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I


“Okay, we are ready for the soul-binding to commence,” said Dr. Octavius Gladen.

Dr. Gladen was a man of forty-seven years and the father of Silla Gladen. Octavius was of average height, and slim. He had traveled and worked nonstop for the last twenty years. There was a clear haggardness that always showed on his face. He had short, graying hair and brown eyes.

“Father, what is the actual process for this binding to happen?” asked Silla inquisitively, but also in a smaller than usual tone. 

“Not to worry, honey. You and Omega will not feel any pain, and the entire process will be over almost instantaneously!” exclaimed Dr. Gladen with a gentle smile.

Dr. Gladen loved magic, which was all but forgotten in much of the land of Arrdus.

Of all the kingdoms in Arrdus, small or big, only Irkdale, far to the northeast, didn't treat magic as some unspeakable taboo. Some five hundred years ago, magic, once used freely by all, was lost to almost everyone, although few today knew why. 

Dr. Gladen studied magic in Irkdale for much of his life, spending more time there than even his home in the Kingdom of Rahm.

“There is something significant that I must implore before starting this binding,” said Dr. Gladen, no longer smiling.

“After I finish this binding curse magic… I will die.” 

Before they could interrupt, he continued his explanation. “For two souls to be bound for all eternity, another soul must be willingly sacrificed and lost for all eternity. I cannot ask anyone else to sacrifice their everlasting soul.”

Silla had a knack for remaining level-headed, but her anxiety was nothing to be ashamed of in such an unusual situation. For those who didn't know her, Silla could come off as spoiled and demanding, but she was also wholesome and sincere. She had a sharp nose, long brown hair, and distinct, bright green eyes.

“Silla, after this business is finished, I need you and Omega to go to my study where you will find a rather peculiar chest. I will not detail what is inside but suffice it to say that questions will be both answered and created. Both you and Omega will become one soul. With enough practice, or in times of emotional stress or bliss, you will be able to not only understand one another's thoughts but also see what the other sees and experience all of each other's senses.” 

Omega wondered how the doctor knew these fantastical truths. Octavius spoke as one with excellent tacit knowledge of a subject.

“Dr. Gladen,” spoke Omega… a man of unknown age, but in his late twenties, one would assume, in his usual soft voice, “if you die after binding us, what are we supposed to do next?” 

“Ah… my dear boy. You have experienced so much darkness, but I promise you that there is light out there. Hopefully, after today, you can begin to see it,” explained Dr. Gladen, sincerely.

Omega and Silla looked at each other, nodded, and let the doctor continue leaving his final instructions.

“After I die, all of the information that you will need to begin the first phase of your world-traversing adventure can be found in the chest I mentioned earlier. As for my body …” 

The sudden realization of impending death must have hit him because he grew silent for what seemed an eternity, when, in fact, it was only mere seconds.

“Sorry… as for my body, please dispose of it in a way that only Omega is capable of. Keeping my death secret for as long as possible will only aid your struggles.” 

Omega felt there was much that the doc was not relaying as his words were heavy with underlined meaning.

Dr. Gladen, not wanting to waste any more time and readily feeling his imminent demise, decided it was time to end his life.

“Please do not worry, Father. Omega and I will live on and do our utmost to fulfill the stakes of whatever is in that chest.” 

“I cannot go into detail now, Silla, but you will soon be capable of changing everything. I hope that the two of you can remain aligned in all of your choices… even when you discover the truth.” Octavius’s eyes froze on Omega, giving him a small smile, eyes full of deep regret.

Curse magic was mainly performed via incantation and blood. Depending on the curse, sometimes an entire soul was needed. Omega and Silla were now laying on a long wooden table, head-to-head, in a dimly candlelit room with no windows and only one door. As magic of any kind was taboo in Arrdus, there was no need to take chances of any passerby stumbling upon a glimpse.

“Now it is time to draw the blood of both parties,” said Octavius. “I must form a circle with Omega's blood on Silla's body and finish it on Omega's body with Silla's blood. I am sorry, Silla, but please put out your hand.” 

Grabbing Silla's hand, Octavius used his knife to cut her palm and collected enough blood to draw a half-circle. This line had to go all the way under the table, as the connection could not be broken. 

After receiving Silla's blood and wrapping up her hand, Dr. Gladen switched to Omega.

“I’ll have to use your forearm, Omega. Even as a magic expert… what you can do astonishes even me. I will miss not being able to see it in action.”

After obtaining enough blood from Omega and bandaging his forearm, the magic-loving doctor began to draw the circle with Omega’s blood on Silla’s forehead. The blood traveled all the way down her body until it met the table, cascading down her foot. 

After getting halfway under the table, it was time for the blood to change over to Silla’s. The same process went up and around the table, and up Omega’s body until the blood ended at Omega’s forehead. 

There was now only a little spot missing to complete the circle, a spot about the size of a grown man’s palm.

“Okay, it is time for the soul part of the curse, which is where my blood comes into play.”

Cutting his hand, he made a line of blood that would connect and finish the circle. 

“Silla, Omega… after I place my hand, finishing the connection, my soul will be extinguished, and your two souls will be forever connected. I wish both of you the best of luck, and remember, no matter what happens and what you discover, please endure it for the greater good of the world.”

“Is the incantation complicated and long, Father?” 

“Actually, that is the easiest part,” boasted the doctor. 

“Goodbye, my daughter. Omega, make sure no matter what happens in the future, you must always protect Silla.”

In a loud, clear, booming voice, Doctor Octavius Gladen spoke the final word of his life: “BIND!” as he slapped down his palm, completing the circle. Much like he had told them earlier, instantly after saying the incantation and completing the connection, Dr. Gladen dropped to the ground with lifeless, colorless, soulless eyes.

At that exact moment, a man somewhere far away opened his eyes. In a cacophony of laughter, he exclaimed, “Octavius, you have made your choice and left this world! You have done well to block me out for the past year.” 

At that same time, another man was entering. The first man said, “Now is the time to return to Braske and find those we are looking for.” 

“I understand, Father. I will take my leave,” said the tall man wearing a confident smile.

