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I

In Rahm’s capital, a man of unusual size was approaching the palace of King Marxus IX. The king had previously been in contact with the Jarls of the five major holds, west of the communal farming lands. Unannounced and unexpected, Jarl Blackbow of Winterbreath had arrived, hoping for an audience with the king.

Blackbow, known throughout the holds as Blackbow the Avaricious, was taller and fatter than any other person in Arrdus. He had long, thick, jet-black hair and a thick, long black beard, the combination of which resembled a lion’s mane.

Even Crown Prince Thompsel would have to look up to meet the Jarl’s eyes.

King Marxus was currently going over some of his options with his advisors and generals. The palace was bustling and busy, while Blackbow was humming and moving as if he owned the palace.

“Who are you!? Stop right there, sir. This is the Palace of King Marxus IX, and if you want an audience, please give me your name,” said one of the two guards right outside the closed palace doors.

“Hmm. Do I want to give you a hard time today?

At that time, Blackbow pulled from a pouch he had on his hip a pair of dice, seven-sided.

Only three of the sides had numbers — 1, 3, and 7. The other four sides had symbols, undiscernible to most, but meaningful to him.

These dice were handmade by Blackbow from the previous Jarl’s knuckles. Blackbow had the habit of using these dice when he wanted to make decisions, be they small or monumental.

After dropping the dice, they showed a three and a symbol that most closely resembled a chair. “You are in luck, fine guard…I will spare you,” said Blackbow as he guffawed in his usual tone, picking up the dice.

The guard was confused and, to be honest, a little scared by the sheer stature of this man.

“Go in there and tell your king that Jarl Blackbow is here to help in discussing plans for the conquering of the harvest lands to the west…”

The guard hesitated for a moment. Just long enough for Blackbow to bend forward, getting quite close.

“Go.”

The other guard happily obliged.

With Blackbow were his two most trusted companions. Both cousins to the Jarl, Erik and Jasper.

“Ha! Look at the guard run to his master. Back home, he would have been so embarrassed that death would be his only redemption,” said Erik as he and Jasper were snickering a few paces behind their Jarl.

“My King. I have news,” said the guard after he made his way into the main hall.

“What is it, guard? We are in the middle of important strategic planning,” stated the king.

“Sorry, sir. A huge man is right outside the doors. He says he is Jarl Blackbow, and he is here to help in said strategy discussions.”

King Marxus and some of his counselors looked at each other in confusion.

“I did not summon Blackbow. He and the other Jarls were to remain in their holds until proper plans were made. I had hoped they would do the brunt of the work…”

The guard was torn.

“Should I tell him that, sire, or let him in to meet Your Highness?”

After a moment, Marxus decided to let Blackbow in.

Upon going back out the doors, the guard bid Blackbow enter. He and his two companions entered the full court with a strut of confidence that seemed out of place.

As the three were walking down the center aisle of the throne room, everyone was in shock over the size of Blackbow—truly a man amongst boys. Even Marxus had never seen Blackbow. All their correspondence was done via letters and word of mouth.

One thing that Blackbow possessed that everyone who came in contact with him noticed immediately was insatiable greed in his eyes. He coveted everything…

“King Marxus…it is an honor to finally meet you,” said Blackbow as he and his retainers gave small bows, lowering only their heads…slightly.

Some of the ministers and other court officials thought this was disrespectful but dared not say anything.

Marxus did not react to Blackbow’s bow; instead, walking up and shook the Jarl’s hand.

“Welcome, Jarl Blackbow.”

Marxus was not a small man, but even he came up only to Blackbow’s sternum.

“Jarl Blackbow, we were in the middle of strategizing…your timing is impeccable.”

“Ha! I know that we have important things beginning soon. I wanted to stay apprised of all of Your Highness’s plans for the future. This will make it easiest for all of us going forward.”

Even Marxus was annoyed at the Jarl’s audacity, but he was internally weighing a few scenarios as they spoke to each other. Was it worth offending Blackbow and losing the support of the strongest of the holds?

