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“There is no winner in war. Death can be felt from both sides.”
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This story leans dark fantasy / epic fantasy with mature themes, focusing on power struggles, loyalty, and emotional endurance through cruelty and war. Readers should expect intense violence, emotional hardship, and abuse of power, balanced by moments of resilience, love, and camaraderie.
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Chapter One
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Avalon heard the crackling of the lightning outside the windows. Even with all of this being normal now, he still was unnerved to hear the thunder and lightning. But as he looked outside, this storm seemed different. The skies were shining brightly, birds were still chirping, but off in the horizon, there was a dark cloud that was slowly taking over the skies. It all seemed to be starting at a certain point that made him nervous. That’s in Cloudfire Hill’s direction, he thought to himself. As he looked around the throne room, others were starting to take notice of the same direction. Rose came into the throne room with a panicked look and rushed over to Avalon. 

“Something feels off with that. The air has an evil tint to it.” Rose said as she looked to him for confidence.

But Avalon couldn’t offer the same reassurance he always could before. As he continued to watch the darkness from a distance spread, he knew this wasn’t just a normal storm. But with all of the cursed stones gone, he couldn’t imagine what else would cause that. That’s when Kai’s thoughts before he left Kingsford echoed in his head. Two of the stones were keys to a prison. Did Kai help them break him out? Avalon thought as he heard Clariss and Rae run in. But why would Kai do that? Why would Kai help them? The thoughts plagued Avalon as he looked towards Rayanna. He didn’t want to speak it into existence, but if Kai was crooked all along, the thought of Rayanna being twisted as well started to rear his head.

“Wait, who has the keys?” Clariss asked Avalon with a worried look on her face.

Avalon looked down towards the ground, as he knew if he said the truth, it would destroy their family. But as he looked towards Rose, then Clariss, and finally Rayanna, he knew it was going to come out eventually. He started to entertain other ideas of Isabelle using powerful magic, or Kai being killed for the keys, but as the three women around him continued to stare at him, he knew he had to answer.

“Kai was supposed to keep the keys in separate locations. He had both of them.” Avalon said softly as he turned again towards the window. 

“My brother had both keys?” Rayanna asked as she didn’t want to believe him.

“Yes, Avalon thought it would be better for him to have both for safekeeping, and so he could do a little more research. The timing of this is disturbing though.” Rose said as she clung to Avalon with a distrustful look at Rayanna.

“You’re not really trying to blame Rayanna for what her brother may or may not have done, right? We don’t even know what is going on!” Clariss exclaimed as she protectively moved in front of her lover.

“No. No one is placing any blame here. But, we need to go scout the area and see what is taking place before any other conclusions are drawn.” Avalon said in a stern tone as he watched the sky continue to turn darker by the second. 

“Clariss and I can go; we can use Spike to be back by nightfall.” Rayanna offered.

“NO.” Avalon barked at them before he realized how harshly that came out. “No, I’ll go while Rose watches over the repairs on Kingsford.” 

Rose looked to him with a slight bit of panic before he realized exactly why he said that. If he wasn’t sure who to trust at that moment, after everything they had been through, then things were vastly more dangerous than even she thought. She looked over to Clariss and Rayanna, only to see the hurt and scorn on both of their faces. 

“And we sit here like fools? Avalon, you have known me your whole life, yet now you act like you can't trust me! And Rayanna has risked everything time and time again!” Clariss growled as she balled her fist up.

“Clariss, Hun, I am sure that’s not what he meant. He just didn’t want to put anyone else in danger, I’m sure.” Rayanna said as she put her hands on Clariss’s shoulder to try and calm her down. 

“It is not about trust at all; we have no reason to question her or you. It is about not knowing what is going on. The last person who had the keys was Kai, which raises some questions.” Avalon yelled back at her. 

As the three of them continued to argue, Rose watched the dark clouds spread across the sky. Within a matter of moments, the darkness and lightning were all you could see. But the lightning didn’t act like the other storms she had seen; this lightning bounced from cloud to cloud, never actually striking on the ground. While the argument heated up more by the second, Rose leaned out the window to feel a sickly cool fall across the air. It doesn’t matter who unlocked the cage, I know he is here, Rose thought to herself. 

“You have all trusted me this far to lead us past everything. Rainer shall be no different. I will check out Cloudfire Hill and be back before anything else takes place.” Avalon finally said as he whistled for Spike.