Now back in the room in Rahm. 

“Did you hear that, Omega? I could swear that I heard some distant, disparaging laughter and garbled speech.” 

Meanwhile, Omega was looking around in disbelief. “It can’t be …” 

Silla couldn’t make heads or tails of what she thought she heard and then noticed her father. 

“It must have worked,” said Silla as she got up from the table and looked at her father on the ground, a single tear rolling solemnly. 

“Even though I did not spend as much time with him as a normal daughter spends with her father, I will miss his never-ending thirst for knowledge and his ability to make me smile.”

“So, I guess I should do what he asked of me, with his body,” stated Omega in his soft voice.

Omega took off one of the two gloves he was wearing, revealing a very normal-looking right hand. What his hands were capable of, however, was anything but ordinary. Omega was one of the few people on the continent of Arrdus, outside the Irkdale Kingdom and the Church of Seven, that possessed magic. Omega was tall and strong, and he had hazel eyes and a powerful nose. He had black, unkempt hair that went to his shoulders.

“Are you ready to say goodbye?” 

Silla smiled. “No need. Father lived his life doing what he loved and died doing what he loved, so there is little need for sadness and farewells.” 

Omega, unsure if she truly meant those feelings, reached out and touched Octavian on the arm, causing his entire body to vanish into nothingness. 

“I have to say, no matter how many times I see that, it’s still foreign and frightening.”

“For me, as well.”

“I guess it is time for us to go take a look at the contents of that chest and start planning our departure from the safe confines of Rahm Kingdom,” stated Silla in a somewhat excited voice.

Omega could tell that she was Dr. Gladen’s daughter, as they both had that knack for saying what is on their mind without being able to hide or mask their inner emotions.

 




II


“The chest should be easy to spot, right?” questioned Omega. 

“Yes, it should be; if I know my father, it is going to be an auspicious chest that doesn’t belong with its surroundings.”

Upon entering the study, which was just a couple of doors down the hall from the soul-binding room, Silla and Omega almost immediately noticed the chest they were looking for. The room itself was relatively small, closer to a closet than a full-fledged room, and the overly long chest touched both walls at the back of the room, some six feet across. 

“This is it, I have no doubt, and look at the lock, if we can even call it that,” explained Silla. 

The lock that had Silla perplexed was a piece of an iron bar that was twisted and turned upon itself in a way that seemed impossible for someone of less than godlike strength. She understood why such vital things were left in there, without any guards. 

There were not many ways to get in the chest that would not damage the contents, such as dropping from a cliff or trying to blow off the iron.

“I guess it’s my turn,” said Omega as he was approaching the iron bar. 

He now took off his left glove. With both hands bared, he grabbed each end of the pretzel-like iron bar, and it disappeared. 

“Now, let’s peruse the contents of this oddly shaped chest,” stated Silla in a firm voice full of determination and some glee.

After opening the chest, the two noticed an extraordinary crown. It looked like it might be made of pure ruby, with gold somehow woven through it, and it gave off a tremendous aura, radiating with energy. 

They could tell that this crown was both prestigious and ancient. After taking the crown and putting it to the side, Omega and Silla noticed nothing but documents in there. 

There were scrolls, parchment, tiny notes, three-foot-long sheets of lambskin, and many other types of materials. Many of them were in different languages and seemingly from different eras in history. They could tell that the doctor had been searching for and collecting these essential histories for most of his life. 

Directly underneath the crown was a piece of ordinary-looking paper that said “Silla” on it, so they first took that one.

Silla and Omega, please read this document, commit it to memory, and then destroy it. The rest of the documents, most of which you will be unable to read as of yet, you can leave, as many of them were little more than my musings. In the future, Silla, you will be able to read all of these, and you might find some intriguing notes on many different subjects and lore. Silla, I will now tell you your birthright, and I will tell you about your mother. You don’t know this, but you have magic in you that the world has not seen in five hundred years. After you were born and showed the first signs of your magic as a baby, your mother and I decided that it was best to seal that magic. At the time, we could not help you harness it or protect you from those who would want to exploit it. I know that you have had questions about what happened to your mother and why you have no memories of her. I never dared to sit down with you and have that talk, and you also know that I was not around a lot for much of your youth… another regret, but I digress. Your mother was a member of a secret and ancient group known as the Velantosse. 

These Velantosse have been the protectors of the girl born with the power of creation for some fifteen thousand years. To seal your magic, both your mother and I had to put a sealing curse on you, which, as you know by now, curses almost always cost something severe as payment. Your mother gave up her life to protect yours, as you are destined to be a Goddess of Creation. Many examples in history show when a Goddess comes into the world, there is always war, betrayal, and death from those that want the power for themselves and their own ends. There are some fascinating stories from your predecessors that you will likely come across in your journey. If you are wondering, yes, the curse is still in effect, but it will break exactly one year from when I die, as that was another detail of the incantation. I believe that it will weaken gradually throughout the year, but having never performed such a seal, it is only my guess. As far as what you will need to do moving forward, your own destiny will play out as it will, but what you need from this chest is the Goddess Crown, as it was named by the original Creationist, Glyndyl Espacius, some fifteen thousand years ago. The crown is part of a set of armaments, as you like. Although the exact location and even descriptions of the other pieces are kept secret, each Velantosse charged with a piece’s protection will always exist. Your mother was charged with protecting the crown as a Guardian, so it is now yours. I know that there is a separate piece in each of the six main kingdoms of Arrdus. You will have to obtain five remaining pieces before the one year is up, and your powers altogether show themselves to the world. 

As you progress in your travels, you will undoubtedly learn more about the Goddess armament, the Velantosse, the evil that lies in wait for the next iteration of the Creationist, and yourself. So, for the last part of my last words to you, I would suggest going to Culver first, as it is the closest kingdom to Rahm. I have a friend there, Rose, who you know, and she will surely help you and Omega in your travels. She said that she spends much of her time at the “New Attic,” an inn at the capital center. She has helped me study the Velantosse and the past Creationists and will prove a valuable ally. Also, make sure to keep the crown safe and hidden, and I suggest not wearing it until you have them all, but if curiosity cannot be squelched, make sure Omega is near you. 