Marxus decided to put up with Blackbow’s cockiness for at least a little while.

“None of the other Jarls are here, Mr. Blackbow. Will they misunderstand?” asked General Raker. General Raker was one of Marxus’ top three generals and the one responsible for all training curricula of new recruits.

Blackbow looked down at this man with a big smile. “You are…?”

“This is General Raker. He is an integral part of Rahm’s armies, and he, along with General Pierce and General Bolton, will be working closely with you in the future,” answered a nearby eunuch.

Blackbow approached and held out his hand to shake with Raker. Blackbow’s hand completely concealed and enveloped Raker’s.

People figured the Jarl did this when meeting new people to instill a certain sense of fear in them, and they were correct.

Blackbow and his cousins stood next to the large sandbox that the Rahminian leaders used for topography illustrations. There were different markers indicating everything from the different sections of the communal harvest lands to the troop deployments in Rahm and what they knew from their spies of the Arrdussian Empire’s movements.

As they were exchanging information, Jasper, who was quick on the uptake, spoke up.

“Thomascus seems to be making a big mistake, so hastily moving all of the troops to Orcasium. That fortress embedded in the mountains might be hardy, but it will likely give him some false confidence.”

“Exactly. Thomascus is far too arrogant. He not only told everyone his plans but also didn’t place any extra soldiers near the highly coveted fertile lands, even with Rahm not accepting vassalhood,” said General Pierce.

“I’ve never met this Thomascus, but I have heard of his abilities as a warrior,” said Blackbow.

As the different participants of the strategy discussions were conversing, they quickly became welcoming and friendly with the Jarl and his cousins. After only an hour, they were toasting each other and even teaching each other some of the vernacular of their respective cultures. After the fourth toast, Blackbow found himself interested in an aspect of Arrdus and much of the rest of the world that was not so prevalent in his hold.

“I’ve ever been curious about the Tower in Rahm. Its purpose is related to the Seven Gods and Goddesses, right? I don’t have much knowledge of this subject. We in the holds have our own specific beliefs, but I’m interested in learning more,” explained Blackbow.

A now inebriated King Marxus IX was ready to aid Blackbow in his curiosities.

“I could put in a word with Chancellor Broderick; he’s the leader of Rahm’s Sacred Tower. If it comes from me, he will be happy to give you a tour and even explain some of the broader ideas of the faith.”

Blackbow Guffawed, quite pleased with the King’s response.

“Hopefully, we can stay long enough to get the answers we seek?” asked the Jarl in a strange, hopeful tone.

“That’s not a problem, my faithful servant. I’ll send word to commission the tavern nearest the Tower, and you three can stay and learn about our culture, said the king as he called a eunuch over.

“Go now and send word to Brandy. I am commissioning her tavern for the Jarl and his retainers for the near future.”

“Yes, my King,” said the eunuch as he hurried about his business.

After another half hour of toasts and stories, Blackbow decided it was time to head out. It was still early evening, and he had other things to do.

“My King, we are tired from the journey, and the alcohol. Will you bid us leave to the tavern to rest?”

Marxus got off his throne and walked Blackbow towards the palace doors.

“I’ll send word tomorrow morning to Chancellor Broderick to expect you at the Tower.”

After Blackbow bid farewell to Marxus, he and his cousins walked towards Brandy’s tavern, which was only ten minutes away.

“I was livid when he called you a servant, cousin. Since you didn’t react, I also held my anger,” said Erik.

Blackbow stopped.

“It wasn’t easy. I wanted to pop his head like a tomato. It would have made our real reason for coming here much more difficult, though.”

As they entered Brandy’s tavern, the other patrons were in the middle of being cleared out.

Brandy, who was in her late thirties, and her brother Brandon were the ones to greet them.

“You must be Jarl Blackbow…” said Brandon as he fully realized the size of this mammoth of a man. Blackbow often had trouble getting through normal doors.

“The King told us that the tavern is yours while you are here on diplomatic and cultural business. It’s not much, but we have good food, soft beds, and strong ale,” said Brandy.

