could stash away flint, tinder, and a little flask of oil. Some of the knights had horns hanging round their necks to call for aid. Their loud alarm calls could be heard within a long-range radius.


She and the other forty-nine knights were in the stables, getting ready for departure to Paris. Sonja was beside her, and Arthur stood at the head of the Company, observing his troops with brotherly pride.


Sonja climbed onto Syria, her white mare, who had been the closest thing she had had to a friend before she arrived at the White Bastion; the one with whom she had shared a sorrowful past and who remained loyal to the present. She gripped and secured her family heirloom under the cuirass: a very valued medallion gifted by her deceased father that depicted a shield crossed diagonally by two swords.


Arthur mounted his black stallion, and spurred the horse into a trot toward the end of the wooden building, the hooves of the horse thudding over the straw covered ground. Arthur came to a stop next to Antoine, Capricorn’s Marshal.


Antoine was slender and of average height, jet black and trimmed short hair, dark eyes and several minor scars scattered over his face. He also appeared to be younger than Arthur. He was mounted on a dark brown horse and was clad in the silver armor. The gates creaked open and a refreshing breeze blew inside. Arthur faced his Company, his expression grave, and announced:


“A pleasure to fight alongside all of you!”


The Company lined up in rows and waited for the command of the Marshal. “We’ll be right behind you. There will be a lag of about an hour while we haul the battering rams toward Notre Dame,” said Antoine, beside Arthur.


Arthur nodded and raised his longsword skyward: “For the Viceroy! For the King! For France!” His Company rushed out of the stables and followed the dirt-track road toward the gates of the citadel, and out of the White Bastion…
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The setting sunlight was subjugated by the enormity of the menacing cloud. There were sudden violent gusts of biting wind that lashed at the knights and hindered their progress. Nobody had even conceived the idea that the weather would be altered. Not one of the fifty knights was wearing any fur to protect themselves from the bitter cold that rent through their armor. Alice quickly felt a series of shivers assailing her, her warm breath wafting away in small clouds white that were quickly dissipated.


When they saw the capital just a few kilometers away, Alice advanced toward Arthur and rode by his side.


“Look at that!” She pointed toward the city, trembling. “Where did that come from?” There, gigantic and looming upon the capital, was a dark and grim funnel-shaped cloud.


“It would be safe advice to stay away from it,” Arthur replied, controlling his shivering. “Unfortunately, that’s our mission, to disregard such warning signs. I would not be surprised if it became worse.”


Upon reaching the gates in the walls, they noticed numerous caravans, crowded with people and littered with their belongings, leaving the city to move on to another. The citizens were now fleeing for good. It had all turned into an exodus.


Inside the capital, there was an odd sensation of sorrow, and, at the same time, the atmosphere felt heavy and compressed. There were strange currents of swirling wind, picking up dust and pieces of wood and carrying them aloft. The place was in much worse a state than it had been the day Arthur and Alice had been patrolling, just two days ago. Some buildings were completely demolished, while some others were crumbling almost to pieces: windows shattered and doors battered down, roofs blown off, or huge holes opened up in parts of the walls.


As they advanced further into the heart of the capital, the damage increased progressively. Up ahead, the dreaded Notre Dame cast its sinister shadow over the murky Seine. It was a high and rectangular structure with two towers and a round stained-glass window high in the middle of the façade, and it had three entrances: the portal of the Virgin, the portal of the Last Judgment and the portal of Saint Anne. At the top of the towers numerous gargoyles, poised upon eaves in a watchful position, leered down upon the Company as if waiting for the right moment to swoop down at them. All around, the trees were uprooted and plants were beginning to shrivel. With every gust of swirling wind, the ghost city howled in agony.


Duty and commitment to guard the kingdom from the rising dangers kept every knight determined to continue moving, even against the most adverse situation. All of the fifty knights were bound by honor and a moral code not to retreat, even if they were given the chance. The threshold into death was just ahead, across the fragile wooden bridge and through the three black iron-bound gates.


As the bridge began to creak noisily, each knight shared the same fear – that it would not hold long enough to hold the weight of fifty horses and riders. They crossed the bridge toward the Cradle of Paris, the hooves of fifty horses hammering on the rotting wood.


Arthur dismounted in front of the cathedral’s atrium and announced: “Set the horses free! Keep in mind that we may not see the light again. I don’t want them to follow our fate. Take the armor off them as well.”


