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Foreword

 

 

Do you feel like a hero? Like a trailblazer in a new realm of storytelling? Spare me just a moment of your attention, dear reader, and you might.

Once upon a time, there were a select few who adventured in the literary realms. Like knights of old, they often underwent years of training and went on legendary quests, enduring unending trials until they succeeded, where so many had failed before them, in getting published. And though I make it seem like a difficult process…it was really much harder than it sounds. Less than 2% of aspiring authors used to even get agents, and less than half of those authors actually got manuscripts published.

In the past decade, though, things have begun to change. The advent of e-readers and the subsequent rise of print-on-demand companies have made e-books more accessible, so that in 2009, more e-books were sold than actual print copies. And with that has come the rise of the self-published author. Unlike the mythical traditional author in days of old, the self-published author faced far fewer challenges to getting their work out in front of readers. In other words, the bar was set low and it showed. Self-published authors had a reputation for…well, it wasn’t a good one. The word “stigma” got revived to describe them.

That reputation has slowly, painfully changed. Make no mistake, the bar is still low, but enough good writers have self-published that people no longer dismiss them out of hand. Then along comes a guy like Levi. The first time I met Levi was during a Live-Action Role-Playing game, or LARP. He was one of those rare players who stayed in character the whole time they were “in game.” He was serious about what he was doing, because he was one of the players who wasn’t there just to pretend he was a bad ass with a sword. He was there to play through his character’s story. A story that he worked at diligently, and never took the easy way out with. He knew that story so far, and he always knew how he wanted that story to go. I remember hearing him tell his character’s story to one of the other folks who helped run the game, and seeing a few other players come over and listen as he wove the details.

We went in separate directions after that, until a convention a few years ago, when I learned that he’d taken his penchant for telling stories and earned a couple of contracts for a small press whose owner I knew and would eventually work for myself. They have exacting standards and reject most submissions. Levi had already worked with them on three books, and was working on another novel, a story that would end up being the very one you hold in your hands right now. Once again, he had refused to take shortcuts, and had taken the time and effort to learn the ropes in publishing before undertaking the process of self-publishing.

The actual process of self-publishing can be incredibly easy. Doing it well? That’s hard. Anyone can tell a story. Telling it well is the harder part. Writers like Levi, who work to tell a compelling story, who work to get the process right, are the reason self-published authors have gone from being considered the pariah of the industry to being heralded as its new pioneers. He takes no shortcuts, pulls no punches and tells the story to the best of his ability. More importantly, he’s constantly honing his skills as a writer.

Because being a writer isn’t easy. Being a good writer takes a lot of hard work, and it means you’re going to take a lot of hits to your ego. You’re going to get bloodied and bruised, after a fashion, when you enter the arena of public scrutiny. Levi has been there and back more than once. He’s earned his chops in the arena and then some, and this book is the product of that experience. What you hold is his best work…until the next one.

You, dear reader, are part of the democratization of publishing. You are the new gatekeepers, and in supporting new voices like Levi Samuel, you are blazing new trails in publishing and making it possible for hard-working authors like him to make a difference in the industry. So, read on, and enjoy. And then, please, leave a review. Feedback from readers is how authors like Levi go from being damn fine writers to being great ones.

Welcome to the new frontier!

 

 

Ben Reeder

September 2016

 


 

 

 

 

To my daughter, Breanna. Thank you for your patience while I spent entirely too many hours trying to finish this book. Were it not for you, I've no doubt it would have been done in half the time. I love you and hopefully one day, very soon, I'll be writing throughout the day, so that I can spend my evenings with you.
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Chapter I

Eldarian

 

 

The ancient city filled the valley. Once buried beneath a shroud of dust and debris accumulated over millennia, the streets now teemed with invaders. The ring of pickaxes chipping away at stone echoed off walls and monuments as the seething mass of dalari excavated the ruins. Jostling for space, they ignored the few stone spires that soared above them, spared no glances for the delicate carvings that adorned the facades. Faces were turned downward, focused on one thing.

The site overflowed with arcane power, stronger than any they'd felt before. None of them knew what had opened the wellspring and none of them cared. Drawn by a sudden awareness of the energies that lay beneath the mystical city, they had grabbed whatever tools were at hand and trekked to the valley. Once there they followed each trickling flow of energy, digging eagerly, hoping to possess even the slightest amount of the ancient power known only to them.

Desire turned to obsession, leaving them unwitting slaves to their devotion. They dug tirelessly toward the source, their actions changing them with each scoop of dirt. Their skin blackened with exposure to the corrupted energies. Their ears elongated much like those of the alfar, their first creation. Their hair leached its color, leaving stringy white locks where various shades once rested. They continued to dig without rest or sustenance, dying by the thousands. Their greed for power fueled them, removing any ability to stop. All the while a silent promise poured into their ears, leaving the passage of time and their change unnoticed.

A young dreualfar working in an alcove felt the head of his pick penetrate the stone and disappear into the void beyond. After working so long in silent concentration, he had to clear his throat before he could speak. "Fazeen, we've broken through!" His voice rasped from dust and disuse.

The elder beside him stopped and stared at the crack in the casket. "Well, what are you waiting for, boy? Gain entry so that we may study it."

Rezerik heaved the pickaxe overhead and struck the surface beside the crack. Another piece chipped off.

“Hurry up, boy. We haven’t got all day!”