After making their way upstairs and seeing the size of the chairs, Blackbow sat on the floor with a thud, shaking the room.

“Did you see the ass on that Brandy?” asked Jasper as he laughed.

Blackbow looked at them both quite seriously.

“We’re not here to cause trouble. If she says no, then it means no. If I hear differently, it won’t end well for either of you. Until we get what we came for, I want no distractions and no headaches.”

Jasper and Erik were quite strong and fearless in battle, in their own right, but they knew better than to aggravate their Jarl.

“So, what are the odds that we get this done, with the least amount of resistance?” asked Jasper to his Jarl.

Blackbow pulled out his pair of dice and gave them a flick. Bounce, Roll…

A 3 and a 7. The pair of dice reading two numbers seemed to irk Blackbow.

“It’s always more difficult to perform divination when it is only numbers…

Back in the palace, most of the court members had left as it was getting late. King Marxus was reminiscing to one of his eunuchs about his father.

“My father had always told me that I should only deal with Blackbow if I had little in the way of alternatives. He’s huge, but he seems jovial, and I felt a sincere loyalty to the cause.”

The eunuch, Chambers, was in his fifties and had served Marxus’ father for over twenty years before his death. Eunuch Chambers knew enough about the comings and goings of the court to know that Marxus was in for a rude awakening. Even he could see the greed in Blackbow’s eyes.

“My king, your father was ever-prudent and not one to make decisions with emotion, as you know. If he told you to be cautious towards Blackbow, I can only imagine that he had some dealings of his own with the Jarl…”

King Marxus IX wasn’t much listening to Eunuch Chambers; instead, he was looking in the sandbox and picturing his soon-to-be-acquired territories.






II

About seven days before Blackbow entered the palace in Rahm, Omega, Karah, Jasmine, Brock, and Mercurius were knee-deep in Stenum’s weird creature hell.

Omega’s memories had wholly come back to him as soon as they found themselves in the clearing.

“Ah, it all came back! Her name is Kita…so that’s the name I couldn’t hear before. Kita.”

Just then, a fireball, the size of a small melon, whizzed past an unaware Omega’s head.

“How the hell did Faulk give magic to these beasts!?” shouted Brock as he jerked Omega back in between the buildings, so they could reassess.

There were maybe ten beasts from what Mercurius could tell, and they all looked strange and crooked.

“What he did to these creatures…A sick man indeed.”

There were two that had lion torsos and heads, but had different animal arms and legs. One of these lions was the one that threw the fireball earlier. It had, from what Brock could tell, orangutan arms and perhaps gorilla legs.

Unfortunately for Omega and the group, there were three beasts, similar to Foster Franklin, although it was not a full moon. Humanoids, but twisted and frightening.

“Omega, pay attention!” shouted Brock as he slapped him with some force across the face.

Omega snapped out of his trance and noticed the situation.

“These creatures…Have you seen anything like this, Brock?”

“No. I’ve never ventured past Irkdale’s wall, but I did have some correspondence with a friendly researcher from one of the labs.”

Mercurius frowned. “You trust this researcher? Surely you know better than to have divulged anything on your end.”

“She’s trustworthy. I’ve never shared anything that I would regret, but she does know that we are coming.”

“Isn’t this a conversation best left for later?” stated Jasmine, who was hiding behind Brock, itching to put the armor on.

“Right. Back to the task at hand. I had heard that Faulk was running extensive experiments with curses and creatures, but for magic…” started Brock.

“There must be human blood and perhaps even souls mixed in with each of those beasts out there,” finished Mercurius.

There were no normal citizens left alive in the clearing, as far as the group could tell, so they figured it best to make a plan as the creatures wandered about aimlessly, always sniffing.

“Does it look to you like they are searching for something?” whispered Karah.

“I think you’re right…they are searching for scents, much like a bloodhound. I think all of the smoke is hiding our scents…for now,” said Mercurius as he motioned for them all to go back.

After leaving the gap between those two buildings, the group found themselves in the closest shop, a blacksmith, but nobody was there. Did they run away, or are they one of the corpses? At this point, it didn’t matter much.