Alice had a hard time saying goodbye to her mare. She was bound to Bliss as her rider ever since being first assigned to her five years ago, and since then they had been an inseparable pair. They had been together so long that both seemed to understand one another and feel each other’s sentiments of joy, distress and weariness. Alice’s ordeal had come to this climax in which she would have to sever that long-forged, beloved link, given that chances of seeing Bliss again were almost nonexistent. As Alice struggled to contain her tears, she noticed that Sonja and many others were going through the same grief. She removed swiftly the silver armor that protected the mare’s legs, head and back, and heaped it over the stony ground.


“Don’t wait for me,” Alice whispered, caressing the mare’s muzzle. “Go back to the fields. Be free.” Then she kissed Bliss’ head and intimated freedom with a hesitant gesture. “Go.”


“Let’s go!” Arthur rallied his troops. They crossed the atrium, their armor creaking as they hurried forward. There were three sets of arches profusely carved with Christian figures above each pair of black metallic doors. Two knights filed out of the group and started unbarring the doors in the portal of the Last Judgment. Alice looked up and shuddered at the sight of the soaring building that harbored so many dark secrets yet to be discovered, stark and dark against the gray, troubled sky. She felt her limbs stiff, because of both the cold and the pain that fear had drowned out. Alice recoiled slightly as Sonja grabbed her gloved hand to give her a reassuring squeeze. Alice glanced at her and she saw that familiar look in Sonja’s eyes that she frequently used to lift Alice’s spirits.


Archers strung their bows and nocked arrows in the taut bowstrings, while infantry knights unsheathed broadswords, or readied their spears and halberds. The knights pushed the doors, which turned screeching upon their hinges, revealing nothing but wailing darkness, wind rushing in and out as if the knights were walking into the jaws of a gigantic beast.


“Leave them open,” said Arthur as they entered the most feared place in France.


The Company lined up in five rows of ten, Arthur at the head of the group. Alice and Sonja blended in halfway along the fifth row. The stained glass windows up at the top of the building were shattered, and the broken glass inevitably made cracking noises as the knights stepped over it. Inside was darker, and yet the piercing wind entered freely. Alice and Sonja could feel the shivering of every knight around them: shaky and rapid breathing like theirs. Their echoes bounced off the walls, making them flinch at the noise.


They went through a wide and straight corridor into the main vaulted hall, flanked by columns. The great, extensive hall howled dismally as currents of wind rushed in through the shattered stained-glass windows, like the distant wail of the tormented. The baleful darkness consumed every part of the cathedral, and the lack of good visibility promoted ambush. Unlit torches were attached to the walls and pillars, but since they were all burned out, they were nearly useless. There were two rows of thirty wooden pews, all scratched and torn apart, and an enormous gilded altar far at the end of the hall. There were at least a dozen granite pillars at each side extending toward the end of the hall. The knights of the outer rows inspected the pillars, as in the dark anybody could be hiding behind them.


“Lieutenants Felix, Basil, Gerhard, Laz and Lucie”, said Arthur, as they marched down the aisle in between the rows of torn pews. “Each of you will light and bear torches.”


The five lieutenants knelt down, and as they extracted the flint and tinder from their auxiliary pouches, some other knights handed them a torch from the pillars. They coiled the tinder around the unused end of the wooden pole and produced sparks with the flint stones, immediately setting the torches ablaze. As they crackled into life the flames cast distorted shadows of the knights against the pillars and walls.


Lieutenant Lucie looked up from the torch and her gaze was transfixed on the ceiling. “Look out!” she warned, pointing upwards.


All members of the Company looked up in unison and caught sight of the giant hole in the ceiling that loomed above them, where they could behold the terrifying funnel cloud. The mouth of the funnel was exactly above the altar.


Arthur walked over to it, onto the steps and looked skyward for a few seconds before turning around to face his troops, beads of sweat settling on his brow and neck. A lump had formed in his throat and he took a few seconds to swallow before speaking: “Lieutenants…split up into five groups of ten! One group for the second floor, another for the bell towers, another for the crypt, another for the churchyard, and the last group will stay right in this hall,” he ordered. He paused and stood upright. “Blow the horns if anything happens. We meet again in one hour, right…”


“No, wait,” Sonja interrupted suddenly, “there is no need to split up.” She had moved outside the group and was squatting down, examining a trace of blood on the floor. The tiles were sprinkled crimson, dry, along with a couple of dark red hands smudged along as if someone had been crawling for dear life. Sonja sidled up, following the blood. Further into the shadows of the pillars, the shapes of the hands turned into deformed elongated stripes, as if that person had been dragged against their will. “It comes all the way from here,” she pointed behind the columns. “Toward the crypt.”