“I’ve been at it for days without—” He swung, putting every ounce of his strength into it, “food or break. If you’re—” With another swing, the fracture split open into a small hole. “in such a hurry, get me some help!”

Fazeen glared his disappointment at his apprentice. “You’re a good lad with potential and you might realize it if you weren’t so damn lazy.” Shaking his head, he waved a team forward.

The corrupted dalari climbed in and went to work, chiseling the stone casing away. Musty air rose from the hole and Fazeen took a step back. Within minutes, the team had enlarged the hole to expose the mold-covered black walls of a buried room. A large statue of a man clad in thick armor stood in the center, facing them. Its material comprised of the same stone as the walls.

The purple cloak draped down its back glimmered in reflected daylight, seeming to ripple as if alive with energy. A pendant hung around its neck, set with a small, drab stone. No mold marred the jewelry. Motion behind the statue caught attention. The far wall reflected the room with a dark haze, the movement of the excavators little more than brief shadow on the polished surface.

Rezerik shoved the workers aside and climbed into the tomb for a closer look. He stared into the statue's face. Feeling the cold eyes stare back, as if reaching into his soul.

"Rezerik, what have you found? Is there treasure?"

His master’s voice echoed in the room. Irritation shivered across his skin. "There’s a statue and a dark mirror, nothing more."

"Don’t be absurd, there has to be more. I no longer feel the power! There’s no way it just disappeared into nothingness, without being detected."

"Check for yourself if you don't believe me!" Rezerik retorted, snatching the pendant from the statue. He felt it break free of its blackened chain. Glancing at the broken sigil he stuffed it in the pocket of his brown woolen breeches, hoping no one would notice the alteration of mold and dust clinging to the stone.

The elder dreualfar set his foot into one of the carved holes and carefully climbed into the entrance, keeping his frail body from missing the steps and tumbling into darkness. He pressed past the excavators standing just inside the fracture, trapped in the gaze of the towering figure. Wiping the stale air from his nostrils, he took in the ancient sights. A chill ran down his spine, feeling the cold lifeless eyes staring into him. Lost for an eternity in its presence, he heard the words ringing in his head.

“Now!” The booming voice blocked out his senses.

Fazeen spun around, looking into the darkened face of his apprentice. “You startled me, boy.” Dropping his guard, he placed his hand on the lad’s shoulder and pressed past to inspect the mirror.

Rezerik felt the power flowing through him. Why it had chosen him, he couldn’t say. One thing was certain though, Fazeen would have to go. The elder would only stand in his way. He clenched his fists, feeling newfound strength course through his arms. In a flash, he grabbed his master’s tattered clothing and lifted him. “Your time is up. I serve a new master now.”

The aged dreualfar struggled against the younger’s grasp. Feeling his feet leave the ground, realization set in. He was at the mercy of his apprentice. A dread overcame him, setting the whispers into motion. The fears, the voice, everything the statue had told him— it was all true. He locked eyes on the mirror, the terrifying unknown ready to greet him. “Please boy, have I done you so wrong?”

“That’s the last time you call me ‘boy’!” With ease he launched Fazeen into the dark reflection, which swallowed him like a pool of water. The surface shimmered briefly, growing smaller with each passing moment like a pebble tossed into a pond. Smiling at the disappearance of his master, he drank in his new-found freedom. A wicked smile stretched across his lips, revealing rapidly pointing teeth. He turned to face his witnesses. Frozen in disbelief and confusion, they stared blankly at the murderous dreualfar.

He let the power burn to the surface, controlling them with sheer force of will. “You’ve seen what I can do. Don’t give me reason to show you firsthand.”

Unable to resist his unspoken command, one by one they fell to a knee before him. Like tendrils of an unseen force, his powers jumped from one excavator to the next, spreading its way from the pit and into the scattered populace. Across the ancient city it traveled, enslaving every last dreualfar to him, and by extension, his master.

Looking around the musty tomb, he glanced at the mirror one last time. “Get to work. I want the rest of the structure uncovered. Take what pieces you can find and construct a grand temple over this site. Let any who wish to bask in the grace of Izaryle do so. But mark my words, any who touch the mirror will suffer a fate known only to Fazeen!” He turned toward the fractured wall and stepped through, into the cloud-blocked sunlight.

Looking down at his tattered clothing, he let the energies residing inside him loose, altering the rags into the finest silk garments he could imagine. They erupted forth, covering his black skin with equally black cloth trimmed in gold. Content with his appearance he climbed from the hole and marched through the sea of dreualfar scrambling to obey his command.
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Thousands of dreualfar stood in block formation, dressed in makeshift armors and weapons modified from farm tools and crude hides. A great many carried weapons made for war, but their number could not supply the army built for a single purpose. They stared in silence, looking up at the balcony stretched around the blackened temple overlooking the city. Light brown weeds wrapped their way around, clinging to the repurposed stone. Several strands of vicious barbs followed after, binding themselves into constricting bands. A single figure loomed over them, inspecting the ranks in silent judgment.