Omega was now focusing on the situation, seemingly blocking out his more selfish thoughts. He noticed that Karah had not said anything since they first got to the clearing.

“Are you scared?”

She nodded her head. Karah was scared, but not because of those creatures.

“What’s there to be scared of…I’m here.” Omega put his forehead up against hers.

Even if he didn’t say it, Karah took that gesture to mean, “Just because I remember her doesn’t mean I won’t choose you.”

After that lovely moment between them, Omega was now helping Brock and Mercurius plan.

“You guys don’t know Foster, the cursed fellow that I talked about before, but I thought that three of those beasts resembled him greatly.”

“Wasn’t that Foster’s curse activated because of the full moon?” asked Jasmine.

“Right, it’s not a full moon tonight…maybe Faulk perfected his technique and the full moon is no longer a prerequisite?” wondered Brock.

“I should be able to go out there and destroy all of them, without much planning. One could assume their intelligence is less than a person,” said Omega, but Karah grabbed his arm.

“Is there any chance you can stop them, without killing them? I pity them.”

Before Omega could come up with a response, Brock spoke his mind.

“I doubt we could reason with them. They likely have some trace amounts of human soul, but talking to them is out of the question.”

“Capturing them is an option, but we don’t know their strength, and we don’t have rope or cages,” pointed out Jasmine.

As the others were going back and forth with ideas, Karah’s eyes never left Omega’s, who was busy thinking up a strategy, dangerous but efficient in giving Karah what she wanted.

“Not to worry, everyone. I have come up with a solution that saves the town and keeps Karah happy.”

Everyone was waiting for the details, but Omega had no plans of sharing.

“I will go by myself. If others are about, it will make things more difficult.”

“I don’t know if I would be efficient, especially if killing is not an option,” said Mercurius.

Brock wasn’t happy, but much like Mercurius, trapping in this situation was not his desire.

“Be careful, Omega. Give a shout if killing becomes your only option,” said Brock as he slapped Omega’s chest.

Omega, after exiting the blacksmith’s shop, decided to go around to the south and then flank the clearing to the east, thinking that would be more of a surprise to the beasts. Now that the townsfolk had all cleared to the far south of Stenum, the roads and houses were empty and silent.

Omega had thought that someone had been following them, at least for the last day, but there was no way of knowing for sure, and in this darkness and chaos, it was difficult to even maintain curiosity.

Having made his way around the east side of the clearing, Omega, the last building before the clearing on his left, peeked around the corner.

He could see the creatures, not more than one hundred feet away, all sniffing in the direction of…the blacksmith’s house!

“Are they built to track one of us? It’s clearly not me, then who?” wondered Omega aloud as he inched closer to the beasts.

The winds had died down, and the smoke was mostly behind the creatures, so Omega knew that he had to be quick, as any scents were now going to be much easier to pick up.

As he got within twenty-five feet, he decided that it was his blessing that these creatures still had not noticed him…time to put the plan in motion.

Omega stopped and raised his hands up, palms facing downward. Concentration was essential for his plan to succeed. Omega, focusing on his breathing, flipped his hands. That loud cracking sound, which was now accompanying his destruction, rang out, startling the beasts…damnit, why does it do that now?

There was a gap between the noise and the destruction of less than a second, but it gave the three cursed, wolf-like creatures time to jump from danger. The other seven, less agile creatures, plummeted no less than twenty feet.

Omega, much like when he was fighting the Berserkers, decided that he could only keep his word to Karah if he created those large craters underneath the beasts. Because the cylindrical holes were not only deep but also had vertical walls, unless the creatures could fly, they would have a tough time getting out. He hoped that the roots from nearby oaks wouldn’t give them footing.

As Omega was now close enough to get a good look, those three beasts that jumped out of the way were indeed similar to Foster. The same matted-blood-covered fur was present all over their distorted bodies. Not quite human and also not a beast. Their limbs were longer and oddly proportioned, much like Foster’s, and their cranium became more dense and jagged. They were also extremely agile.