Each piece has been infused with the blood and soul of every successor in the line, and you surely noticed the power emanating from the crown. There are those out there that may have ways of locating the armament once worn. Saying he has a connection to them is fitting. These shadows, however, have far more sinister plans than I could discover. The Sacred Seven worshipers will likely give you a hard time because of what you will become, so try to avoid them. There are more of them than you realize, and they are all overzealous when given an opportunity. You must be especially careful of Piatous. His magic is no less impressive or rare than that of Omega. 

You are probably inundated with questions, but the most pressing is how to find the other pieces and who to ask. For this, I can only say that you will have to be creative and inquisitive, which, luckily, you take after your father in those two qualities. One thing that should help you is knowing your mother’s pre-marriage name, which was Iris Darcius. Other Velantosse likely know this name, which might aid you in your quest. There are other essential facts, but I cannot risk putting them in this letter. You will learn why in the future. Even now, it takes all of my concentration to block him out. Goodbye, Silla. No matter what happens and what you find in your journey, remember that your mother and I always loved you more than life itself.

“Well, that was a lot of stuff to take in,” said Omega. 

Omega looked at Silla. To his surprise, she was re-reading the letter, with a small smile on her face, as if she was getting validation for some thought that she had been having for a very long time. 

“You look like you were expecting this to be what was in the chest.” 

“For some reason, I have always felt like something was inside of me. Something that I could not explain. I dared not speak about it to anyone due to the magic taboo throughout Arrdus, and this gives credence to that lifelong feeling.”

As Silla was contemplating her fate, Omega found his focus on one specific area of the doctor’s letter.

“Who is the he that your father referred to?”

“I also found the context strange… but I haven’t the foggiest clue what it means,” stated Silla.

Silla was now standing, crown in hand. She reached for her backpack, put the crown inside, and put it on, ready to get on their way.

“Since we have no further need to be in Rahm, we should begin preparing to head to Culver. As far as I remember, the capital is less than one hundred miles southeast of here.”

Omega interjected, “Did your father happen to leave any money in the chest? I’ve seen you use it over the last year. It must be important.” 

“Getting a couple of horses and supplies for the trip shouldn’t cost more than a few silver pieces, but I see nothing in the chest, nor anything that I could even tell the value of,” said a slightly dejected Silla. 

“Also, aren’t we going to destroy that letter?” asked Omega as he reached out his hand.

“No. For now, I will hold onto it, as I think it will do us better if it still exists.” 

Omega was feeling antsy. “Okay, can we go outside now? I am starting to get anxious, having been inside for so long.” 

Omega did not like being inside walls for very long and never slept inside, but always somewhere outside near the house. 

“Okay,” stated Silla. “I know your anxieties well; let’s go outside and see if we can find some way to make money. Quicker is preferable as we now have a deadline.”

After staring at the crown only a moment, but lost in deep thought, Silla led Omega outside the Gladen household and into Rahm's castle town. 

Rahm was the second smallest kingdom in Arrdus, only larger in total landmass than the Gradon Archipelago. Its capital, however, was one of the most advanced domains with its high, sturdy walls and a reliable economic system. Rahm’s current leader was King Marxus IX, who was still young for a king at thirty-nine years. He took over for his father who passed away from sickness the year prior. 

Marxus had long black hair and black eyes. Well built and formidable to look at.

Much of Rahm’s capital was stone and wood, and it had three different levels, tiers, that scaled upward. The bottom tier was for those of no special status, basic workers, and the impoverished. The second level was where most of the markets and businesses existed and had some housing in each of the four corners. The highest level was reserved for the court members, the royal family, the wealthiest citizens, or those who had given substantial service to the realm. 

Although there was a clear hierarchy in the architecture, there were few grumblings from the lowest level. Rahm had a system of jobs and responsibilities for all citizens. Keeping people busy and giving them purpose kept idealistic thoughts like rebellion away. This was what Marxus’s father believed. The upper tier was also the home of Rahm’s Tower of the Sacred Seven, which referred to the seven gods and goddesses acceptable for worship. 

Each of the six powerful kingdoms in Arrdus had a tower, but there were also towers on other continents. A large portion of the world accepted The Sacred Seven’s scriptures as fact. 

The seven gods and goddesses were the God of War, Melchior: Brave and Strong. The God of Death and Reincarnation, Sulce: Formless and Feared. The God of Harvest and Famine, Juniper: Merciful yet Steadfast. The Goddess of Creation, Hespa: The first and above all others. The Goddess of Love, Marse: Benevolent and a hopeless romantic. The Goddess of Fate, Desitine: Tireless and Unyielding. And the Goddess of Healing and Sickness, Viscidia: Humble and Devout. Although all seven were worshipped at each tower, each kingdom had a patron or matron deity. Rahm’s patron deity was Juniper, the God of Harvest and Famine.

“Let’s go to the nearest tavern, Old John’s, and see if there are any job postings that we could do quickly,” said Silla in her usual, slightly bossy tone. 

Old John’s, a small tavern, was only about 500 feet from Silla’s house, so it did not take long for the two to get there. The inn smelled of wine and meat, and it made Omega’s nose perk up when they got within the smelling range. Before they could go inside to talk to Old John, Omega noticed a bulletin post on the wall that drove out the scents of meat and ale. 

“Look at this,” pointed an intrigued Omega, “there is an open call for participants in the arena on the lowest level, and it is today!” 

The bulletin post stated that the first thirty people that signed up got to participate in the arena event. The arena was a battle-to-the-death-style stage. Still, it was wholly voluntary, and forced participation was outlawed many years ago by the previous king. 

Now those down on their luck, or even those that wanted to prove their valor in combat, had an avenue to participate and make some good money.

“The winner gets a portion of all of the money that is wagered on all the other contestants, and it's free to enter! Let’s go right now, and I’ll sign up before they hit the maximum number of participants.”

Silla wasn’t too sure about this idea, as their journey was just beginning, and what would she do if Omega got himself killed, but she knew that once he said he would do something, he would never go back on his word.