Rezerik stood at the edge of his balcony. The banister was ornately carved with thousands of tiny depictions of skulls forming the foundation to his empire. The polished dark oak reflected the rapidly passing clouds of gray. He could feel the mist in the air, ready to fall in large droplets at any moment. It was sorely needed, but it wouldn’t help. His lands were too far gone. Running his finger across the tip of one of the jagged weeds that had wrapped itself around the railing, a light bit of green ooze burned into his skin from contact. Wiping the venom away, he stared out over his dying kingdom. Remorse filled him. How had he allowed it to come to this? Though it wasn’t entirely his fault. The desolate wasteland before him was filled with once majestic stone and wood structures, now lying in ruin, collapsed under their own weight. The ground was dry and full of large cracks. The sparse vegetation was thin and twisted, forming bands that clung to the structures they engulfed. His empire lay before him, dead and over populated.

The armies held fast, awaiting command with eager anticipation. Men, women, and children comprised the ranks. No one was too young to wield a sword, one of the few traits remaining from their previous life. The commanders took position in front of their armies, bearing blackened armors and tarnished weaponry that was once elegant. Behind each formation stood a smaller group comprised of several hundred dreuki.

Rezerik looked upon their ranks with envy. Those few were exceptionally skilled with magics he couldn’t hope to possess. Not that he didn’t have his own type of power. In a fight between himself and their mutated form, he could easily win. He was blessed by Izaryle, blessed to set plans in motion and free his imprisoned lord. The dreuki were but a pawn in his evolving game, yet he couldn’t help but envy their mixed magics. Even the youngest of dreuki had an unnatural ability to harness the most powerful of magics. There was something about the divine infused arcana. It left the body twisted between forms, allowing the agility and grace of an arachnid while retaining the torso of the dreualfar. 

Feeling the water droplets break against his robes, he returned to the present. The rain fell increasingly fast, soaking everything within sight. With the wave of his hand, Rezerik pushed the water away and watched the beads splash against an invisible barrier that now surrounded him. They joined together, pooling into larger beads before rolling down the side of the clear sphere. With a final scan of his forces, he extended his hands, preparing their multitude to receive him.

"Citizens of Eldarian, time has come for us to expand our empire. This land is no longer able to sustain our number. The world of our god slowly drains our resources, leaving us with little more than dust and crumbled rock. The time has come for us to spread out like a plague upon the land. We will first make contact with the hydralfar. Once our cousins have welcomed us into the heart of their lands, we’ll breed them out until the dreualfar are all that remain. From there we’ll resupply and have everything we need to ensure our survival throughout the ages.” He smiled at the might before him, unrelenting savagery waiting to be released upon the world. And they awaited his order. “Commanders, move out!"

The armies erupted in cheers of excitement and bloodthirsty screams. The sound of battle horns filled the air with high-pitched squeals. The collected shouts of the commanders bled together, each group following their superiors. The armies roared to life shaking the dying ground with footsteps and chants. Clouds of dust formed with the rumble of boots against the dead earth, despite the falling rain unable to saturate the ground fast enough. The march sent vibrations through the earth, shaking it to its core. Several of the dilapidated buildings crumbled into huge piles of broken wood and weakened stone, fanning out to create more dust.

Reaching the dead ring, surrounding the city, the massive formations split apart and formed into four individual armies. Each one turned, aimed for a specific destination. The chants and war cries grew dull with the increasing distance. Only a last bit of dust and trampled footprints showed evidence of their existence.

Rezerik watched them disappear into the horizon above his dying empire of dust and rubble. A smile formed across his lips, proud of his creation, yet remorseful that he couldn’t join them. It made sense. Each army had a job to do. If he were to interrupt, the whole plan could fall apart. No, he was more suited to remain here, awaiting the days when Izaryle would need a host.

"Dark God of Chaos, our plan has manifested. It shouldn’t be long until you’re released from your prison and the world feels your wrath once again. On that day your brothers will weep for what they’ve done to you. And you’ll stifle their tears with the knowledge that they’ll never be worshiped again."

Rezerik looked down at the broken pendant hanging around his neck. The split demonic face carved into the onyx sigil shook violently, as if it had a mind of its own. It pulled against the leather binding trying to tear itself free.

"What is it, Izaryle? Have I displeased you?" Confusion and worry began to set in. He’d followed every order. Why was he being punished?

The pendant shot up, ripping through cloth and leather. Rezerik reached to catch it, but it was too late. In the blink of an eye, it flew out of sight.

"No!" He mourned, feeling a loss greater than any he’d known. Fear and anger sparked inside him. He was powerful, more powerful than any living being. Maybe he could recall it. Forcing all of his will into the tiny black sigil, he tried to locate it, but it was nowhere to be found.

Frustration shot through him. How could he do this to me? With ease, he jumped over the banister, free-falling several stories. As if jumping from no more than a few feet, he landed, sending a shower of dust and mud out around him.

Questions and anger fueled his mind. He stormed around the corner and toward the sealed onyx doors. He braced himself for the drain the stone would inflict upon him. It was undoubtedly the reason it was used to create the tomb. The strange material had a way of draining his abilities unlike any other. It seemed the stronger the magic, the quicker the drain. If his had the same effect on his lord, he was undoubtedly weak from eons of exposure.

Throwing the doors open, Rezerik rushed down the winding stairs feeling his fear and anger rise with each step. He stepped into the sconce-lit antechamber and stared into the statue.

"Izaryle, why do you betray me so?" His voice cracked with the instant barrage pulling him toward the mirror. He had to brace himself against the booming voice coming from the statue. It was deep and raw, unlike any other he’d heard before. Overcome by the godly presence, he felt his grip waning against the edge of the statue.