Foster, perhaps because he never saw the moonlight, or because he was a failed experiment, did not seem as agile that night back then on the lake.

Omega tried again to create a crater, but these beasts were both agile and intelligent. After only one iteration, they knew that the cracking sound meant to jump out of the way—all three jumped safely away.

They were no longer interested in sniffing after who was in that shop, with their full attention being given to Omega, who was out of ideas.

Omega began to back up slowly, though never taking his eyes off the beasts. The wolfmen, as Omega was calling them in his mind, stood upright but always crouched over, long arms nearly scraping the ground.

They snarled and snapped as they slowly approached the lone target.

“I don’t suppose any of you has any ability to reason…Can any of you speak? I don’t want to destroy you…I’d like to keep my promise.”

As Omega was trying to use his words, always backing up, back towards where he came from earlier, the man who was following him was watching the situation unfold, quite closely.

“Let me see how you handle this craziness. That will determine if I join your quest,” said a man who had a full black robe, face unrecognizable in the shadows. He was on top of the house that Omega was peeking around just a few moments earlier.

The wolfmen were not responsive at all. It seemed that Brock was correct, and Faulk indeed made them more perfect than Foster, not retaining any of their humanity.

Omega’s thoughts were all going to how he could end this situation without killing them.

Cross was able to knock Foster unconscious with blunt trauma…

“I’m not as strong as him, but maybe whacking you three upside the head will do the trick.”

Just then, however, from Omega’s peripheral vision, he could see the hole that he had made for the first batch of creatures, and the angle made it look as if the wolfmen were close to falling in. That angle planted an idea that quickly turned into a plan.

Omega smiled…

“That’s it! Let’s see how smart you three really are.” Omega put up his hands, signaling the wolfmen to prepare. They crouched down even further, in anticipation.

I’ve never tried this before. It seems they like going left, so…

Omega let out that cracking noise, prompting the wolfmen, who were all three within arm’s length of each other, to leap to the left…

Omega had chosen to focus his destruction on the hole that already existed, all while not actually looking at said hole. Previously, all distance destruction required directly glaring at the area he wanted destroyed. He wasn’t sure how perceptive they were of where he was looking, but it was best not to take any chances.

The plan worked like magic, because they all three fell into the hole, with the one furthest to the right almost surviving. It was able to keep one arm out of the hole, but it proved too difficult, and it fell in only two seconds after its companions.

Omega gave a sigh of relief. “Being able to destroy without having to make eye contact could be beneficial, indeed.”

Omega approached the last hole, as he was curious if it was deep enough for those powerful legs and arms of the wolfmen.

Just as his head crested over the lip, the wolfman that he assumed fell in, in fact, had his left arm jammed into the sidewall of the crater, the rest of the body dangling, swung that long, powerful right arm.

Those fingernails that now more closely resembled claws slashed across Omega’s left side, starting from his ear and going down his jawline.

“AH! Shit!” cried Omega as he fell down on his back.

The wolfman, arm still stuck, reached up and grabbed Omega’s ankle and started to drag him towards the hole. Omega, who had lost consciousness when his head slammed into the ground, was helpless to stop the wolf-man.

The other two beasts were at the bottom waiting for their meal.

The scream that Omega let out early prompted Brock to take off towards the commotion.

When he arrived at the clearing, he saw the multiple craters and guessed Omega’s strategy. At the furthest crater, he saw Omega’s body being dragged.

“Damn, it’s too far on foot, and I can’t use my gusts without hurting him too. HEY! LOOK OVER HERE, UGLY!” shouted Brock, hoping it would catch the beast’s attention.

As the beast turned around and snarled at Brock, the man on the roof was finally ready to take action.

“Not bad, not bad. I will join you on your adventures…”

From the rooftop, the man took out a reed and loaded a jet-black dart. As he inhaled a deep breath and let it explode from his lungs, the dart launched at a surprising speed, whistling through the air until it slammed into the cheek of the last remaining wolfman.

