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It was raining heavily in Kantari Forest. The storm had started two days ago and fell consistently, sometimes in a strong downpour, and at times, a little drizzle. It was midday now, but beneath the vast umbrella of trees, there was a dreary and silent atmosphere. Not even a sound came from the creatures that dwelled in the forest. They had taken shelter from the rain.

Christian ran forward, fleeing from the sorcerer who was following him. He had been running for days now, but the sorcerer, Elric, still managed to trail him. Elric pursued him with one of his officers. The officer’s name was Baruna.

Christian swore he would rather die than be a prisoner to Elric. He knew the man wanted him for pleasure, and Christian wasn’t too keen on letting some stranger just have his wicked ways with him. He was a virgin, and as he thought about that, he told himself he would rather die a virgin than live as Elric’s sex slave.

He suddenly came to an overgrown bush with lots of thistles and thorns. He cursed and extended his right hand, willing his energy to come to the fore. He was extremely exhausted and had sustained many cuts and bruises throughout his body, but he figured he should push onward. The white energy pulsed from his hand in circles, and then, like lightning, it blazed through the bushes, clearing a path for him. It was a small path, but it would have to do, he thought.

Christian ran forward, trying not to delay, but just as he made two steps, he felt a sharp pain on his left leg, which brought him down on the cold ground. He screamed out and twisted his body to see what was wrong with his leg. The sight he saw made his stomach turn. Flesh was hanging from his leg—the back of his thigh was torn.

He cried silently and tried to stand up, forcing himself to get off the ground. When he was halfway up, he felt another attack on his left leg. This brought him down again. Feeling like it was the end now, he lay silently, bringing his hands to his face and hiding from the sorcerer, who he thought was the one coming for him now.

Christian heard a twig snap and began to lose hope. He knew someone was close to him, and he figured it was Elric. Christian then felt a warm hand touch his back, right where his clothes had been torn. He was shivering so much from the storm that the warm hand touching his back felt strangely comforting to him. Although he knew he shouldn’t feel that way, for a moment, Christian enjoyed the warmth that surged throughout his body.

The person continued to push heat from his fingers—the person was no doubt trying to get Christian warm.

Christian felt disgusted by what was happening, so he grunted and shifted his body slightly away. He didn’t want to receive the warm energy anymore.

Damien stopped what he was doing and turned Christian around in one swift motion.

Christian kept his hands to his face though, hiding his tears and not wanting to see Elric, who he thought was the one touching him.

“Why don’t you remove your hands from your face?” Damien asked.

Christian knew that was not Elric’s voice or even Baruna’s, yet he didn't want to look.

“I am not going to hurt you,” Damien said.

Somehow, the words the man spoke got to Christian, and he began to wonder who this man was. As he thought about it, he began to feel hope again, and so he moved his hands from his face and looked at the stranger who was kneeling beside him.

Christian couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The man kneeling next to him was huge. He was strongly built, had black hair that fell past his shoulders, and strange-looking eyes. Christian couldn’t help but stare at the man. The man was wearing a black cloak that seemed thoroughly dry too. This made Christian wonder how much power this stranger was possessing.

Christian stared into the man’s face. There was a calm expression to him. He could see that the man was very handsome looking. His face was smooth and clean shaved. Christian felt though that there was something odd about him. He seemed to be old, but judging from his appearance, he looked like a man in his early twenties.

“Hello,” Damien said, breaking Christian from his thoughts.

“Who are you?” Christian asked.

Damien smiled. “Does it matter who I am?”

There was a touch of playfulness in the man’s voice.

Christian began to cough. He turned on his side and retched until the coughs subsided. When he felt that his stomach was fine again, he turned to face the man. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as he stared at him.

“I should heal you,” Damien said.

Christian narrowed his eyes at the man.

Suddenly, there came a small sound from within the forest.

Christian became scared again, thinking that it was Elric coming for him again.

“There’s someone after me,” Christian blurted out.

Damien stood and walked to his left, leaving Christian lying on the cold ground.

“Hey, mister, there’s two of them,” Christian let him know. “They’re very strong. One’s a sorcerer, and the other is his officer.”

Christian kept his eyes on the man who was now standing near a thicket of bushes nearly twenty feet away.

Damien didn’t reply to Christian but extended his right hand toward the dense forest.

Christian knew exactly what the man was intending to do—he was going to use his energy to clear a path.

The energy pulsed in the man’s hand, golden energy that turned in sharp, twisting coils, and then like lightning, it blazed forward, tearing down many trees and bushes for as far as Christian could see. It had cleared a path almost twenty feet in width.

Christian trembled after seeing this. The man was truly powerful. Christian believed that this man could be Elric’s equal or even much more than that.