Dust and debris fell from the shaking walls and ceiling with each word. "Your purpose has been served. In time your line will return the pendant to me. At that time, your destiny will be fulfilled and you will be granted a place of honor at my side."

"A place of honor at your side?” Rezerik scoffed. “I had a place of honor. I was ruler of the dreu. As King of Eldarian I had everything I needed to free you. And now you tell me it's my offspring that’ll complete the task?"

A dark laughter echoed through the temple, chilling him to the bone. "You forget Rezerik, everything you are, everything you have, it all came from me. I can reclaim it anytime I choose."

His anger boiled with news of the betrayal. "You’re imprisoned in another world. There’s no way you can free yourself and exact your revenge without my help."

The mirror slowly began to swirl, creating a vortex of purple and blue. The colors twisted together and reached out toward the rebellious dreualfar like a mystical whirlpool threatening to swallow him whole.

Rezerik felt the whispers inside his head. They were less commanding, but more intrusive. In this state, he couldn’t hide the simplest thought from his god. He felt his arms go limp, abandoning his struggle to stay firmly planted. He tried to scream out, but his mouth wouldn’t comply. The whipping tether of purple and blue wrapped around him, pulling him toward the mirror.

"There you are correct, my devoted Rezerik. I’m imprisoned. And you’ve been a valuable agent in my plot. But you’ve served your purpose here. It’s time you joined me. You’ll be much better suited to help me in a position where I can adjust your opinions as I see fit. From this day forth, you’ll no longer be known as the dalari turned dreualfar, Rezerik. Join me as the first Nightking. You’ll command forces against those that seek to evade my influence. With an army of orcs and sharliets at your command, you’ll serve me until such a time arises that your line frees me from this prison. On that day you’ll walk with me as an equal as we reclaim your world. The heavens will weep the blood of gods upon my return!"

Rezerik spun uncontrollably faster, feeling the churning in his gut. The vortex had already swallowed him to his waist. He was running out of time. He had to do something. He was not powerless. Even with Izaryle’s hold on him, he still had his power. He could use the black stone to slow him down.

Reaching out with his mind, he felt the edge of the statue. The hold was like that of a scalding pan clenched in his grip. It burnt as he held it, feeling his skin away in large chunks. He screamed out, realizing Izaryle was screaming too. With the dark god’s hold over him broken for the moment he stretched as far as he could, hoping to escape certain doom. The air escaped his lungs. He glanced down, realizing he’d sunk to his shoulders in the spinning whirlpool of magics. He tried to breathe, but found it impossible.

There was no air. There was no light. Only a mixture of spinning color surrounding him. With his final burst of energy, before what was sure to be his death, he lunged forward, feeling the rough edge of that familiar purple cloak against his fingertips. It burnt, but not nearly as much as it had earlier. Clawing at the mineral, he felt a piece break away. His grip lost, he tumbled into darkness disappearing behind the blackened surface. The ripples smoothed away to nonexistence, leaving little more than a memory of the first dreualfar king.

The black stone statue stood erect in the center of an empty crypt, overlooking the entrance. A broken purple shard glimmered on the stone floor beneath, reflecting the glow from burning oil lamps.
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Chapter II

The Monsters Beneath

 

 

The sun shone down over a deep valley. The rocky bluffs were lined in trees, deflecting the commotion within. Sounds of battle bounced off the jagged stone, echoing for miles. The choppy, torn dirt was littered with opposing armies, one black as night, while the other stood in stark contrast. The dark army was surrounded, choked into submission by the outnumbering forces around them. A deep crater lay open in the rock behind them, dark as the creatures at its crest.

"Hold the lines!" Kashien shouted to his brethren. His sword was drawn, ready to strike down the cursed foe. He parried a wide slash, thrusting his blade into the dreualfar’s throat. Back stepping, he withdrew from combat, assessing the situation. Thousands of dreualfar stood defiantly against his armies. They were outmanned and outmaneuvered, with only one escape. He watched in amazement as his soldiers advanced into position, swallowing every inch of slack the enemy offered. He found it difficult to believe how easily they were bottled, falling perfectly into his trap. But here they were, the last of their kind. Genocide felt wrong, but it was necessary. They were an abomination of his race. A mistake that should have never been offered sanctuary. He pitied them more than anything. It could have just as easily been his men that fell to the corruption. Setting aside his personal feelings on the matter, he raised his longsword and readied his next command. Rolling the blade forward, he shouted across the battlefield. "Force these abominations into the darkness from whence they sprang!”

The dreualfar cursed and spit their altered tongues at their captors. They were losing ground and quickly. It wouldn’t be long before they would be crushed beneath the heel of their ancestors. Surrounded on all sides they began to fall back, slowly escaping into the large hole in the earth. There they could regroup and claim victory with shadow games. Several thousand stood defiantly around the brim, awaiting their chance to follow without crushing those before them. Or worse, falling into the depths from the chaos. They readied themselves. It wouldn’t be long before the dalari would be upon them again.

The dalari army shouted in unison beginning their march forward, choking against the surrounded resistance. They moved as one, flowing like a constricting wall, forcing the dreualfar to abandon ground.

The general marched behind the front line, moving them toward victory. Commands flowed from him, keeping his men moving. If the front slowed, those behind would trample over them unable to stop, forced from the rear. They raised their weapons, ready to swiftly deal with the shrinking army before them. The two met with a crash, littering the rocky terrain with a sea of blood. The explosion was great, sending several lines flying back on either side. Each man was replaced by the one behind him.