The arena was located about a quarter mile east of the southern gate, on the lowest level. There were often people battling, whether it be early or late. Many of the showcases were not to-the-death but more tournament-style, with losers either yielding or being knocked unconscious. It took about an hour to get from the second level where Old John’s was to the arena. 

Their trip wasn’t the most talkative, as Omega seamlessly got into the mood for fighting. Silla didn’t want to break his concentration, but she was always interested in shopping at the stalls throughout the market.

The arena was an enclosed, domed structure. It was large and well-built. One could tell by looking that the arena made a fair amount of money. It had raised walls around the fighting area and staggering stands so everyone could see the show. Upon entering the site, the sign-up for that day’s contest was to the right of the entrance. 

A short lady, with reddish-brown hair matted to the side of her face, was behind the enclosed area and asked Omega’s and Silla’s business in the arena.

“Are there any spots left open for the winner-take-all-battle?” implored Omega.  

“Why yes, there are three spots left to fill before we can start the contest,” explained the attendant. 

“Would you like to put down your name and enter the contest as a willing participant, knowing fully that although death is not a requirement, it is also not outlawed for this match?”

“Yes, my name is Omega, and I am ready to win some gold.” Omega hastily scribbled his name down on the ledger. His penmanship was similar to that of a child.

“Okay, I must ask that you also place a blot of blood next to your signature.” After grabbing Omega’s arm, him not letting her pull off his glove, she poked him and placed the blood on the list. 

Omega and Silla could see many spots of blood that belonged to the other participants.

“The blood is for The Organization. If you are worthy, they will make contact in the future. Please head towards the area over there,” explained the attendant, as she pointed towards a forked hall. One side went to the seating area and the other to the participant's staging area. Some tapestries and paintings depicted some of the more loyal, generous patrons, and also that of previous grand champions, but Omega had tunnel vision.

Omega started off towards the right side without saying a word, but he was stopped by Silla. 

“Please be careful out there, and even though we do need money, if you find yourself in too much danger, just surrender and leave. We can find another way.” 

Omega, for all his shortcomings, was always confident.

“I’ll win, with ease.”

“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you this, but you cannot take off your gloves and use your magic. No matter what situation you find yourself in, magic is not acceptable.”

Omega was already halfway to the fork before an annoyed Silla even finished speaking.
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As Omega was making his way to the back, Silla made her way to the wagering counter to place the two silvers she had found in her house on Omega to win. She figured if he was going to do it, she might as well believe in him. Also, as an unknown fighter, his odds would be in her favor.

Omega was now waiting in the staging area for the remaining contestants to sign up, and he could see quite a few warriors in the room. 

There was an attendant that spotted Omega. “Hello, my name is Fondus. Which weapon would you like to bring with you into the fight?” 

There were long spears, halberds, swords of many different lengths and sizes, nets, tridents, and hammers, both small and enormous. 

Omega looked at him. “I will not be taking any weapons into the arena. I will win using only these.” He showed Fondus his gloved hands.

Fondus looked at him. I wonder if he has a death wish, or maybe he’s some kind of foreign martial artist champion, he thought but decided to move onto the next warrior. 

Some of the other warriors heard the encounter and were not impressed.

“You will be the first to die out there,” said one of the participants, although Omega wasn’t listening.

Finally, the last entry came in, after Omega had waited twenty minutes. After the final entrant chose his weapon, they were instructed on the rules. There was one—the last man standing wins. Even though participants could ask for a yield, others were not disqualified if they ignored it.

Now, Omega was walking through the tight tunnel that led to the arena fighting area. There was a palpable level of anticipation of what was about to occur. Any light conversations had stopped, as they all knew that they would be arch-enemies soon—the tunnel smelled of dried blood and sweat. No light from outside showed in that tunnel. Only two torches in their sconces lit the way.

Now in the fighting area, there was an announcer near the center of the fighting pit on a twenty-foot, raised pillar with a megaphone made from what looked to be a carved-out horn from some humongous beast. The man was dressed loudly, wearing a red top hat and a black and sky-blue coat.

“Okay, patrons, thank you for your patience! It is time for the main event, free-fighting, Battle Royale between these thirty brave, valorous souls! Only one warrior will win in the end, and it will be a glorious day!” 

The participants spread out before it started. No lots drawn or assigned areas, a complete free-for-all. As the beginning bell rang, Omega looked around him, and the nearest person was about ten feet away, looking right back at him. 

Omega began to take off one of his gloves, and right at that time, Silla noticed this and started shouting, “Omega, you can’t use that in here! You can’t! We are not prepared for the consequences!” 

Omega heard her but started walking towards his first enemy, sliding the glove farther down, and right then, Silla shouted louder than ever before, “I FORBID YOU!!”

Just then, Omega felt a sharp pierce in his chest, and it felt like his very blood was on fire. He dropped to his knees, grabbing his chest, and fell face-first, out of consciousness, onto the ground.

At that time, Omega was drifting somewhere between alive and dead, and some of his childhood was playing through his mind… 

“We have a new experimental subject,” said a researcher, looking at a small child, probably around five years old. 

“This is experimental charge number 54, here to be a magic slave. He of course has no showings of magic, but as with the rest of the charges, we will go through the standard procedures of drawing out latent magic potential,” said the head researcher. 

“I have to say, you have not been here long, but you are quite adept at bringing in new test subjects,” said the head researcher, talking to a young man next to him, who brought Omega to the lab. 

Now number 54, a young Omega was scared and crying, and right then was grabbed by the neck, picked up, and thrown into a cell, not much bigger than the closet at Dr. Gladen’s house.

“This is your new home, and you will one day be our magic slave. No matter what it takes, you will do what we want,” said the head researcher. 

“He is too young for the pain stage of experiments, so we will make sure to feed him well so he can grow, but until then, we will use fear. Okay, proceed with the first round.” 

Number 54 was in the corner of his cell. The researchers brought in two rabid dogs, attaching them to the wall with chains that allowed them to cover the entire cell, except for the corner that 54 was in. 