Laughter soon followed, echoing the forest. It was Elric’s laughter. His shrill voice unsettled Christian, and he began to cough again. This time, he spat blood.

Christian suddenly realized that he was shivering. He began to wonder if he was having a panic attack and hoped that the stranger would come back to him. Christian felt as though he was going to die, and the thought of dying scared him. I don’t want to die, he said to himself.

Damien turned, hearing Christian's coughs. He walked back to him and knelt by his side.

“It seems your rival is gone for now,” Damien said. “And I really think it’s time I heal those wounds of yours. If I don’t, you’re going to bleed to death.”

“I feel like I’m already dying. Am I going to die?” Christian fearfully asked, watching his hands and seeing how pale they had become.

“No,” Damien answered.

Christian thought he was about to faint away when he saw that his vision had gone completely dark, only to have it come back to his gruesome situation again.

“I want you to keep your eyes open, okay?” Damien said and got closer.

“I don’t think I can. I feel strange,” Christian said and began to cry. “I think I'm going to die. And I don’t want to die.”

Damien leaned forward and pulled Christian into his arms. Turning him around carefully, he positioned Christian on his lap. He then contemplated briefly. The young man had been showing no signs of retaliating so far, which gave Damien comfort that what he was about to do next would not upset Christian too much.

He took off Christian’s shirt, followed by his pants. 

Christian’s eyes widened at this. 

Damien thought it was best not to idle, so he proceeded to take off Christian’s underwear. He just wanted to be quick, so he could avoid any awkwardness that Christian might feel from what he was about to do. He threw the tattered clothes on the ground—Christian was now lying naked in his arms.

“I am not going to hurt you,” Damien soothed as he took off the cloak he wore.

He then wrapped the cloak around Christian’s body.

Christian sighed and relaxed somewhat, but Damien was sure that Christian’s calm wouldn’t last for long. He could still see fear in Christian’s eyes. Damien leaned forward, bringing his face mere inches from Christian’s face. He was sure Christian was unfamiliar with what he was about to do next. 

Christian stared at Damien. He was trying to figure out what the man was going to do to him. Believing that the man was up to no good, Christian’s fear turned into desperation, and he began to scream out.

Damien sighed. “Here I am, trying to save you, and you’re going to thank me by screaming your lungs out?” 

Christian stopped screaming. “You’re—”

Christian couldn’t finish what he was about to say. The man's lips had come over his, sealing their mouths together. There had been a small kiss, and then came a surge of strong energy invading Christian’s tired body.

Damien healed Christian the fastest way one would heal someone on Nabeda.

Christian didn’t feel any pain, or felt any upset stomach, or saw any visions of Elric. All he felt was the pure ecstasy of the overwhelming energy that invaded the far depths of his body. In little time, he could feel his strength regaining and the coldness dissipating. And after a mere minute, the healing was over.

Damien pulled back and looked down at the young man in his arms, staring into his dark green eyes.

“I think I know who you are,” Christian said. 

“Oh? And who do you think I am?” Damien asked.

“I saw red in your eyes just now,” Christian answered. “There’s only one person in all the lands who have eyes like that. I’ve heard his eyes glow red when he’s angry.” 

Christian began to wonder if he was right in his assumption.

“Okay,” Damien simply replied.

“Okay?” the young man asked, becoming more curious now.

“My name is Damien,” Damien said. “And what is your name?”

Christian swallowed nervously. He had been right in his assumption.

“I’m Christian,” Christian muttered. “Why did you save me?”

Damien shrugged a shoulder.

Christian eased his way slowly off Damien’s lap, coming to sit on the ground.

“It’s getting late, and I’m quite tired,” Damien said, standing up and walking a couple of yards away. “Where are you headed?” 

“Nowhere in particular,” Christian answered and stood too. “Elric was chasing me for some time now.”

“So, you were just running in any direction that your feet took you?” Damien asked as he turned to face Christian again. “You ran only in the hopes of getting away from him?” 

Christian nodded.

“The village, Marion, isn’t far from here,” Damien said. “You should seek shelter there for the night.”

Christian nodded.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Damien asked with a smile. “You’re all healed up and full of energy now. So, there’s no need for you to be waiting on me to come and rescue you again, is there now?” 

“That’s it?” Christian asked, unsure that this was his freedom. “You’re letting me go?” 

“Would you like me to take you to Marion?” Damien asked with a sparkle in his eyes.

“What?” Christian couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He began to wonder if he was dreaming.

Damien began to ask again. “Would you—”

“I heard what you said,” Christian said, cutting him off.

“Well, what more do you want from me?” Damien asked with that playful tone again.

