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Investigator Eli Jones shivered as he looked at the awful magic-pic of his beautiful, sweet, kind sister’s corpse. This was the last thing he had wanted to look at first thing in the morning when he had got to his little office. He smiled at the silly idea. He could hardly call the backroom of a damp, little tavern in the middle of nowhere an office.

The straw roof above him was wet with little specks of black mould starting to grow, and the constant drip of last night’s rain in the far corner was just annoying. Every few seconds the damn water droplets would pound in the cracked granite floor like a bullet was dropping.

He knew it wasn’t actually that bad as his best friends Isla and Patricia had said a thousand times before, but his hearing was too good. And having great hearing was a curse at times. At least he could hear the patrons in the bar laugh, talk about the victory of the local schools and there was a group of three mothers who were very proud of their girls achieving top grades.

It was simple moments like that, where everyone was happy and ignorant of the darker sides of the world. That was what made Eli smile and keep exploring, keep learning and keep fighting.

Yet his sister was now dead.

Eli leant against his worm-eaten wooden chair that creaked with every movement he made, he didn’t really care, the bar owner didn’t care about him. So Eli supposed any damage wouldn’t be missed that much, but still, he wanted to be respectful.

He studied the awful image of his older sister, Annabella. Her corpse was spread out with massive, long slashes in her stomach and arms like she had tried to fight something off. That was so typical of Bella, she was always a fighter and she would never allow anyone to walk over her. It was why she was elected at 18 to the Eagle’s Senate and soon she was meant to be promoted to Supreme Chancellor at 25.

She would have been amazing at leading the Legalisate. 

Eli was about to study the pic more that had arrived for him this morning but he heard the constant squeaking of Isla’s boots in the distance. She had probably only just come into the bar, and there was the constant bang of Patricia’s little pocket crossbow against her sword hilt too.

Moments later the door opened and Eli grinned at his two best friends. Isla had her long black hair tied into a deadly bun with her useless sword at her waist, and Patricia’s longish golden hair was flowing round her shoulders. Patricia’s violet eyes were wide.

“Master, the local orphanage loved your donation, but you know two-thousand Bar is a lot,” Patricia said. “Maybe, Master, just maybe you could save our money a little,”

Eli laughed. Of course Patricia had a point because their work was light. No one wanted a private investigator these days in the middle of nowhere. No one was going missing, no one was looking for him and no one wanted anything to do with him.

Money was tight. He could barely afford to feed Isla and Patricia some weeks, so he didn’t eat instead and he just hoped beyond hope that they would never find out.

“And news from the Eagle Empire,” Isla said bringing over a newspaper. “Emperor Shard was assassinated two nights ago in the heart of the Senate,”

Eli looked back at the magic-pic. Bella’s bright red eyes were just as terrifying in death as they were in life, and her long raven hair was spread out all round her. The Emperor was dead. The Emperor of the largest Empire on the Continent was dead. That was impossible. 

Shard had been the power stone of the Continent for the past seventy years according to his mum and dad. He brought peace, stability and riches to the Continent when it was just a wasteland after the war with the foul Twisted East and the disgusting Tanoian Empire.

“Oh,” Isla said. “I’m... I’m so sorry, Master. I... I didn’t know,”

Eli weakly smiled at her. Isla’s eyes were wide, shocked and a tear was forming in the corner of her eyes. He didn’t blame her, he had cried for an hour this morning but this almost didn’t seem real. He couldn’t allow himself to think about the death of Bella.

He had to be strong, because she was dead, the Emperor was dead and that meant there was a killer on the loose.

Of course the Investigium could focus on the Emperor’s death, but he was not allowing the fools who had turned their backs on him to ruin his sister’s case. He had to find the truth and he had to get justice for Bella.

“We’re on the edges of Eagle,” Patricia said. “Bella was two thousand miles away, Master. I know you want to do something, but what can we do?”

Eli was about to shrug and suggest they use the rest of their money to support the homeless in the village, but then he noticed something in the magic-pic. There was a glimmering to the slashes and there were a few droplets of blood round the wound. Almost like a creature had tried to drink from Bella’s wound whilst she was still alive.

The idiots in the Twisted East across the ocean would probably have believed beasts that did that. The Continent did not.

But there was a single creature, a single monster, a single enemy that would drink human blood.

Demons.

He shivered again at the very realisation and he looked at his two best friends who leant across his worm-eaten desk. They wanted to help him, they wanted to support him and he loved them for that.

Yet he couldn’t tell them about demons. No one was meant to know about them because most humans went insane at the very idea of demons. He only knew about them because... there was a reason his parents were no longer around. 