The dogs tried with all their might to get to a terrified 54. The dogs were able to get close enough that their snarling spit could splatter 54’s face. They did not stop until they died from exhaustion, which took about six hours. 

The researchers watched and took notes during the entire process, hopeful that 54’s magic would show itself, out of his fear. 

The belief of the researchers in Irkdale was that magic was best brought out by necessity, and in their minds, the need that came from fear, pain, wrath, rage, and lost love brought a more robust and powerful chance of magic release.

The experiments usually led to complete emotional destruction, which helped those that developed magic into not rebelling but faithfully serving their roles as magic slaves. What the magic slaves were for was part of a much grander plan.

After many waves of different animals came, some people were captured and put in the cell with 54. They were also chained up and were told that if they could reach and kill this child, now six years old, they would not only be set free but given a large sum of money. All the people that failed to get loose of their chains or failed to cause 54’s magic to release were killed in front of him.

Another image was done. These flashbacks were coming and going, incomplete and short, but very traumatic.

Fifty-four was sleeping in his small confinement. It had been a couple of days with no visitors, but then he heard someone calling to him. A nice, soft-spoken lady. 

“Hello, child. I am here to help you get out of this horrible place. I broke in to break you and others out… Let’s go.” 

Fifty-four, who was all but mentally broken at that point, looked at the lady with hope, and as he reached out to grab her hand, he noticed a sheen. 

At that moment, a flash of heat hit his forehead, for it was the sheen of a blade that slashed him just below his scalp. That specific event had the most lasting effects on what little hope young 54 had for humanity.

After another three years of various creatures, humans, and even animal experiments that the Irkdaleons had made, 54 was finally big enough to move to the pain stage. The fear stage had not produced any tangible results other than the beginning of the destruction of Omega’s emotional stability.

Back in the arena, Omega’s eyes popped open as he lay where he fell, now having thought about experiences that he had been trying to erase from his mind for years. Omega got up, looked around, then slid the glove firmly back on his hand. 

He saw that he had been out of consciousness for what seemed a while, as there were only five remaining warriors other than himself, with many corpses around the arena. He saw some of the contestants that had yielded had headed back to the staging area. 

Just then, the announcer noticed Omega get up. “Wow! This contestant, who looked like he dropped dead from fear earlier, may have been playing opossum, which looks to be quite the strategic move!” 

At that time, Silla, who had been very afraid after seeing Omega collapse, was relieved that he was up but noticed that he had a different aura about him.

Omega started walking, almost in a trance, towards the nearest contestant. It was a man with a trident and a net. 

The man threw the net towards Omega, who jumped backward out of the way. At that time, the trident-man thrust his weapon at Omega’s chest, and he turned sideways with the trident catching his shirt, ripping it. As Omega slid past the trident, he grabbed the man’s throat. 

He then proceeded to smash his head into the man’s nose, crumbling the cartilage. The man, screaming in pain, fell over backward. Omega dropped down, sitting on the man’s chest. He reached both hands down, ripping out the man’s eyes. He was now Omega’s first victim of the contest.

Now beside herself with disbelief at what she was seeing, Silla could only think that something was wrong with Omega, almost like he was a different person, but all she could do was watch.

He then went on to rip off the now shredded shirt he was wearing, revealing an upper body that was harder than most but also filled with scars. There were small scars and large ones. There were wounds from burns, blades, whips, staves, and many other instruments. The most extensive went from his left shoulder blade down to his right kidney, about an inch wide all the way down… flayed.

After handling his own opponent, the contestant closest to Omega started coming over. This warrior had a sword and shield combo, which had proven very effective against his previous foes. 

Omega, with that same trance-like walk, swaying left and back right, made his way within range of his opponent. The warrior proceeded to swing his sword, barely missing Omega, who slipped around the shield, with almost animal-like quickness. 

Omega quickly grabbed the warrior’s long hair, yanking it back, revealing the man’s neck. He bit down with all his might on the jugular vein, tearing at the man’s neck like a wolf. 

Blood exploded from the man, completely enveloping Omega; as the man dropped dead, the entire crowd fell silent, looking at this monster in the arena.

Silla could hear the woman close to her whisper, “Sacred Seven, save his soul.”

The last contestant, who had previously killed ten others, was now in direct eye contact with Omega, who was about thirty feet away. This man wielded a giant maul.

The man shouted, “I don’t know who you are, but I am the great gladiator, Jaxius, winner of countless deathmatches, earning more winnings than anyone in the history of the arena! I am also currently ranked as the fourth-strongest warrior in all of Arrdus.” 

Omega, completely covered in his previous victim’s blood, not saying a word, walked towards Jaxius. Omega's most frightening aspect was his lifeless, empty eyes… Eyes that appeared to have never known hope, love, light, or preciousness. Eyes that had only known despair. 

Jaxius, now in range, started to swing his giant maul in a swooping motion. Omega buckled his own knees, dropping underneath the swing, just in time. 

Omega then leaped up with all his strength, slamming his head into the jaw of Jaxius, whose teeth shattered from the impact. As Jaxius started to fall backward, dropping his maul, Omega reached out and grabbed his opponent's drooping jaw, propping up Jaxius’s faltering body.

At that moment, Silla looked away in anguish. Omega completed his victory by ripping off the entire mandible of Jaxius, who lifelessly fell to the ground. 

The Battle Royale was officially over. 

“Umm, please proceed to the front counter,” said a shaken-up, less boisterous announcer.

Now making her way to the exit of the arena, Silla saw Omega coming from the staging area, heading towards the counter to pick up their winnings. Silla was still somewhat stunned by what she just witnessed, but there were even more intense concerns on her mind.

“Omega, how are you feeling?” asked Silla in an unusually small voice. 

Omega turned to meet Silla’s eyes with his usual small smile. “I’m fine. I lost my humanity for a moment, is all. After you bellowed, something happened… inside me, and I collapsed. Then all of these memories that I thought I was free of bubbled to the surface …”

“I think that I just experienced what Father was talking about when he said that we would be able to experience each other’s minds. Whatever those thoughts and memories were, I was able to experience them from your point of view. I am so sorry that you had to go through that.” 