Christian shook his head as he adjusted the large black cloak on his body. “Never mind... But thank you for saving me, My Prince.”

“No, don't do that,” Damien said.

“Don’t do what?” Christian asked with confusion on his face.

“Don’t call me Prince,” Damien answered.

Christian nodded, unsure of what else he should do. “Okay, well, I just want to tell you thanks for saving me... So, thanks.”

“You’re most welcome,” Damien replied. “By the way, Marion is that way.” Damien pointed him in the direction of Marion. “You'll find an inn there that you can stay at for the night.”

What he did next astounded Christian. The prince extended his huge black wings and took to the skies.

***

CHRISTIAN REACHED THE village of Marion just before nightfall. Memories of Marion crossed his mind as he walked into the village. He had been in Marion once in his life, and that was back when he was seven years old. At that time, he had come to the village, hoping to find a new place to call home. He had run away from his own family back then, believing that he could find comfort in Marion. Christian was now nineteen years old, and as he looked around the village, he could see that it was still very much the same.

Marion was one of the large villages in Nabeda. It had become the home to many people. There were many trades going on in Marion. Peasants from other towns would come to Marion to buy goods or sell their commodities. Marion always radiated an air of business to anyone who passed through. But those who lived in Marion could see nothing special about the place for they had become used to it.

Christian walked on, passing some men grooming horses and a woman arguing with three children that were probably her own. He could tell that the woman was trying her best to get her children inside their house. When he saw this, he remembered the horror that could happen to anyone who wasn’t too careful in the village. As he stared at them, he began to wonder if his own mother could care for him like that. But Christian shook his head from these thoughts, knowing that his mother would never love him like that.

Christian walked toward the inn. It was a three-story building made of white stone and huge glass windows. The last he remembered of the place was that it was usually full of people, just enjoying the luxuries of it. When he reached the inn, he pushed a pair of huge wooden doors to enter. Stepping inside, he found himself in the dining area. At once, the laughter and anger emitting from the place brought a smile to his face. Christian began to stare at the different faces he saw in the room, wondering if he could recognize anyone there. But he didn’t. 

Christian slowly made his way to the counter, where a chef stood waiting for orders. When he got there, the chef caught eyes with him.

“What can I get for you?” the old man asked, taking out a pencil and notepad from his shirt pocket to write down the order.

“A sandwich, please,” Christian answered.

“Would you like the special?” the chef asked. “It's toast bread with tomatoes, ham, and lettuce.”

“That sounds good. I'll have that,” Christian answered. “And I would also like something to drink with that. Do you have orange juice?”

“Yes, we have orange juice,” the chef answered. “Everything will cost you twelve yeros.” 

Christian nodded. “Yes, please. Thank you.” 

The chef wrote down the order then began to make his way to the back of the kitchen.

As Christian stood there waiting, he suddenly realized that he had no money, and that he was wearing Damien’s cloak. He sighed softly, knowing that he might get in trouble when the chef returned. Christian figured it was best to leave the place before he was thrown out of it.​​​​
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Chapter Two
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Damien, seeing Christian by the counter, walked over to him. Touching Christian gently on the shoulder, he asked, “What took you so long?” 

Christian, recognizing the voice and seeing a hand rest on his left shoulder, turned around to see Damien.

Just then, the chef returned with Christian's order on a tray. He put the tray down on the wooden countertop.

“How much is it?” Damien asked the chef.

“This?” The chef gestured at the tray, wanting to make sure he had heard the prince right.

“Yes,” Damien answered.

“It's twelve yeros,” the chef answered.

Damien took out a small pouch from his shirt and paid the chef. Turning to Christian, he said, “Well, what are you waiting for? Grab that tray, and let's go. It’s rather crowded in here, but I don’t think it’ll be that difficult for us to find us some seats.”

Christian couldn’t believe what was happening. “Why didn’t you tell me you were here in Marion?”

Damien thinned his lips before speaking. “I’m sorry, but I did ask you back in the woods if you would like me to take you to Marion, did I not?”

Christian thought about this.

While Christian was in deep thought, Damien took up the tray in one hand, and with the other, he took hold of Christian’s hand and began to pull him across the dining hall.

Christian, knowing that it might be fatal if he struggled, let the big man pull him. “Where are we going?”

“To the back where my friends are sitting,” Damien answered, pointing in the direction.

Christian looked at where Damien had pointed. He could see three individuals sitting by a table—two men and a woman. Christian couldn’t help but stare at the woman. He could see that she was far more beautiful than most women were. She had long, flowing crimson hair and an elegant posture. What bothered him the most was the fact that she was the only female sitting with these two men.
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