“The crypt?” echoed Arthur. “Sounds like the perfect place for an ambush. We need to send a reconnaissance team. Scouts Renée, Jackson, Christophe, Adrien and Charlotte. Blow the horns at the slightest sign of hostility.”


The five scouts, wearing a lighter gear with a bow hooked to their backs, carrying horns and weapons ready, filed out of the group and strode toward the columns, turned and followed the blood traces, their steps fading in silence.


Arthur turned around to stare at the gilded altar, scanning its carefully decorated emblazonment, its flawlessly delineated lines that gave shape to its depictions. The golden cross, made with a material that was as luxurious as it was coveted, stood yet undefiled beneath the shroud of darkness. There was something that certainly disturbed Arthur. He looked up, troubled, finding no logical correlation to the positioning of the cloud over the altar. He could not determine what was making him so uneasy, whether it was something beneath the cathedral or the feeling that everything was going too quiet and smoothly, perhaps…too easy.


The knights scrambled around the hall in search of more clues. Alice sheathed her broadsword and approached Arthur.


“What if there isn’t anything here?” she asked. Arthur flinched slightly because he did not hear her coming.


“There is something. I can feel it, as if we were being stalked.”


Alice walked along the altar, gazing at the broken windows, the scratched pews and the stained columns and walls, as if she were recalling something.


“I’ve been here several times,” she finally said, quietly. “All of which were a great waste of time…and energy.”


“Why?” Arthur asked, as he turned to face her.


“It was a complete waste of time coming here to ask for help. I’ve already told you why. Foolish of me to think I’d receive any.”


“Marshal Montague found you, did he not?”


“That was supposed to happen,” replied Alice, raising her voice. Some knights glanced at them, troubled. She softened her voice, yet it was still with an angry tone. “And I stopped coming here years before he found me. It would’ve been better if it had been earlier.”


“That doesn’t mean someone couldn’t have heard your prayers.”


Alice caught a fleeting movement off the corner of her eye, right behind the pillars. She held her breath in a pause before replying to Arthur, her heart racing.


“You…may have sworn to me never to tell anyone about my disbelief. But I still don’t understand why you want to force me to believe.”


“It’s not only because everybody thinks it’s the right thing to believe, but because it’s for your own sake. If they find out, you risk being executed,” Arthur replied firmly. Someone had already found out; he had had to find a way to keep him quiet.


Alice twitched her head slightly to the side, letting her eyes flash almost undetectably toward the columns.


Arthur dimly perceived a flitting shadow slipping into a pillar as he followed Alice’s eyes’ pattern. Now both knights had their hands over their swords’ hilts, their fingers flexing and curling over them, ready to clutch and draw them out.


“The right thing to believe?” scoffed Alice. “Do you know that those who claim to ‘defend’ Christianity, Templars, killed Sonja’s father ten years ago? Just because they were ‘defending’ a belief.”


“Well, we certainly need more heathens like you,” called out a hoarse voice from behind the columns. A hooded man wearing dark robes appeared from out of the shadows. He had a crimson crow with its wings outstretched woven on his chest. His face was concealed. “You did well in refuting your unreal deity, for only one you shall serve and revere.”


At the sound of the voice, Alice and Arthur unsheathed their swords. They pointed them toward the priest. In a matter of seconds, many knights realized what was happening, and quickly spread the word among them to aid their Marshal. Arthur held up his fist and the knights remained still.


“Those who dare trespass upon Antares’ worship will burn in Tartarus, for eternity,” the priest declared. He hurled at them a stained and broken horn. Alice and Arthur winced in disbelief. “You have just condemned yourselves by entering this sacred place. Although, not sacred to you.”


“We are no Templars to judge you in that matter, but certainly you shall pay for all the lives your rites have taken away. You are under arrest by the Order of the Knights. May you be cleansed in Hell,” said Arthur, loud enough to echo throughout the hall. “What kind of demonic powers have been bestowed on you to alter the will of Nature?” He pointed upward at the funnel cloud.