As Silla was reaching her hand to embrace Omega’s shoulder, he grabbed her wrist with some force.

“Silla, listen very closely to what I am about to say. You seem to have some ability to control me when you put your mind to it. I think that happened when I was taking my glove off. After being controlled most of my entire life, I would ask that you not do that again.”

Silla pulled away from Omega, their eyes locking together. 

“I did that for your own good. We are not in a place where magic is allowed or tolerated. Even talking openly about magic is not a good idea in most Arrdus… I did not know that I could control you. I do apologize if that made you feel anxious or small, but I cannot promise that if I need to stop you from bringing ruin to yourself or me, that I won’t do it again.”

“You did those people a disservice, making them feel terrible pain before they died… I can only assume that disappearing is more peaceful. But I’ll leave it at that for now,” said Omega, walking away.

Omega and Silla walked out of the arena with not only a new understanding of each other, for better or worse, but also with enough money to get the horses and supplies they would need to get to Culver, and hopefully one step closer to the next piece of Goddess treasure.

For the time being, having put their disagreements and concerns to the side, Omega and Silla made their way to the nearest stable.

“Look there, Omega. This stable should be able to sell us two horses as they appear to have quite a few on hand,” explained Silla, who was again focused on the bigger picture. 

“Excuse me, can someone help me with purchasing two of these horses? We want to travel to Culver as soon as possible.” 

A middle-aged man, short and plump, popped around the corner with a big smile. “Yes, ma’am. I would be happy to sell you two of my fine mares. Right now, I can let these two,” he pointed to one brown and one black mare, “go for two gold pieces each, and I will throw in the saddles, reigns, and all that is needed for a journey to Culver.” 

Silla and Omega, neither having any idea what a horse fetches, said, “Okay, that sounds fair to us. How long until they are both saddled up and ready to depart?” asked Silla, noticing that it was getting late in the afternoon. 

The stable owner made them aware that the mares would be ready to depart in the morning. Silla and Omega made their way to the nearest inn, where they could stay the night and gather some supplies they might need. 

Culver’s capital was only about a two-day ride at a moderate pace. The two did not need much to take with them and could worry about supplies for their journey once in Culver.

 




IV


At a tavern called The Silver’s Grace, about ten leagues north of Culver’s capital, a woman walked in and headed to the counter. She was in her mid-twenties, with vibrant red hair that usually ran past her butt, except now it was in a tight, drooping bun atop her head. She wore a veil covering most of her face underneath her amazingly blue eyes. 

“Hello, Pr—” Being waved at by the woman, the owner of the tavern, Beatrice, stopped, smiling. “Okay, Kita, are you here to work again tonight? You really don’t have to do this so often. If your father were to find out, he would be quite upset with me.”

“Don’t worry about him. I am very good at sneaking away, and I always enjoy my time here. I still need to pay you back for all the free breakfasts throughout the years. Besides, my father has five other children to occupy his mind,” said Kita. 

“Pish-posh. They were free because I wanted them to be. Still, I do enjoy your company, and the patrons enjoy your exuberance,” stated Beatrice, now hugging Kita.

The tavern was in Briaridge, which was very near the Nugle river. The Nugle was the longest river in Arrdus, running from the Irkdale mountain range down to Braske bay, spanning almost 1500 miles. 

The Nugle was a river that the citizens of Braske, Rahm, Culver, and Faruqh all traveled regularly, and it stretched diagonally throughout almost the entire continent. Briaridge was an average town by Culver-Kingdom standards, with some five hundred residents calling it home.

Kita grew up in the Culver castle-town to the south of Briaridge. Recently she had been traveling back and forth to the inn, as The Silver’s Grace’s owner was also her aunt.

“So, I haven’t seen you in a couple of months, Kita. How’s the world turning outside Briaridge?” 

As Kita was serving patrons flagons of mead, smiling her huge smile, even noticeable under the veil, she answered, “Much the same, although my youngest brother, Thomo, got a new pet if you can call it so… It’s a large black bear that they captured and put in the yard outside the castle. He can’t really play with it, of course, but he does feed it, and he even put some different animals and fruit trees for the bear to find its own food.” 

“Thomo has always been rather spoiled, but he always seems to have a good head on his shoulders, even if his interests are peculiar.”

Patrons were coming and going for the next couple of hours, as it was now nighttime, and the various workers doing various jobs were done for the day. 

Now almost closing time, a man that Kita did not want to see but knew would find her as she was usually in the same spot, entered the tavern.

“Hello, Ms. Beatrice. Is she here?” said the tall man, with his slick hair and a bushy mustache. “Ah, hi there, Joe. Yeah, she is in the back, taking out some of the trash. Did my brother send you?” 

“Actually, I took the initiative to come get her myself. There are some duties that she must attend to in the afternoon tomorrow. You know, official matters.” 

At this time, Kita was coming in through the back door and spotted Joe standing next to her aunt. “Damn,” was all that Kita had to say, and bid her aunt farewell, taking a box of fresh bread, which was her younger sister, Kapril’s, favorite.

As the two made their way toward the wagon that Joe brought, a couple of armed guards were there to accompany them home. 

“You know that your father is very lenient with you, letting you come to your aunt’s whenever you want, but you should bring me, your personal guard, or at the least tell someone when you are going somewhere. You have responsibilities back in the castle, and you never know what enemies might be hiding and waiting to attack you.” 

“Enemies in Briaridge?” remarked Kita as she started to laugh, removing her veil, showing possibly the brightest and biggest smile in all Arrdus. A smile that might one day change the world.

It took about twelve hours to get from Briaridge to Culver, at a moderate pace, and Kita was as chatty as ever, even if disappointed in getting caught so quick. 

As the carriage pulled into the inner-castle area, a young girl, of fourteen years, with the same blood-red hair as Kita, was sitting near a fountain.

“Hey, sis, you’re back. Did you bring me anything?” asked Kita’s youngest sibling, Kansel. 