Ducking a scimitar swipe, the dalari commander slashed with his longsword. Spinning around he parried another blow, raking the edge of the blade into another of the cursed beasts. He dodged and ducked, using each action as preparation for the next, performing a dance of death that would have entranced any who paused long enough to watch. With a wide swipe, he thrust his free hand forward, blasting several of the black-skinned creatures back with an invisible barrier. They landed in piles, disappearing beneath the swarming horde. Kashien worked his weapon, keeping them at arm's length. Glancing at the thousands of dead or dying dreualfar before him, he quickly counted his own men. To his relief their superior numbers and keen tactics resulted in few casualties, though he could tell his men were tired. They would need rest soon if they were to make the trek home. "Where the hell are the alfar?"

His question was answered by a familiar voice to his right. “General, they’ve not been seen since our victory at Durnal Hill.” The dalari beside him raised his sword up, deflecting an opposing strike. With ease, he slid a dagger up under the crude hide armor of the dreualfar and split him open. Disengaging the battle, he turned to formally address his commander.

Kashien withdrew combat. Dismissing the salute, he placed his hand on his captain’s shoulder. “Trendal, I’m glad to see you made it. But why didn’t the alfar come with you?”

“I don’t know My Lord. They broke away when we left Durnal Hill. Haven’t seen them since.”

“It would’ve been nice to know they weren't going to join us.”

“Aye, My Lord.”

“The men are tired. We need to end this now. Take your men to the left flank. Send word to Razorius. I want his men to cover the right. We have to horseshoe them and close the distance. If we don't funnel them quick enough, the plan falls to pieces.” Kashien jumped back, dodging another swipe from the dreualfar. With a lightning fast strike, he thrust his blade into his attacker’s throat. Spinning to block another attack, the blade cut through, sending the dreualfar's head into the air.

Trendal nodded. “Understood, My Lord.” Falling back, he disappeared into the ranks. Fighting his way through the crowded battlements he spotted the man he sought not far from the front line, locked in battle against one of the strange eight-legged hybrids. Without pause he charged, leaping into the fray. He drove his dagger deep into the creature’s chest, feeling its loss of strength before he hit the ground. Picking himself up, he sheathed the blade and turned to face the younger dalari.

“Show off! You know, you’re lucky I saw you comin’ otherwise I might have mistaken you for one of these bastards.”

He chuckled at the man’s response. “You’d need your eyes checked if you mistook me for one so ugly.” With a cunning smile, Trendal continued, “Razorius, Kashien asked you to gather your men and take the right flank. We have to end this quick. Blow your horn when you’re in position. Don’t advance until you hear mine. We’ll have to move as one and quickly close on them.”

Accepting the call to duty, Razorius snapped to attention, regarding his friend as well as his direct ranking superior. “Aye, Captain.” With a salute, he turned and shouted orders to his unit.
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Kashien felt the beads of sweat and blood run down his face. The afternoon sun was blistering hot in the thick leather, but it was better than the scars he’d suffer were he not wearing it. His slightly pointed ears twitched with the familiar sound to his right. A moment later, a similar tone echoed to the left. His men were in position and moving forward. He paused, catching a glimpse through the rows of soldiers. “Meaius?” The soldiers moved, blocking his view. The familiar profile was gone.

Shaking his head clear of the memories, he returned to his task. Forcing a smile, he channeled his energy through the sword, letting the athame do all the work. The metal began to glow red. Within moments it was so bright he found it hard to look at. Slashing out, the magical blade cut through his enemy with ease, charring their flesh before it even connected. Clothing and armor were no match, bursting into flame with the slightest touch. Even the occasional metal armor became useless against it, melting and searing its wearer. "Keep em' moving," he shouted, clearing the path in front of him. With a final charge, he thrust his sword into the air, firing a bright flash of red over the battle. It burst overhead, showering the area with a deep red glow. He set his feet, hearing the army move into position around him.

They roared with synchronized footsteps, quickly gaining ground against the unsuspecting dreualfar. The gap closed quicker than ever, with no leadership to oppose the advance. Within seconds they engulfed the encircled foe. The rear of the dreualfar army began to disappear, leaving a few thousand to stop the progression. Like a plow forcing snow over a precipice, his men surged forward. More and more of the enemy fell into darkness, their strength dissolved with each passing moment.

Kashien watched the last few take the plunge, disappearing into the earth. Cautiously, he stepped forward and peered down into the hole. If they had any ideas as to his plan their faces, blurred by distance, didn’t show it. Beneath him, the thousands inside climbed against the rocky slopes, forcing the others to retreat deeper into the catacombs or be crushed beneath the weight. The walls were too steep to climb with any speed, not that escape was possible anyway. Feeling his pity return he stabbed his sword into the churned dirt and rock, leaving it to rest in the ground beside him. They scurried in the darkness like a hive of angry ants clawing to escape the flood that was about to wash over them.

Without a word he flipped the buckle on his belt pouch and pulled a tightly wrapped scroll. Breaking the red wax seal pressed into the seam, he unrolled it and uttered the words etched onto the page.

"By the power of your ancestors, you are condemned to darkness for the rest of eternity. Should you resurface, the light of the sun will char you to a crisp." The words were little more than notice of their fate.