As Spike flew up to the window, another lightning bolt flew, but this time it landed. It was right in the middle of the training field outside, but this time, there was a shadowy figure that stood there as the lightning cleared. The four of them exchanged glances before Avalon jumped on Spike’s back and flew down to him. Clariss screamed profanities at him as he swiftly landed on the field. 

There stood a man who loomed over Avalon. Avalon slowly took one step forward and examined the man in front of him. His short silvery hair looked smooth and slicked back as his face looked stern and serious. He was a thick and rugged build, but it was all hidden underneath this ornate, shiny black armor. Across each shoulder were rich, colorful, green gems. As both of them stood on opposite sides of the clearing, neither of them was anxious to move more than a centimeter. Finally, a slight smile flashed across the tall, dark figure.

“Twenty-one years has been a long time, my son.” the dark figure spoke.

Avalon figured it was Rainer, but he didn’t expect the dark, velvety voice as it spoke. His voice echoed across the training field, which unnerved Avalon more than he cared to express. Spike stood behind Avalon with a deep growl, yet the man that stood in front of them didn’t seem bothered at all. In fact, he honestly looked like he couldn't care less about the powerful companion that he had. 

“So, Shadow King Rainer, I take it?” Avalon tried to sound unshaken, but a bit of fear poked through his voice.

“Must we be so formal? I’ve waited a long time for this.” Rainer inquired as he stepped forward his hands out. 

Spike blew a huge set of fire that blocked Rainer’s path moving forward, yet Rainer stood in the middle of the flames before he took a second step. The green gems shined brightly as he finally stepped past the edge of the flames.

“Your little lizard has quite the flame. I guess I’ll have to occupy him if I plan to actually talk to you.” Rainer said somberly as he placed his hands in the air.

A bolt of lightning flew down from the sky and landed directly on his hands. As he closed his eyes, a dark blob started to form above him. The longer he had his eyes closed, the more formed the figure started to become. Avalon decided to take advantage of this moment and charged at him silently. Using the lightest footsteps, Avalon closed the gap in a period of seconds as the black blob formed a large dragon the same size as Spike. Rainer opened his eyes and looked forward just as Avalon struck him in his chest. As Rainer fell down to one knee, Avalon pulled the sword out just to try and take off his head next. But instead of him grimacing from pain, Rainer grabbed the sword in the middle of the swing with a great smile. 

“Oh, the anger and determination you put into each movement is so wonderful. I am such a proud father.” Rainer said as he regained his footing.

“How? Wait, I stabbed you...” Avalon’s voice trailed off as he realized just how much trouble he was in. 

“Would you like a few more swings? I can fake the agony if that will make you feel better?” Rainer grinned as he raised one hand up in the sky. 

That was when the black, shadowy dragon flew directly at Spike with amazing speed. Spike shot directly up into the sky as quickly as he could, as that nightmare closed in on him with each wing flap. Spike spun around and threw the hottest fire he could at the creature behind him, only for it to shoot past the flames as easily as Rainer did. As the shadow dragon finally caught up, he grabbed Spike’s tail and started to spin him around before he threw him directly at the ground. Spike barely pulled up before he struck the ground and got himself ready for another attack at the dragon, only to see a bright glow in the nightmare’s hand. As the light shone brighter, the shadow dragon roared with a ferocious growl before the light consumed him completely.

“Angel Stones? Impossible.” Rainer growled as he watched his creation die. 

Avalon charged at him again, only for Rainer to swing at him as strongly as he could. As he connected, Avalon flew backwards before he landed against a giant cushion of water. As he looked to his side, there were Clariss, Rayanna, and Rose as they charged in to fight. Clariss took that cushion from Avalon and hardened it into a giant javelin made out of ice. But as she launched it at him, Rainer side stepped as the ice flew right past him. Avalon tried to call them back, but they ignored them as they continued to get closer to him.

Rayanna grabbed a throwing knife from her belt and threw it at him with all of her might. As she multiplied them, she tried to focus on the fire she felt before, as her bracers started to glow. As fire formed around the flying knives, she smiled as the flames increased in size. Rainer spread his arms wide as he welcomed any attempt to attack him. But he didn’t realize what was on her arms as the knives started to hit their mark. As each one hit, small cracks of light shattered around each site of impact.