Kita jumped down from the carriage, looking anxious at first, showing Kansel that perhaps she forgot to bring anything, which showed immediately on Kansel’s face. Just then, Kita smiled brightly and gave her a hug, pulling out from behind her back a large flagon of root beer, Kansel’s favorite. 

“Aunt’s root beer!” exclaimed a now overly excited Kansel, as she grabbed it, removed the top, and proceeded to drink half of it in one gulp.

“Have you seen Kapril this morning? I brought her favorite bread.” 

As Kansel wiped her mouth and began to answer, she stopped at another’s voice. 

“Kitannica, I have been waiting for you.” 

Kita turned to see her father, King Thomascus Deckler, the ruling monarch of Culver Kingdom. 

“Please, Father, I have told you I prefer to go by Kita. What could be so important that I got dragged back here not long after getting to The Silver’s Grace?”

King Thomascus Deckler was forty-nine years old, and he and his sons all had hair as black as the darkest night and eyes a stunning honey color. He had been ruling Culver for the last nine years, after his uncle, Brian, the previous king, died with no direct heir.

King Thomascus Deckler’s own father died not long after Thomascus was born in a skirmish with Rahm. Some distant relatives had their own claims to Brian’s throne, unfortunately, but Thomascus was the number one ranked fighter in Arrdus. He dealt with those claims swiftly, and everyone else fell in line. 

Due in no small part to the fear and respect that King Thomascus Deckler demanded, Culver operated peacefully.

“Come, Kitannica, we have a few things to discuss before I meet with the officials and ministers.”

Kita looked at Kansel and flicked her forehead. “Give Kapril the bread if she comes around before I finish with Father.”

Kita followed her father to the inner throne room, which was quite extravagant and wide. Many huge braziers splayed the middle aisle where her elder brother was standing, seemingly also waiting for her to return.

“Hey Thompsel, how’s Jennifer and the baby doing?” 

Thompsel, who was Kita’s only elder sibling, was very tall and stout, more so than his father. He had the same black hair and honey eyes, and he was always kindhearted but could be stern when necessary.

“Hello, Kitannica. My family is in good health. Jennifer wants you to visit when you have time. We are currently here for more important matters, though, so let us get down to business.”

The king chimed in, “Right you are, son. Kitannica, there will be some huge changes coming to Arrdus soon. Changes for the better, your brother and I hope, but when that time comes, I will need you and your siblings to all give your best for Culver and for your father.”

Kita really had no idea what they were talking about. She had no interest in politics, but as the oldest daughter, she often had unwanted responsibilities. After a couple of hours, she came out from the main hall to the courtyard, still pondering what she had heard, and spotted Kapril eating the bread by one of the fountains.

Kita tapped on her shoulder and quickly slid over to the opposite side. Unfortunately, Kapril was used to this joke and met Kita on that side.

“Boo, that joke is no fun if you don’t play along, sis,” said Kita, sitting next to her favorite sister and best friend. 

They were only one year apart in age and have no memory of not spending their entire lives together, playing, learning, and experiencing Culver life. 

“This bread is as good as ever, sis. Auntie sure is good at cooking, but I shouldn’t eat all of this and get fat. I don’t want to get married yet, but being fat won’t help either.” 

Kita looked at Kapril as she said this and thought that Kapril was the most beautiful woman in the family and probably the whole world. 

Kapril was shorter than Kita by a half-head, and she had much shorter hair. However, it was just as red as Kita’s, and it was always parted to the left side. Kita thought Kapril had a better figure. Kapril liked wearing accessories such as earrings, necklaces, and bracelets that usually matched her clear-blue, aquamarine eyes.

“You’re crazy if you think that every guy in the world wouldn’t knock down father’s door to ask for your hand in marriage. I just hope that we don’t fall in love with the same guy one day, as I don’t think I would have much hope of winning.” 

Kapril was amused by that and wanted to hang out some more with her sister. 

“Hey, Kita, how about we go out to the market area and do some shopping? What do you think?” Kapril was less outgoing than Kita, so she usually stayed in the main castle area. She usually studied or helped her mother and siblings, and she envied Kita’s free-spirited nature. However, she would never admit that to anyone. 

“Okay, that sounds great, but let’s buy something for Jennifer while we are out.”

Outside the gates, they started to move from place to place. Although it was only for a moment, Kita noticed someone that garnered her attention walk past her. There was a tall, well-built man with strange, possibly bloodstained gloves and a scar across the top of his forehead.

 

 




V


“So, the Nugle is about the halfway point from Rahm to Culver,” said Silla, pointing at the approaching river. The two of them decided to stop and set up camp for the night, right next to the calm waters. 

As the two of them gathered some nearby wood to make a fire, Omega turned to Silla. “What is the plan after we get to Culver? I wonder if there is a sure way to locate the next piece of the armament, or if we will simply be grasping at straws.” 

“Father said that Rose was waiting for us. You will like Rose, she’s probably as smart as my father, and very nice. She used to do all kinds of research with my father, so I am hoping that she is in the know about anything Velantosse-related in Culver.”

Omega was relieved to hear that Rose was also a researcher and might have insights. 

“This is off-topic, but do you have any ideas as to why doc wanted to bind our souls in the first place? I was fine with doing it because he saved me, named me, gave me hope, and brought me to Rahm. I owed him my life, but why did you agree? You don’t really seem the type to do something on a whim, being as calculating as the doc.”

“To answer the first question, he never gave a reason why he wanted us bound. Father just told me to trust him and that it was something he felt obligated to do, for both our sakes. As you can guess, this answer did not satisfy me, but he was reluctant to even broach the subject again as if he was trying to hide something. To answer your second question, I would ask you if you remember the first time we met?” 

Now it was evening time near the river, with a gentle fire crackling and the smooth sound of the waters calmly going their way. 

Omega thought about her question. “Yes, it was about one year ago, after he helped me escape Irkdale, and we made our way down the Nugle all the way to Rahm. When we got to his house, you were there, sleeping in your bed. It seemed like you two had not seen each other in a long time because both of you were very happy to embrace.” 