Executing his plan he extended his hands, letting the scroll float slowly into the pit below. A bright light formed above the hole, stretching to the edges. It shifted into a wide disc and completely covered the entrance. Several beams of blinding light shot forth, illuminating the horde below. Screams bellowed up as they pressed deeper into the cavern in hopes to evade the burning light.

Watching the last dreualfar disappear from view, he turned, spotting a fearsome sight lining the clifftops. Legions of hydralfar stood along the ridge behind his men. It didn’t take a military genius to realize they were in ambush position. Thousands of bows were drawn and aimed, ready to bring an end to his men. A familiar, celestial voice caressed his ears.

"Lord Kashien, by order of Emperor Jullien the Third, you and your kind have been pronounced human and are hereby stricken from our history. Your race is responsible for the foul abominations that have torn this world asunder and you must now pay for your crimes. We cannot allow your kind to flourish for fear of this, or another incident happening again!” Waving his hand forward, he gave the signal. “Fire!"

Kashien watched tens of thousands of arrows release, flying high into sunlit sky. The advancing shafts were ready to end the majority of his men in one fell swoop. For the briefest of moments he felt the burning sun leave his skin, replaced by the shadow of death. The wooden shafts rained down, plummeting into the army of unsuspecting dalari. He felt a violent thrust against his side, knocking him from his feet and covering him completely. Several sharp pains stabbed into him, but none felt deep enough to be life threatening. Pushing the form off of him, realization set in. Why was I spared? Pain and confusion filled him. Looking into Trendal's blood-coated face, he saw too many arrows protruding from his friend’s body. A steady stream of fresh blood ran from his paling skin.

"General," Trendal said with his dying breath, "get home."

He felt a pain deeper than the arrows had plunged. Stealing a glance around, his army was no more, riddled with the wooden shafts. A few crawled from the massacre. Osirus was unable to claim them with the number of souls received, but they wouldn’t live much longer.

The ground shook with the massive alfaren army breaking their halt. Drawing their battle glaives they marched down the steep paths and into the valley floor. It wouldn’t take much to end the few survivors in a final assault.

Kashien felt the ground shake with the numbers advancing toward him. Crawling from the pile of bodies, he took in each of their faces, unsure how he would avenge his men. He knew if they reached him, it wouldn't be long before he joined them in death.
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The alfaren commander scanned the extermination. He felt a pang of guilt for his betrayal, but his emperor had made the task very clear. To disobey would be considered treason. But what was the price for betrayal? The majority of the dalari were already dead and the rest would be soon enough from blood loss or the keen blades of his soldiers. Searching the valley, he caught a familiar figure where Kashien had been standing.
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The dalari general crawled to his feet, knowing a second volley of arrows would result in death. Hoping the alfar would rush him with their blades, he spotted their commander, watching from the clifftop. If the traitor was going to pay, he’d have to taunt him into action.

"Keal'neaus! You've attempted genocide and murdered my men in cold blood, for what? So your petty emperor can save face? You and I fought side by side against the dreu. I saved your life time and time again and this is how you repay me? With the blood of my men. Your emperor is a coward and is unworthy of the blood we share. Or have you forgotten that my people created yours as well? I will not stand for this. Mark my words, your emperor will regret this day!"

Keal'neaus drew his thin blade and stormed toward the wounded general. Reaching the edge of the carnage, he shouted over the dead. "I regret having to give that order, but it comes from my emperor. I will not disobey."

A smile crept to Kashien's face. He was a superior swordsman, provided he hadn’t lost too much blood from the shallow arrow wounds. "So be it. Your death will be as merciless as the one you offered my men."

The two generals charged in, their swords glimmering in the sunlight. Keal'neaus ducked a swing. Slicing low, he hoped to wound the dalari general.

Kashien lifted his leg, avoiding the blow. Bringing his pommel down on the alfaren commander's back, he shoved, throwing him off balance.

Keal'neaus quickly recovered, spinning to guard against another attack. He swung hard, hoping to catch the dalari off guard.

Kashien watched the alfaren general summon the strength for a powerful strike. Bracing himself, he readied to parry the blow. Using both hands he slowed the attack, sending it wide. Recovering, he spun around and drove his sword deep into Keal'neaus' shoulder. The wound wasn’t fatal, but it would limit the use of his arm.

Keal'neaus felt the blade penetrate deep, rendering his arm numb. Realizing the tendons were severed, he focused his effort with his right arm. Picking up the pace, his alfaren sword danced with remarkable speed.

Kashien was having trouble keeping up with the speed of the lighter weapon. He gave up predicting the attacks, instead relying strictly on the movement of his opponent's shoulder. Fear began to creep into him with the increasing speed. He had to do something quick or it would all be over. He wasn’t able to keep up. The arrows must have robbed him of more strength than he’d realized. With no other options he lunged forward, forcing the alfaren commander to readjust.

Keal'neaus took a step back, regaining his balance. His rhythm was ruined, forcing him to slow again. He swung, hoping to reclaim his speed but it was broken.

Kashien felt a bit of relief seeing the general take the bait. He easily deflected the next few strikes, sending each one wider until he saw his opening. With a quick jab he plunged the tip of his sword into the chest of his alfaren foe. Without giving him time to react he retracted the blade and spun around, letting his momentum carry the deadly edge. The longsword cut deep into Keal'neaus' neck.