And he had joined the Slayers after that. A secret organisation dedicated to the fighting and annihilation of demons, and protecting the innocent. 

He had been forced out of the Slayers a long time ago, but if Bella was killed by a demon. He had to go back to the one place he was banned from going to. He had to go to the Slayer Fortress.

He could be welcomed back, or killed. Eli didn’t really mind which (beyond hoping to live) because he had to find out what happened to his sister no matter what horrors he had to face along the way.

Even though once he told Isla and Patricia about the existence of the Slayers and Demons.

He could not allow them to know why he wasn’t a Slayer anymore. He just couldn’t.

Little did he realise he was now entering a much grander plot filled with twists, turns and death than he ever thought possible.

And the truth always rises. 
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When the first twig snapped behind me, Blake Lawerence, I whipped out my sword so hard my black robes flicked up in the air with a crack. The awful icy cold air was damp and made my breath form thick columns of vapour. My long columns stretched out into the pitch black forest filled with giant oak pine trees.

I hated everything about the damn forest because it was a perfect hiding place for demons. The oak trees had their branches shooting out in all sorts of crazy, unnatural angles. There was a branch above me that did a perfect loop around itself before growing straight down and creating another too-perfect oak tree that grew into the ground.

Even the roots seemed to have a life of their own with their twisted, searching eyes that looked like they were tracking every move I made. The roots were small, flexible and I did not doubt for a moment the roots were razor-sharp.

There was nothing natural about this forest.

Other people might have been terrified, horrified or just blissfully clueless about the forest. I wasn’t. I do not really know if I’ve ever felt fear, but I am a Slayer. It is my duty, my purpose and my focus to kill all demons on the Continent.

Some people might call Slayers belonging to the Primal Order, witches, wizards or abominations in their own right. I disagree, of course. I just use my skills to protect the innocent, make sure that families are safe and that no child is made an orphan. That is my focus and I will not rest until every single demon is dead. 

And if someone thinks my magic-like breathing techniques are witchcraft then so be it.

The twisted, mostly deformed branches were too thick to allow any starlight or anything remotely beautiful to enter. It was almost like the branches were trying to choke the night sky out of the forest. Yet I could still see a few beautiful bright stars up there. I don’t really know why I love them so much. 

Stars are so bright, so hopeful and beautiful against the pitch darkness of the night. Maybe my mother or father was a fan of them and maybe they took me stargazing as a kid. But that would require me to remember anything about my childhood.

I do not, at least not clearly. I only feel emotions I might or might not have developed back then.

Another twig snapped behind me.

I raised my sword in a defensive position. My sword was always warm, and given how awfully cold it was, the hotter my sword got, the happier I was going to be. The heat was going to be a godsend. And at least my fingers wouldn’t go numb and become a weakness in battle.

The demons had to die.

Especially because a little girl had said her parents had been killed two nights ago because of a demon stalking the forest. The girl’s parents might have been fools for daring to come into the forest at nighttime, hell it was stupid to travel in the dark at all these days. Yet I couldn’t allow the demon to kill anyone else.

Thankfully the village had a good orphanage, so I donated a few Bars and I know the girl will find a good home. She will be okay and that’s all that matters.

I might have failed her two nights ago, but I was not allowing the demon to live anymore.

The foul aroma of blood, death and rotten eggs punched me in the face and the demon was close. I flat out hated the smell of demons. It was so unnatural, so ugly and it was why the bloody demons had to be slaughtered.

No demons could be left alive.

The smell changed directions.

I ducked and rolled forward.

I leapt back up and I wanted to slaughter the disgusting abomination in front of me. The immense cat-like demon with six arms, four legs and dagger-like eyes just stared at me.

I wanted to cough and vomit. This demon was an outrage and I hated it. I hated this damn creature so much. 

The demon roared. It charged. I couldn’t allow it to live.

I flew towards.

The demon slashed. Kicked. Punched.

I leapt to one side. Again. Again.

The demon screamed.

It wasn’t a powerful demon so I could beat it. I could kill it. I could stop it from hurting others.

First Way Shadow Breathing.

I leapt towards the creature breathing in the icy cold air. The air exploded in my lungs and my eyes glowed deadly white and my sword became engulfed in Black Flame.

The demon screamed. It panicked. It was going to die.

I swung at it.

A shockingly thin black shadowy wire zoomed towards the demon. Beheading it. The demon exploded into flames and I carefully landed on the ground.

I took another short breath of the icy cold air and I grinned. I had killed another demon so that meant more people were safe, protected and the larger Continent wouldn’t know about demons for another day. At least that was the hope, because other people could never learn about the existence of demons ever again.

Two hundred years ago had proved that. There was so much chaos, so much death and the demons only got stronger. 