Rose had her bow already up as she ran towards Avalon. As she moved, she launched each arrow carefully. As the gem in the bow started to glow as brightly as Rayanna’s did. And just like her strikes, each arrow created large cracks of light as Rainer howled in agony from each hit. Clariss followed up with a huge volcanic fire that surrounded and engulfed him quickly. As Rose helped Avalon to his feet, she smiled as she could hear his screams of agony.

“We need to leave, NOW!” Avalon ordered.

“Calm down, Avalon, we got him. Can’t you hear the screams?” Clariss grinned as she turned her back on the fire. 

“RUN NOW!” Avalon screamed at them, only for the fire that held Rainer to start to subside. 

As Rainer stood there, his black armor glowed red hot. Each of the light cracks started to disappear, and he stood there, no longer in pain, but very angry. Clariss was the first one to start to run, but it did her little good as Rainer charged at her, and he was faster. Before Avalon could even react, Rainer stood in the middle of all four of them with his hand on Rayanna’s neck.

“More Angel Stones? That stupid, worthless woman said she took care of them.” Rainger growled as he lifted her into the air, as she kicked and screamed. 

She grabbed the throwing knives off her belt to try and attack, but was much too slow as Rainer grabbed her arm and squeezed until her bones shattered. Her screams echoed through the cool air as he enjoyed the sounds of her pain. Spike rushed him from behind and took him up in the air as he dropped her from the shock. Clariss rushed over to her and started to heal her as they all watched the mighty dragon fly higher in the air with flames shooting out of his mouth. 

“Rose, grab her and get the hell back in there! We are outmatched in a significant manner!” Avalon ordered her.

This time, Rose didn’t falter at all; she rushed over and helped the crying Rayanna to her feet. As the three of them rushed back into the castle, they glanced black to see different parts of the sky erupt into a red dark light, as Spike continued to attempt to deal with him. As they made it into the castle, Rose watched Avalon as he stood ready for whatever happened in that battle. As she looked one more time at her closest friend, she wanted nothing more than to run out and help her lover. As Clariss begged her to go back to him, Rose shut the door and bolted it shut. A tear fell as she put her head against the door. Come back to me, dammit, Rose begged Avalon in her thoughts.

No matter how hard Spike hit him, Rainer didn’t seem to be phased at all. With very little options left, Spike embraced him as tightly as he could and spun around and flew as fast as he could towards the ground. Rainer barely looked phased as the ground approached. As Spike let him go right before impact, he attempted to pull up as quickly as he could, only to still hit the ground. The impact was indirect and sent him rolling before he finally stopped on his back. Spike looked back, he realized that one of his wings had broken during the fight, but his whole body ached with such pain that it left him paralyzed. The more he tried to regain his movement, the more agony he was in. 

Rainer pushed up off the ground and limped over to Spike. After a few steps, the limp switched up to a slight hobble, then it was gone. Like he hadn’t just spun into the dirt in a high speed intensity. As Rainer approached Spike, he reached down to his belt and pulled out his own sword. The dark, cursed blade felt comfortable in his hands as a grin crossed his face as he drew closer. 

As Rainer kept his approach up, Avalon took off towards them. He knew what Rainer was about to do, and he had to stop him. As Avalon readied his sword, the blue flame emitted from the dark blade. Each step Avalon took felt like four, and as he closed the gap, Rainer turned as he heard the heavy footprints. 

“You will not harm him!” Avalon growled as he drew the blade back. 

“What magic is this?!?!?” Rainer demanded as he felt the heat from the blade.

As Avalon swung as hard as he could at Rainer’s chest. He was determined to pierce his heart and kill him before something else happened. But when he connected this time, blood started to pour across his chest. The flames shattered one of the green gems. As Rainer staggered back, Avalon swung a second time, then a third time. Each hit connected and drew blood, as Avalon tried to force him back away from the fallen Spike.

“Sorry you had to come back just to die!” Avalon exclaimed as he went to swing the sword one more time at him.

That’s when an arrow pierced through Avalon’s leg. As he dropped to one knee, a second arrow went through his right arm. The screams of pain were cut short as Rainer staggered forward and threw all of his force into one punch. As Avalon flew backwards, his body felt limp as he finally landed several feet back from where he was. As he slipped in and out of consciousness, he saw a blonde knight that looked familiar and Isabelle walk towards Rainer. 