The alfaren commander spun from the force, feeling the gaping gash in his throat. He felt cold. Raising his hand to inspect the wound, thick, red blood coated his fingers. Wide-eyed, he looked over his men before falling to the already blood-soaked, body and arrow ridden earth.

Remorse shot through Kashien, but there was little choice. The fact was had he not killed the man he’d fought beside for so long, he wouldn’t be able to warn his people.

The encircling hydralfar rushed in like an army of ants to a bowl of sugar. Within moments he was completely surrounded, trapped within impenetrable walls. They held their glaives at the ready, poised to avenge their commander.

Kashien glanced at the keen edges ready to end him. He smiled and sheathed his sword. Taking a deep breath, he prepared himself. "Such is life!"

The front line swung, aiming to cut the dalari general down.

Feeling the first blade contact his skin, he let the energies release, engulfing him in an orange glow.

The alfar stared in confusion, searching the empty space between their solid walls.
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Kashien materialized in the Arcanum. Its glass floor and high vaulted ceilings made it feel larger than it really was. The room was illuminated with hundreds of floating candles, mindlessly hovering in the air out of reach. Stepping from the suspended floor, he made his way into the elegant corridors of Dranar. His heavy footsteps echoed on the polished marble, leaving dusty tracks behind him. He could feel a trickle of blood from the alfaren glaive running down his cheek. Ignoring the minor wound, he rounded the corner and stepped into the grand hall.

The room was covered with ancient runes carved into the walls and ceilings. Even though a city of the mortal plane, the gods were known to frequent the ancient settlement. He took in the tales depicted in the runes, recalling the hundreds of times he’d heard the stories in his childhood. Several columns stood on each side supporting the cloudy vaulted ceilings. Hundreds of sconces hovered overhead, each one positioned perfectly between the others, illuminating the massive room. He glanced at the throne, spotting the oldest of his kind resting in his black elegant robes. Without delay he marched along the liner running the length of the room, stopping a few feet from the dais. Dropping to a knee, he locked eyes on the crimson carpet beneath his feet and addressed the eldest dalari formally. “My Lord, the alfar have turned against us. My army has been demolished and they’ve declared us human. I fear we’re to be hunted until the last of our kind is exterminated.”

The ancient dalari emperor motioned his grandson to stand. “My boy, you’re young. Your emotions get the better of you. Our people will have difficult days to come, that’s a certainty. But this is hardly the first time this world has lost its need of us. Worry not, we'll be restored when our kind is nothing more than a distant memory. On that day, we’ll be reborn and Dranar will once again be filled with dalari.” The emperor held a contented smile, reassuring the young prince.

Kashien looked into the eyes of his grandfather. “May that day come swiftly, for I do not know how we will last.”
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Chapter III

The First Dreuslayer

 

 

Constellations changed time and time again over the centuries. Some stars burned out, while others ignited for the first time. Despite their age and placement, this evening they looked down through the massive cloud cover over the Reinir Sea. Her waters boiled and churned, rushing over everything within sight. Of the tiny specks of light lost in the water's surface, one in particular remained visible.

The ship rocked violently with each wave crashing into the hull. The unending cascade of motion sent the men on board racing to secure the lines. The sails jerked and fluttered, catching the massive twisting winds.

Gareth's muscles flexed, straining against the wheel. He couldn't fathom how the single rudder could present so much resistance. Bracing himself for the approaching wall of water, he felt mist speckle his exposed flesh before the collision. The wave hit with a crash, knocking his feet from beneath him. He pulled against the spokes, locked firmly in his grip.

Getting back to his feet, he looked down at the crew below. He couldn't afford to be thrown overboard. Not only would it result in his death, but the lives of his crew hung in the balance. The heavy droplets of rain stung when they hit, like thousands of needles stabbing into his face. They pooled together and dripped from his bald head. His thick, red beard was drenched, streaming the salty liquid into his already soaked tunic. The white linen clung to him with the moisture, exposing the matted hair on his chest. With moments to spare before the next wave would hit, the grizzled captain surveyed the deck, hoping the storm hadn't claimed too much.

Their entire haul had been washed away, making the trip altogether a waste. Much of his crew were missing, most likely swept over the side, leaving their jobs to be filled by the remaining men. The gale winds blowing in each and every direction made it difficult to keep the sails taut.

There's no way to rescue them, they’re at Corin's mercy. Half-lost in thoughts of his men, he fought the shifting current hoping his decision would save the rest.  

“All hands on deck, drop the sails, we're more likely to break a mast than we are to get anywhere in this wind.” His voice bellowed out over the howling sea and hammering winds. “Everyone else, grab an oar and start rowing.” The exhausted captain steered the fishing vessel directly into the waves. The ride was much rougher, but there was less chance to keel over. He looked through the dark, rolling clouds to the tiny flickers of light beyond. He couldn't be certain without a clear view, but port shouldn’t be more than a few days out in dry conditions. The storm would delay them greatly.

The ship started to gain speed, but the constant change in direction stifled their progress. The great currents, along with the wind pushing them off course, made the wheel difficult to hold steady.

He glanced down at the compass, watching the lubber’s line. Correcting direction, he searched the horizon for any sign of familiarity. Last thing he needed was to run aground, provided he could keep her afloat long enough to make port. Without warning the wind picked up, nearly knocking him from his feet.