“Well, that was impressive Blake,” a man’s voice said behind me.

I spun round and raised my sword. I blinked a few times at the sight of a raven just sitting there on top of one of the roots. All the roots were watching the Raven and I noticed some of the branches moving towards us.

The forest was not happy that I was here and it certainly wasn’t impressed at the Raven.

Yet the Raven didn’t smell like a demon. It smelt like delicious golden apples and rich sweet coffee with hints of dark chocolate. He smelt like a friend but I seriously doubted it. Hell, I don’t even know why I associated those smells with something good. Maybe my family or a past friend liked those smells?

I don’t know who I am and I hate it.

“That demon might not have been powerful but it was killing people,” the Raven said. “You might think that you have won but the Slayers’ time is over,”

“Who are you?” I asked. 

The Raven crackled like it was trying to laugh but couldn’t. “I am an enemy. Not a demon, not human, not someone in between. Maybe the stuff of nightmares. Tell me, how is the Slayer Fortress these days?”

The question slammed into me so hard that I froze. All the air rushed out my lungs, because that was meant to be a secret. No one was meant to know about the Slayer Fortress. No one was meant to know about the Slayers, period. 

No one was meant to know anything.

“I would hurry if I was you. The Continent is changing and well, Demons are going to be a powerful ally of mine in doing that,”

First Way Shad-

I went to breathe but the damn raven just melted away and as the twisted deformed branches moved closer to me, I shivered. 

The foul smell of rotting eggs, flesh and blood was gone. There were no more demons so I did not need to be here anymore.

Now I just had to make sure my friends, my fellow Slayers and everything I wanted to protect was still alive.

Little did I realise exactly what was happening around me.
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Eli flat out couldn’t believe what the hell had happened to the Slayer Fortress. This should have been impossible. This couldn’t be real. This had to be a living nightmare. 

“Master, I thought the Slayers were a myth,” Isla said.

Isla’s sweet voice jerked him back to reality and Eli just grinned to himself as Isla in her brand-new brown leather armour just stood there looking out at all the death, destruction and shattered rubble around them. He hadn’t wanted the odd report or two he had heard whispers on the way here to be true because these were once his friends, he was a former Slayer but the annihilation told the story itself. 

He shook his head at the shattered, twisted corpses that littered the valley floor for as far as he could see. For miles, there were only bloodied corpses in the bright red, purple and black robes of the Slayers but they were all dead now. There were a few smouldering piles of corpses and some flames lit up the horrific battle but it still meant the same. 

There were no survivors here.

Eli hated the damn demons for doing this, but he felt like this couldn’t be done by demons. The sharp, dagger-like edges of the valley were the clearest sign of that impossibility. There were black, shiny and bright glowing purple rocks ran through them like it had five years ago when he was here.

At the now-annihilated Slayer Fortress.

The glowing purple rock was the only known material that could kill demons outright without the need to chop off their head. Some people said that even if a demon saw the rock then they would die. He wasn’t exactly sure he believed it but he hoped it was true.

“So what else is true then Master?” Patricia asked.

Eli smiled at his assistant who was ever so carefully poking a burnt corpse with her sword like the poor Slayer still had life in him and would attack her. He would have liked that, it would have meant someone was alive to continue on the work of the Slayers, but there was no one.

He hated there were no sounds of chatting, talking or practice swords smashing into each other. The Fortress was so overwhelming back in the day. Eli had always preferred to train in the countryside away from the shouting of teachers punishing students for not understanding a concept a second fast enough. Or the sound of thousands of practice swords, or real ones, slamming into each other.

It was deafening.

But there were no sounds here. Except the gentle crackling of flames in the distance and the gentle howl of warm sweet, refreshing air from the nearby freshwater springs. 

“Demons,” Eli said. “Demons are real,” 

“What Master?” Isla asked whipping out her sword that she held in all the wrong ways and Eli so badly wanted her to drop it or just get a new weapon. The woman was more dangerous with a sword than not.

Eli just let the shock, terror and tension that simple realisation created hang in the air between the three of them. There weren’t even any signs of the original towering Fortress still remaining. 

He crunched a few small lumpy pieces of granite under his foot, but that was the only real sign that there had once been a Fortress. It was outrageous. The Fortress was a towering beauty, it was so awe-inspiring that it always lifted his heart to see it after returning from training or failed missions.

Now it was gone. 

“Okay,” Patricia said, poking the burnt corpse a final time before coming over to him. “We trust you Master. Why are we here?”

Eli wanted to hug Patricia and Isla, because even after everyone else at the Investigium had quit on him, left him and declared him insane for believing in demons. These two junior officers had given up everything to be with him. 
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