“Not demonic, but holy,” the priest retorted. “Who else but Antares, the real god; the only god? Whoever stands between Him and His objectives shall be cast to the Tartarus, and face the Corvus!” He pointed at his chest; at the woven crow. “The Death embodied; a dark shadow upon the Void that sees everything and hears everything, the greatest Nemesis of every being; the force that controls the cycle of Life, creator of the Overworld and the Underworld, the scourge of Men and Dwellers, the bane of the Dark Lord: Corvus, shape of death.”


“You have killed,” Alice intervened, boiling with anger. “And you will pay dearly for it. You are the miserable reason we are here.” She quickly sheathed her sword and drew her bow, pulled an arrow and set her aim on the priest. Arthur tried to block her, but Alice jerked back with the bow drawn and fired. The arrow met the priest at the chest.


“You know that is disrespectful?” he inquired as he beheld the moment Alice’s arrow bounced off his chest, as if there had been an invisible barrier. “You should already know what a Harbinger is, since, I think, we are becoming famous. My name is Percival, Head Harbinger, and we have a message to deliver, straight from his lips, His Majesty, Antares: ‘Rob the powerful of their wealth and dethrone them. Reap the souls of the innocent, the sheep, and give them eternal rest. Goeth forth, and bindeth the world in darkness,’” Percival recited solemnly. “And bound in darkness… it shall be.” Alice realized that Percival’s voice struck her as eerily familiar as he uttered his name.


“We?” snapped Arthur. At that moment, a thunderous boom made them all jump. The echo gradually began to die down in softer reverberations, and by and by, Percival replied:


“Indeed. Brethren, the time is ripe! The moon awakes now!” Hovering dauntingly over the cathedral, the funnel cloud opened up, revealing a nascent crescent moon, thin as a white thread and rounded as a perfect semicircle.


Four more men, hooded and wearing robes the same as Percival’s, came out of the darkness into the dim light along the great pillars: two men at each side of the Company and there was fifth right behind them. And as they appeared, an invisible force began to compress the knights very tightly into a compact pack within the area of the pews. They were being pushed back against one another. There were five Harbingers: Percival to the northwest and another Harbinger to the northeast of the gilded altar behind the pillars; two more Harbingers stood at either side of the Company by the columns; and the last one right behind the knights, blocking the way toward the exit.


“The doors are shut. There is no getaway. You came too far, to no avail,” announced the hooded figure right behind the Company, whose voice gave the impression that he actually was a young one.


“Cornered like the prey you are,” said Percival with clear contempt.


There was a deafening wolf howl that boomed throughout the hall.


“William, first the rituals,” said Percival with absolute calm. “Then you can have the leftovers.” The man at the right side of the hall next to the knights began to pant like a dog. Fortunately, his face and muzzle were covered in darkness. “Also, remember that you need human form to work the summoning.”


“Not if we arrest you first. We are forty-five against five,” replied Alice unsheathing her broadsword and standing in combat position.


“You are under arrest,” announced Arthur as he drew out his steel longsword. “By the Order of the Knights. There is no forgiveness for you. You may be judged in heaven, but not here.”


“No, no, you are the ones who are outnumbered,” replied Percival in the most solemn but gallant way. He bared his hands out of the darkness. His hood was pulled away by a strong howling wind. His eyes were wild. “In Antares’ name, whose will be done, I invoke His vassals, in flesh and bone!”


The other four Harbingers did the same in unison. They spoke and chanted in an unearthly yet beguiling language, their bass voices deep and grave as their intonations echoed throughout the hall of Notre Dame: “Vód dan eísod; braák da Mund aansund.”


The ground below Alice and Arthur’s feet began to change, too, with an intense white glow as they looked down with astonishment. A broad pentagram shimmered into existence. Arthur and Alice jumped off the platform and landed among the other forty-three knights in front of the altar. A dark, enthralling and spiraling vortex with fluctuating waves replaced the pentagram. It was a portal opened into another world, rupturing the space and time continuum to give way to Antares’ vassals.


“Stop them!” yelled Arthur. Archers shot arrows at the Harbingers, which broke and shattered in contact with the invisible barriers. Therefore, they were forced to switch to swords or spears. The swordsmen tried to lunge at the priests, but every slash and thrust was in vain. Their swords only stopped short near contact, as if time itself slowed down, until they pulled them back.


“Too late,” said Percival.