The surprise of Brock’s screaming mixed with this supersonic dart piercing its face forced the wolfman to let go of Omega’s leg and fall backward, which also caused the creature’s arm to pull free from the soil it was dug into.

Brock saw this hooded figure shoot the dart, and while it helped Omega, it could just as easily have been misaimed and intended for his friend.

Brock darted forward, reaching Omega’s unconscious body in a few seconds. He was now kneeling next to him, looking at the man on the roof. He stood on that perch, simply observing for a moment, then he leaped down and started walking, quite naturally, towards Brock.

“I know you not, stranger. I appreciate the assist, but stay back if you know what’s good for you.”

As the man continued to walk briskly forward, now less than twenty feet away, Brock stood up and put his hands in front of his stomach—the high palm facing downwards with the low palm facing upwards, like holding an invisible object.

“Don’t force me to kill you…”

The man finally stopped and chuckled. “That man,” as he pointed at Omega, “has tried on more than one occasion to kill me, as I have him. My inability to finish a task that I am so very good at has led me to enlighten-ment…He is worth following.”

Right before the man could show himself, Omega opened his eyes, and the rest of the group came running up. They noticed the man, but as Brock wasn’t engaging aggressively with him, they didn’t either.

As they side-stepped and avoided the different craters, Karah finally reached Omega, who hadn’t sat up yet.

“Oh no, your face…,” said Karah as she noticed four claw marks that took off half of his earlobe and left deep traces—ones he will have to learn to live with.

As Omega looked up, he was relieved that the beast didn’t swing a little further over, or he might be blind in one eye. Missing a piece of his ear and adding another scar to his collection didn’t bother him much.

“Do you have any more of that ointment, Karah?”

As Brock and Mercurius helped Omega up, they all began walking back towards their base of operations. The hooded figure was dumbfounded that none of them said anything. He shook his head, chuckled, and started following behind.

Back in the blacksmith’s shop, Karah was applying the ointment, and then she wrapped it in the best way that she could, given the placement of the injury.

“Thanks. Did you notice? All of those creatures are still alive…I think. What happened after I passed out?” asked Omega as he looked at his companions.

The hooded man cleared his throat.

“I saved you, having decided to take you up on a previously given offer.”

As Omega looked, he saw the man standing near the threshold of the exit.

“Ah, you must be the one who has been following us…I knew I smelled someone.”

The man finally took off his hood, showing a familiar face to Omega and Karah.

“You!” shouted Karah as she stood up and took a defensive stance in front of Omega, who was sitting in the chair.

Omega’s heart always skipped a beat when Karah tried to protect him like that. In most cases with most people, it was him doing the protecting.

“It’s okay, he’s not here to kill us.” Omega reached up and lightly pulled her into his lap.

“What offer did I make to you in the past? I think I died between then and now, so my memory of it is fuzzy,” said Omega as he smiled a bit. Karah didn’t find it very funny.

“Before our last fight, you offered for us to join you, instead of killing you. I’ve been contemplating your offer since you wiped out my companions…and I know that failing to kill my mark for a second time and losing my brothers…the Berserkers would rather I die than return. They will eventually send someone.”

Omega stood up and walked up to Henry. He was bigger and almost half a head taller than Henry.

“You want to join me on my adventures? Our current destination is Irk-dale, and Faulk himself, to be precise. Are you willing to put aside your desire to finish the job and stand by my side and watch all of our backs?”

Omega held out his hand, waiting to see if Henry would reciprocate.

“Yes. Even though I am likely younger than you, I have accepted and completed 82 contracts, only failing two,” as he motioned to Omega and Karah.

“I never really wanted to be an assassin, but I was sold to the Berserkers as a child, and I had a knack for understanding and implementing what the master assassins had to show me…a natural, if you will. Perhaps it is ignorance speaking, but I don’t fear Faulk or Irkdale, and I have already accepted that you are not to be killed but followed.”

As Henry moved to grasp Omega’s hand, Omega pulled his back.

“I almost forgot. There is one person’s opinion that matters more than anyone else’s.”