Several minutes it blew harder than ever before. Then, as quickly as the maelstrom arrived, it was gone. The choppy waters calmed leaving the ship to float gently across diminishing waves. The dark-gray sky began to clear, allowing the rising sun to burn through the thinning clouds. The beams reflected off the shimmering water, illuminating the lone vessel gliding gracefully atop the glassy sheen.

Relief washed over him. Checking the horizon, he tied off the wheel to keep her straight. Making his way from the helm to the upper deck, he overlooked the crew still rowing in unison.

“Captain on deck!” The first mate shouted, notifying the crew of his presence.

They locked the oars into position and jumped from the small wooden benches lining both sides of the deck. Awaiting his command they looked up, clearly relieved to be out of the storm.

Gareth surveyed the deck, saddened by how empty it was. Nearly a month's worth of work was lost in a few hours. His crew was nearly half the size it was the day before. The ship was battered, but she was whole. That was more than he could ask for. “Joseph, take two men and survey the ship. I want a list of everything lost, including sailors. We’re not far from port. I’d like to be able to notify their widows when we arrive.” He watched the three men jump from their station and rush below deck. “The rest of you raise the sails and stow the ship. We've lost too much to delay any longer. Helmsman, get up here and take the wheel. I’m gonna’ find out exactly how far off course we are.”

“Aye, Captain!” They sounded in unison. Watching him turn from the balcony, they scurried off to batten down everything lost in the storm.

With purpose, Gareth marched across the upper deck and stepped into his quarters. Stripping off his wet clothes, tossing them into a barrel, he grabbed a fresh set. Drying himself, he quickly dressed and grabbed a round leather case lying on the floor near his desk. The room was trashed. Nothing was where it belonged. Items had been thrown from their assigned places during the night. At least it was still on board, unlike much of his crew. Forcing his sorrows beneath the surface, Gareth unbuckled the straps and pulled the cap off the end of the deep-brown case. Removing the parchment within, he unrolled it exposing a large map. Tacking the corners down, he went to work discerning their exact location.
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Night had fallen on the vast ocean, calm and peaceful with the gentle sounds of water slapping against the bow. The large vessel slid across the surface like a hot knife into butter. The mild breeze held the sails taut. Only the occasional flap could be heard when the wind changed direction.

“Land ho!” The watch shouted from the nest, signaling east.

The signal fire was little more than a speck on the horizon, flickering in the distance. The sun was just beginning to crest, making the growing flame all but disappear in its glow.

Gareth stood at the helm, arms folded across his body, watching the helmsman steer the ship ever closer to home. Even from this distance the sight was unnerving. Something’s wrong. This is the largest port city for at least a month in any direction. I’ve never seen fewer than twenty ships docked. Reaching for the leather holster on his hip, he removed his sight glass. With a quick flip of the wrist, it extended. He brought it up, scanning the port. “After a storm like that, this place should be packed. Why’s it so bare?” He thought aloud, unintentionally giving it voice. The thought sent a chill down his spine.

“I don’t have answers any more than those you’re already thinking, Capt’n.”

A smile graced his bearded face. While the helmsman was blunt with his speech, he was always painfully honest. “Well put, Malakai.” He watched the harbor draw ever closer. Timing their descent with the wooden posts that marked each side of the port entrance, Gareth bellowed out. “Drop the sails. Ready to make port, starboard side!”

The sails fell with a crash, removing the steady thrust. With clipped wings she drifted forward, carried by her momentum.

Malakai cranked the wheel, steering her into the bay. She groaned with the sharp turn, sliding sideways toward the dock. With a gentle bump, she rocked against the rawhide bumpers, coming to a stop.

The harbormaster stood on the wooden planks watching the ship roll in. With a quick glance he looked at his feet, measuring distance from the water. His two assistants stood near the edge, waiting to catch the moorings. A soft, subtle smile breached his lips. A heavy splash erupted between the hull and dock, soaking the lads. He grinned contently at the water line just ahead of his feet. A gentle reminder of what it was like to be inexperienced.

“First Mate, see the ship secured. I’m gonna go have a chat with the master.” The captain waited for the gangway to be positioned before he stepped off. He took in the sight of the elderly man, standing tall in his fine tunic and embossed felt vest. With age alone, he was ready to relinquish his duties to someone younger. But he retained a good sense of spirit, something many his age had lacked for years.

“Captain Gareth D'Averon, I'm glad to see you made it through that mysterious storm.” He placed his hands on his waistline. 

“Master Merrick, why’s the port so bare? Has something happened?”

The old man dropped his cheerful guise. Looking to his assistants, busy tying off the lines, he hesitated before speaking. “We— We were attacked. They came out of nowhere, from every direction. Like a swarm of darkness in the middle of the night.” He shifted uneasily, searching for anything to change the subject. Darting his gaze around he found the young captain’s eyes, forcing him to continue. “The guards were taken completely by surprise. It didn’t take any time at all before they’d overrun the whole town. Several people were captured. We don’t know how many were killed. Most of the boats set sail last night, to restock supplies. That and for fear of them returning.”

Gareth hung on each word, intently listening for anything substantial. “And my family, do you know anything of them?” His voice cracked with fear.

“I'm sorry sir, we've been too busy repairing damages. We haven't been able to gather an accurate count of survivors. All I can say is I haven’t seen—”
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