The vortex flashed in the knights’ eyes with a sudden illumination, blinding them momentarily, as a powerful wind rushed into it, roaring vehemently, as if sucking in the air to compensate a vacuum. Screeching and shrieking, a swarm of giant bats crossed the threshold of the otherworldly portal into the Overworld. They rose up and soared over the halls, fluttering and flapping their leathery wings. With beady eyes they locked on their targets and hurtled down headlong toward the knights, going in for the kill. Their body size was similar to a big dog’s and their unfurled wings were each one meter long.


To counter, the knights who wielded swords fixed their shields up over their heads and those who wielded a spear or a halberd pointed the weapons upward for the vampires to pierce themselves on the tips. After the first wave of attack, some vampires had died skewered, and those that were still alive learned the strategy the knights were using to counter them. During the second wave, the vampires hurtled down and lunged at the knights, and just before touching the tips the vampires spun and evaded the weapons, biting and tearing out their victims’ throats.


They, as well, had to switch strategy and they then swung their swords at the vampires. Meanwhile, some of the Harbingers laughed and beheld the scene with joy. There were screams of pain, war and fear echoing throughout the halls.


In the end, when all the vampires had died and their corpses lay around, there were forty knights in total. The few that had fallen were lying among the crowd and were being mourned by their comrades.


“Stop this now!” shouted Alice in the middle of the crowd. “You gain nothing by killing us!”


“Oh yes, we gain A LOT!” exclaimed Percival. “Your bodies may be expendable, but your souls are…rather essential. The souls are for curing a god and summoning his vassals and servants! Let us see what you do against a horde of reptilians!”


“You are nobody’s servants! Just bloody puppets being pulled by a string!” shouted Alice.


“Speaking of which, isn’t this is one of those places where the puppets are made?” mocked the Harbinger at her right side, who had been watching silently the whole time. “Your society is nothing else but primal under the rule of a tyrant.”


“An Englishman!” exclaimed Arthur, as he held down his stained longsword. “No doubt this is one of Edward’s schemes.”


“Edward?” the Harbinger sneered as the marks on his body began to glow red and white again. “That bloody Monarch? No, he’s just a bloody puppet, like you, lad!”


“Be quiet, Siegfried!” snapped Percival, the runes glowing more and more. “The reptilians await their summoning!”


“This could last forever!” announced Arthur to his Company. “They are immune to our attacks. Pull back! To the exit!”


The Harbinger right behind the Company blocked their way with an invisible barrier. The Company split in half to the sides, racing toward the lateral exits, their hearts pounding heavily. All of a sudden, there was a strident roar behind: the roar of a monster.


Alice desperately looked for either Sonja or Arthur. She screamed their names several times in the hope that they would hear her. Finally, while running, a female voice answered her.


“I’m right here, Alice,” called out Sonja at her side. “Keep running!” there was not any trace of Arthur.


The knights at the head of the group started trying to pry the doors of the western façade open. However, they would not budge. Then they tried pounding on the doors. Again, they did not budge.


“The doors are barred from the outside!” shouted one of the knights at the front.


Sonja tapped Alice’s shoulder. “Alice, brace for combat!”


Behind, from out of the veil of darkness, five lizard-men appeared. The reptilians were burly, heavy and twice as tall as an average man, their scales ranging from green or golden to blue or red. They were clad in a murky bronze armor that consisted of a cuirass for their voluminous chests, a pair of pauldrons for their strong arms and shoulders, greaves for their shins, and a helmet that fitted their roughly triangular heads, all the while each brandishing two long scimitars and two lead shields that were hooked onto their scaly wrists, just the same as those of the knights. A dorsal crest of spikes jutting out of their backs ran all the way from their heads to the tips of their tails.


With their golden viper eyes, they beheld with greed their cornered prey, their forked tongues slithering out of their long narrow snouts.


The crowd of knights stared in fear at their deadly enemies, not willing to attack. Twenty knights, of the highest ranks and most arduous training in Europe, subjugated and intimidated by five hellish beasts.


Both groups kept on glaring at each other, as if the reptilians were waiting for any sudden or aggressive movements. One reptilian tilted its head and bared its long and sharp fangs, releasing a violent and prolonged hiss. As this happened, they could hear at the other side of the cathedral the beginning of battle of the other half of the Company: swords clashing and clanging, knights’ screams and reptilians’ roars.


The five knights at the front of the group decided to attack first. Without mercy, the reptilians countered their swords with bestial ferocity and inhuman celerity, cleaving armors, denting weapons and slicing bodies without any difficulty.