Omega motioned for Karah to come to him.

“Henry tried to kill you and succeeded in killing at least one of your personal guards. If you don’t accept him, then I will not either.”

Karah looked at Henry, who was showing a genuine look on his face, like this is what he was meant to be doing.

“You were able to survive against Omega, when he had the intention to kill, twice. If you are on our side, it’s one less burden, not having to sleep with one eye open.”

Karah stood there in silence for a moment. She wanted to check if Henry’s demeanor would slip, but after it didn’t, she nodded her head.

Omega and Henry clasped hands and laughed.






III

In Irkdale, at one of the facilities that specializes in the creation of magic slaves, there was excitement seldom seen in that terrible place. Faulk had been slowly issuing orders for all the facilities to prepare for the inevitable War for Arrdus, as he had coined it in his edicts.

Faulk’s idea was to take advantage of the chaos that would ensue between Thomascus and Grexle. As those two largely magicless armies fought, Faulk and his three immortal generals would lead the magical slave army and his non-slave soldiers to decimate the weakened enemies.

Faulk had let out the majority of his twisted beast experiments to sew fear and calamity amongst the citizens of Arrdus. Even just hearing of these beasts, a thousand miles away, can affect a man’s resolve. He also hoped that the timing of his plans for the Goddess reincarnation would pan out perfectly.

“Did you hear? Supreme Leader Faulk will be coming by later today, in person, to check on our magic slaves. We have over two thousand who have survived our teachings and lost their mind to us. If I’m not mistaken, we have the largest number of any of the six facilities,” said Supervisor Hoon to a top-level manager who was looking over the final checks before the visit.

“This is very exciting. All of our workers have been putting in tireless effort ever since we got the news last year that the fruits of our labor would soon be harvested.”

“How are the last-minute checks coming?” asked Hoon as the two were walking from one cell to the next.

“Everything is looking great, sir. Faulk will doubtlessly be impressed by your abilities as a supervisor…Maybe I will be calling you Facility Four Master soon.”

Supervisor Hoon scolded his subordinate for speaking ill of the current Master, Bailey, but after looking around, they laughed together.

The six magic slave facilities in the northwest of Irkdale were huge. They could add on cells and other necessary expansions quickly, as all of the managers, supervisors, and upper-level researchers had access to their magic. They were able to take advantage of the Magicka Resonance Chamber in the bowels of Faulk’s Tower, unlike the poor souls who had their magic pulled out more grotesquely.

As Faulk was making his rounds, getting everything ready for the ultimate better that would be happening in less than a year, Silla, an essential component of Faulk’s plans, found herself looking at an unexpected sight.

As the doors to the underworld opened, there was a sprawling city and even a moderate-sized castle in the center of this city. Even though this was all underground, the lighting was not as poor as one would have assumed. There was natural light flowing in from the top, and plenty of well-placed and maintained lanterns on the streets.

There was appropriate irrigation and maintenance of the dome and soil area, so leaks were rarely a concern, even in heavy rains. They had access to a huge aquifer where they got their fresh water. The ventilation was amazing, and Silla and the others did not feel like they were short of breath.

The place was breathtaking and strange, simultaneously. From the street level to the highest part of the dome was no less than two hundred fifty feet. The tallest spire of the castle reached almost to the top, or bottom, depending on one’s perspective.

“It’s hard to believe, right?” asked a bemused Jack as he observed the looks on the four women’s faces.

“There are about 500 citizens in King Robert Esper’s kingdom. There’s only so much space down here, so there are strict rules put into place on the number of residents and when women are allowed to get pregnant.”

Sarah, Silla, Kita, and Rose had not responded, maybe not even heard what Jack had just said.

“What do they do down here?” asked Kita, finally.

“They live their lives. The adults go to work while the children learn and play.”

“Do they work in Braske, or down here?” asked a curious Sarah.

“There is always work to be done down here. Constant maintenance must be performed to make sure that the natural sunlight and ventilation systems are maintained, and structural checks are performed regularly on the dome for the citizens’ safety,” explained Jack.