“Actually, I think it had been about two years since we last met before that night, but my first thought was, who is this big guy with the stern look and scars all over his arms? You were not the easiest thing to look at, but you seemed quiet enough, and father told me about rescuing you from Irkdale and wanting you to stay with us for the time being. From the time he brought you back until the day he died, I saw him almost every day, so I was also thankful to you, even if you didn’t know it.” Silla was now lying comfortably next to the fire.

Silla began reminiscing about one night a couple of weeks after Omega moved into the house.

“Father, why does Omega sleep outside every night, and what are those strange cages he has on each hand?” 

Dr. Gladen, who was eating a late snack, said, mouth half full, “From what I gather, Omega spent most of his life in a tiny cell, where various experimentations were performed on him. Now that he has his freedom, either he does not trust walls and doors, or he simply can’t get enough fresh air; only time will tell. As for those cages, for the moment, they are a necessity. Omega possesses dangerous, unpredictable magic.” 

Silla became even more interested after hearing that. “What kind of magic needs one’s hands to be in cages?” 

“Omega has destruction magic. One that I have never seen before and have never come across, even in ancient texts. Omega simply can disintegrate anything that he touches. As of yet, he cannot freely control this power, so anything that touches the inside of his hand, be it his palm or any of his fingers, that something will cease to exist, in a tangible way.” 

Silla was amazed that something like that existed in this world but was also skeptical. 

“Have you seen him use this power firsthand, Father?” 

After being silent for a moment, Dr. Gladen continued, “No, I haven’t, but he did tell me about it, and I figure he has no reason to lie. Also, I have heard of the experiments that go on in Irkdale, and it is likely that many before Omega also had some form of magic unlocked via different treatments.”

Later that night, Silla would make a choice that could have shaped many people’s lives in a very different way. 

As Omega lay sleeping outside the window to one of the house’s bedrooms, Silla came around the corner very late at night and looked down at him and the cages on his hands. 

“I wonder if you made up the story about your magic to get my father to take you back to Rahm for some unknown reason. How about I just touch that palm of yours and see what happens.”

Silla reached down and slid her hand in the cage. It was a cube-shaped wireframe with a wrist attachment in the center. It was just big enough that Omega could not touch the wrist holder or any of the frames. Its original intention was to keep the scientists safe while they prodded Omega. 

Just as Silla made contact with Omega’s palm, he woke up with a jolt. “Don’t!” But it was too late, and the connection was made, but to Omega's extreme surprise, nothing happened to Silla. 

Now, her hand in the cage, she was slapping his palm. “Were you making up your magic and lying to my father?” 

Omega, now taken aback, said, “Could you take your hand out, so I can stand up, please?”

Dr. Gladen had heard Omega when he shouted and was now outside. 

“What’s going on out here, so late?” he demanded, looking at the two of them staring at each other, Omega confused, and Silla somewhat angry. 

“I just touched his palm while he was sleeping, and nothing happened to me, Father. I did not cease to exist.” 

Dr. Gladen, himself perplexed, asked Omega to walk to the nearby sunflower and touch it. The doc wanted to see if Omega had learned how to control his powers, even in his sleep.

Omega reached down and touched the flower, and instantly, poof, no more flower. At that moment, Silla shrieked, “I could have died!”  She said this with a slight smile that Omega found interesting, almost like the magic was more interesting than her near-death experience. 

“As I suspected. Omega does have destruction magic. When you become more comfortable with it, you can name it. I can confidently say you are the first wielder. Now, this may be the biggest mistake I have ever made, but Silla, would you touch Omega’s palm again?” 

Omega had waited, and Dr. Gladen had finished removing both cages from Omega’s hands carefully.

Without any hesitation, Silla walked up to Omega and put her hand flat into his hand, palm to palm, and there was no reaction from Omega’s magic. 

An even more excited Dr. Gladen said, “This is beyond imaginable, that you, my daughter, might be the only person in the world that Omega’s magic does not affect. In fact, because of what we just witnessed, I have an idea of how I can get rid of those cages. Omega, you will be able to still protect the world from your magic until you can control it, but no more cages.”

At this time, Dr. Gladen, without finishing voicing his new idea, ran into the house, leaving Omega and Silla hand to hand. 

“It’s probably okay to disconnect now, Silla.” 

At that, Silla, who seemed to be deep in her own thoughts, noticed her hand on his and that her father was nowhere around.

“Where did my father go? I thought I heard him speaking about ridding you of the cages, but my mind was wandering in and out of my current surroundings.” 

Omega, having removed his hand from Silla’s but being careful to have his palms up at all times, replied, “He went inside because he had what appeared to be an epiphany about my cages. Let’s go see what he’s up to in there. I can smell Irkdale on those things.”

Upon entering the main room from the backyard, a couple of hallways led in opposite directions. One went towards the kitchen and the bedrooms. The other, where they could hear Dr. Gladen rummaging and making some loud ruckus, led to the study, the library, and the laboratory. 

Dr. Gladen was in the laboratory with some empty vials on the table, and some leather and thread, and some other materials for his creation.

“Ah, I have an idea that will utilize Silla’s immunity to your magic, Omega. It will give you something to cover those hands that is much more stylish and far less traumatic than those ghoulish cages that you have been forced to wear.” 

Dr. Gladen had a large sheet of very dark leather sprawled out on the desk, and he then turned towards Silla. “Could you be a dear and let me draw some blood from you? About four vials should be enough for both.”

Silla was beginning to understand her father’s idea, so she let her father cut her palm and let the blood flow into a beaker until it was almost full, and then she bandaged up her hand. 

While this was happening, Omega had found himself perusing the laboratory contents. It was the first time he had entered this part of the house. 

The sheer number of documents was overwhelming. They were on top of shelves and tables and on the floor, glued to some of the walls, and some had foreign diagrams with strange symbols. The laboratory was more prominent than it seemed. 

There were shelves, resembling a library, with books. Still, there were also tools on them, jars of various creatures’ entrails and brains, and a score of what appeared to be different blood types. None of these had labels or any noticeable cataloging system, and Omega wondered how anyone would know what was in the hundreds of seemingly randomly placed vials and jars.
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