Alice and her comrades watched and winced in horror as their fellow knights slumped lifeless to the ground. With war screams, the fifteen knights now were aroused and eager to kill their enemies. They darted forth and attacked in unison the feral reptiles.


The reptilians held their ground tight, countering slashes and thrusts with their scimitars, blocking with their lead shields and swirling around at high speed, whipping with their pointy tails.


Among the uproar, Alice barely managed to dodge a slash and sink her broadsword into a reptilian torso. It was only for a split second, which for Alice seemed like an eternity. The monster glared at her with its golden slit-eyes as the blade went straight through its hulking chest. It was a piercing gaze of hatred and incredulity; a gaze that hypnotized its prey. The trance was broken as soon as the reptilian freed a deafening roar thirty centimeters away from Alice’s face, releasing putrid breaths of rotten meat, its crocodile fangs and its slimy maw dangerously close to her head.


By acting instinctively against the roar, to back off, Alice let go of the sword’s hilt, staring aghast at her agonized enemy. The reptilian bent its knees, panting heavily, gripped the sword’s hilt, as if trying to withdraw the blade, which was already in vain, its forked tongue slithering out. It slumped with a thump to the stone floor and lay motionless.


At least ten more knights fell, and those who had survived the skirmish now were too exhausted for another battle. The five reptilians had been overwhelmed and lay among the dead knights.


With huge loathing and great struggle, Alice managed to move the dead reptilian onto its flanks to remove her tainted broadsword. The other three knights blessed and mourned their fallen comrades as quickly as they could because the battle at the other side of the cathedral was still raging on.


But right before getting into action, with horror, Alice and Sonja made out a familiar and painful scream: Arthur’s scream. Alice took off in a race against the clock before her Marshal and lifetime friend could die, Sonja and the other three knights behind her, their hearts pounding heavily in their ears, hoping half-heartedly to find anyone alive, but Alice mostly hoping for Arthur to be.


When the massacre came into sight, all their gaze met with was a graveyard, all nineteen warriors and reptilians lying on the ground. Then, Alice and Sonja locked eyes with Arthur: a kneeling knight with the tip of a reptile’s tail stuck into his right arm. Alice watched horrified as her friend withdrew his sword from a reptilian torso, his right arm stinging in pain as the tail tip’s needle retracted from his skin. Then they noticed that the beast did not have legs at all, but a huge serpent trunk ending in a poisonous tail tip.


The dead reptile fell to the ground with a thud, and Alice ran over to Arthur and hugged him as if she had not seen him in a long time. She took her helmet off, tears streaking her grimy face, tears of joy, pain, loss and hopelessness in a hectic combination of feelings.


“Reptilian poison,” the voice laughed. The six remaining knights were startled and turned back to face the Harbinger. “A shame it won’t kill you before the next new moon. You have at least a month. Well, that’s if you survive the troops of Antares rising upon your world, mortal.”


The knights recognized the Englishman’s voice.


Siegfried came out of the darkness, behind the group of knights, grinning.


“Don’t, Alice!” Arthur tried to stop her by holding her back, but she released herself in no time. Alice bolted up and rushed toward the Harbinger, wrath flowing freely through her veins.


She raised her sword and thrust it forward.


Her broadsword stopped short near contact; she was paralyzed, as if time itself had frozen, right before Siegfried’s face.


With a wave of his hand, Alice was repelled, thrown back like a puppet, and went skidding on her back down the hall, coming to a halt against a pillar.


“All mortals are always the same, thinking they can beat anything that stands on their way,” commented Siegfried with contempt in his voice.


The other four Harbingers appeared behind him, their hoods hanging over their necks, their hands hidden beneath their long and black sleeves.


“William Bloodthorn, all yours,” said Percival. “This number of souls should be enough.” He raised his scarred right hand. A ripple of murmurs broke the sepulchral silence as a thread of faint white light ran all the way from his palm to the fingertips and faded into darkness: the souls. “No Asphodel or Elysium for them, not even Tartarus,” he said as he hid his hand again.


The Harbinger at the left side began to transform. A painful procedure of becoming a lycanthrope, as his reactions proved. His mouth and nose started to transform into a wolf snout, his ears elongated into a tip, his eyes became gold and they grew, and his head and body began to grow gray fur. Claws and fangs gave the final twist to the transformation.


“What is that noise?” mumbled William as his wolf ears fluttered and traced the sound, searching for its emitter. Alice had not heard anything, but because of the werewolf’s reaction, she knew backup had arrived.
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