“Sorry, I am late, my love. I really didn’t think you would need the help. Good thing I did bring Miriel.” Isabelle said melodically as she put her hands on him gently. 

Spike stood up as his legs shook from the pain. He looked over towards Avalon, who laid there without any movement at all. As each step reverberated pain through his whole body, Spike continued to march forward towards them. As fire built up in his mouth, Rainer turned towards the dragon and shoved the cursed black deep into his chest. Spike looked down and tried to push the fire out one more time. With his last bit of strength, a massive fireball flew directly at Isabelle and her blonde knight accomplice. 

Isabelle was quick to hide behind Rainer, but watched as Miriel struggled to get behind him as well. Isabelle winked at her before she used her foot to shove her back into the path of the fire. As the flames engulfed her, Miriel screamed as her skin started to melt away first. The smell of burnt skin filled the air as Isabelle watched from behind her lover.

Rainer looked deep into the dragon's eyes as he watched him die. As the dragon finally collapsed onto the ground, Rainer grinned as he looked towards his son, Avalon. Isabelle opened a portal towards Cloudfire Hill as he looked towards the chaos. As the two of them exited the field, all that was left was death and destruction. Rainer glanced back one last time before she closed the portal with a victorious smile. 
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Chapter Two
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Isabelle and Rainer walked through the portal into the Cloudfire Hill castle. Isabelle looked over to her love, the one she had been waiting for, with such eyes after the destruction he had just caused. Over twenty years in the making, the fact that he stood tall next to her was everything she hoped for and so much more. He looked down towards her, and she could feel her heart skip a beat. It has been so long for her that she couldn’t even remember the last time she felt his touch. As he looked down towards her, he reared his hand up and swung at her with all of his might. She flew back against the wall and collapsed limply on the ground.

“What did I do to deserve that, my love?” she struggled hard to get it out as the pain seared through her body. 

“When I was locked away all those years ago, you swore to me on your life that you would deal with the Angel stones. You would fix this world so it would be easier to rule. I came back to face three stone wielders, and the world was no different. You have failed me.” he growled intensely.

“We had things fixed. Leon and all of the ones you put in power. Your children were the ones who broke the stones!” she cried as she tried to crawl to his feet. 

“The old king was the one who trapped me in those two stones all those years ago. With his dying breath, I was locked away. Now, I am back and find things worse than when I left. You insolent wretch, you are lucky I let you keep your head.” he barked at her with such a tone that left her in fear. 

“Worse how?” Isabelle said as she looked up at him.

“That dragon isn’t gone, with that stone on his tail, it will take a lot worse than that to kill him. I could still hear his heartbeat.” Rainer explained to her.

“But you beat him so easily! He couldn’t possibly be a threat.” she remembered.

Rainer looked at the woman at his feet, who begged for forgiveness. Yet, the only thing on his mind was trying to figure out how she became so ignorant and useless. He reached down and picked her up by the throat and brought him to eye level. He stared deep into her eyes as she tried to fight for air. As her face started to turn a shade of blue, he smiled at her.

“That dragon is only in his 3rd stage, and even then, he killed the one knight you came with instantly. If you had stood behind her, you would have been gone too. That would have been one less headache for me to deal with.” he explained softly before he threw her down. 

As she gasped to regain air, she knew she had messed up. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be; he was supposed to be infatuated with me for his freedom, she thought to herself. As she tried to rise back to her feet, her knees buckled, and she fell back to the ground. She heard footsteps approach the throne room that sounded so familiar, but she couldn’t place them. 

“You really can’t trust that woman to do much of anything but fail.” a soft voice came from behind Rainer that Isabelle instantly recognized.

“Talon!” she hissed.

Rainer turned around and saw a tall bald man as he leaned against the entrance to the throne room. He examined the man as he stood in the doorway and was amused by all the scars that he could see on him. The handprint scar on his chest let him know that he had fought with shadow magic at least once, but as far as he could see, the man posed no threat. However, the tone that escaped from Isabelle told him there was more to the story than he knew.

“And you are?” Rainer demanded to know who challenged her in his presence.

“Just a run of the mill guy who loves to inflict pain.” Talon said with a grin as he mocked a bow towards him.

“Why are you here?” Rainer growled at this bold ‘Talon’ as he seemed like he was horrible for not knowing who he was.

“Well, giant, dark, stormy clouds fill the sky, all from this location. Makes sense to me to come and see what all the fuss is about.” Talon winked as he could see Isabelle as she sat on the ground, beaten and broken.

“And how do you know this wretch?” Rainer indicated towards Isabelle.

Talon went over all the beautiful details since Alaric had first put him in the Dawn Group all that time ago. He specified the missions he was placed on and the outcomes, as he made sure to linger on some of his highlights. Rainer seemed just as amused as he did when he went over the times he fought with Avalon and his group. As Rainer sat on that little throne chair, he continued to listen intently as Talon explained everything to the last detail.

“So, you used her own stone to not only make her obedient for a time, but to trap her as well?” Rainer chuckled as Talon nodded.

“You should punish his treachery!” Isabelle begged as she used the castle bricks to get to her feet.

“Treachery? It sounds like I should have put all my faith in him.” Rainer dismissed her immediately.

“Awww, Izzy, I like this guy. Why didn’t we spring him earlier?” Talon chuckled as he watched her struggle to her feet.

“His children had to experience the darkness first while they held the stones. Maybe if you had done your job right in the first place!” Isabelle screamed at him. 

“You ignorant bitch, who do you think got them there?” Talon growled as he went to charge at her, but looked to Rainer and calmed down immediately. 

“Talon, it seems I have you to thank for my freedom then.” Rainer smiled as he eyed Isabelle.

Isabelle couldn’t believe the words he just said. As her jaw dropped, she struggled to take a step closer to him, but Rainer had such a look at Talon that she immediately felt fearful for herself. Talon walked closer to Rainer and kneeled at his feet with such a wide grin as his eyes never left her. Isabelle summoned as much fire as she could and threw a medium size fireball at Talon as fast as she could. As Rainer put his hand out to block it, the fire impacted hard against his arm before it quickly fizzled out. 

“He did nothing of the sort! I have been working night and day on both sides to get you free! It has taken years to get your children to Kingsford. Sean, Chasity, and Meredith slowed everything down by playing homemaker with them!” Isabelle looked at him as she begged him to see the truth. 

“Ah, Chasity, she was such a great lover. How is she these days?” Rainer smiled as he reminisced.

“Dead. He killed her!” Isabelle said venomously as she pointed towards the smiling snake in front of him. 

“She had it coming.” Talon said as he spat on the throne room floor. 

“It does seem like you’re the right man for the job, then.” Rainer grinned as he saw an evil tint in Talon’s eye sparkle.

“Does it pay well? That’s my only question.” Talon asked as he still had his eye on Isabelle.

“That is your only question? Not what is the job or how hard will it be? You just wanted to be compensated fairly?” Rainer looked at him in pure shock. 

“Well, the last job was supposed to set me up for life. Yet almost everyone who was a part of that is dead, minus one anyway.” Talon explained. 

“Well, I have a great reward for you, then.” Rainer promised as he stood up. 

Talon isn’t a small guy; he has always loomed over most people, but as this ‘Rainer’ stood up, he instantly felt minuscule. As he walked over to Isabelle, Talon stood as he waited to hear his prize. Rainer grabbed Isabelle by the back of the neck and lifted her into the air. As she screamed, he let some dark shadows out of his hand that quickly surrounded her neck. Isabelle fought for her life as she tried to get the magic away. But as he held her, he stormed over towards Talon and dropped her right at his feet. With another movement of his hand, the black magic formed a dark iron collar around her neck. As Isabelle watched in horror, the shadow magic went directly into Talon. 

“This is my great prize?” Talon said with a sour tone in his voice.

“A full enchantress at your service. I trust you can find uses for the worthless wretch.” Rainer said as he went back to the throne.

“My Love!!!!! You are willing to toss me away like the trash you find on a trail?” Isabelle cried as she ran towards Rainer.

“Bitch, get over here, don’t stain his clothes with your worthless tears.” Talon demanded.

Isabelle froze mid-step. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t bring herself any closer to Rainer. But that is when her body started to move on its own. First her right leg, then the other leg, and before she knew it, she was turned around towards Talon. As she tried harder to fight it, the iron collar started to burn around her neck. The more she fought, the hotter the iron would get. Within a few seconds, the smell of burnt skin started to fill the air. As she finally let go, she found herself at Talon’s feet with her head down. The iron finally started to cool down. As she looked up, the menacing smile on his face sent shivers down her spine.
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