Silla finally spoke up after taking one last panoramic look at the kingdom.

“How do you know so much about this place, Jack. Were you down here for a long time trying to get my ring back?” Silla had some noticeable sass in her voice.

Jack smiled brightly.

“Yes and no, my Goddess. King Esper’s subject, Steward Chambers, loves to talk about his home. While I was waiting for the King, before losing the bet, the Steward was filling my ears with all of this useful information I’ve just shared.”

Silla couldn’t tell if Jack was being sarcastic or not, because that smile never left his face.

Through the door they chose, they had to descend another thirty feet or so to get to the street level. There were citizens hurriedly going from one task to the next, but they were still welcoming and courteous to Silla and her companions.

All the houses they could see were well-built and sturdy. There were no shacks or dilapidated houses, and there were no slums, as was always the case in other castle towns. The King took pride in all of his subjects living in acceptable conditions.

As the group was walking towards the castle, which was only about a quarter-mile from the door they came in through, they could make out to the left of the castle, a large area of fertile soil. It was getting near dusk, so the sunlight wasn’t as prevalent, but that patch of earth in the Kingdom was where they grew fruits, vegetables, herbs, and natural medicines.

“If we get the chance, later, I will take you guys, during the day, to the growing corner, as they’ve named it. It’s even more majestic due to its surroundings.”

“It’s getting close to evening. Do they have inns down here?” asked Rose as she was looking around.

“We can go straight to the castle if you don’t want to wait until daybreak,” explained Jack, motioning towards the front gates.

Unlike most Kings, Esper would welcome tidings or visitors at any hour of the day. He wanted his subjects to feel like they could rely on him in all circumstances.

“Is that really okay? Wouldn’t the King be having dinner with his family and be done with court affairs for the day?” asked Kita. Jack walked to the nearby bench and took a seat, taking a big stretch and taking a deep breath.

He bid Rose to join him on the bench, which she did.

“You see, King Esper allows audiences at any time. We could go in a couple of hours before sunup, and he would still wake and hear us out.”

Silla was looking up at the castle, and she thought that this king sounded like a good person. Maybe someone worth having on her side.

Jack must have noticed her tilted head and wondering look, and he put her at ease.

“My Goddess. King Esper has no army…for now, but I think if you are earnest with him, he will likely become an ally. One thing of note, though, before we meet him. As benevolent as he is to his subjects, he never grants a wish, especially to a stranger, for free.”



Even though Silla thought it rude to call an audience this late, she was also naturally a bit on the impatient side, so they walked over to the front gates of the Castle.

“You wish for an audience with King Esper?” asked one of the two halberd-holding guards on opposite sides of the gate entrance.

Jack took the lead as the only person who had ever been there.

“Yes, good sir. My companion here,” as he pointed to Silla, “is someone of unparalleled import, and His Highness will definitely not regret tonight’s meeting.”

Silla didn’t think she was that important, especially without full use of her powers, but she also found that it wasn’t embarrassing when Jack introduced her in that way.

The guards looked at Silla. She did have green eyes that seemed to have an unnatural luster, but other than that, they didn’t see some remarkable being.

“Oy, I remember you!” exclaimed the other guard, pointing to Jack.

“Yes! He’s the one who lost the bet to the King. The King really likes that ring you lost to him.”

Jack, wearing his usual smile, could feel Silla’s gaze boring into his back, so he decided it was best not to turn around.

After a few moments of silence, Jack used his eyes and expressions to signal the guards to change the subject. They laughed and told them to wait as one went to inform one of the king’s servants about the guests at the gate.



Much to their surprise, King Esper himself came out of the castle doors, in his nighttime robe, and barefoot. Other than Jack, the rest did not know it was the king until the guards gave their praise.

As the king approached, nobody knew if they should move up or wait to be summoned…it was all very informal and confusing.

Luckily, the king bid them forward as he was approaching them.

“Hello, fine travelers. Please enter the castle and follow me to the throne room.” King Esper turned and waved them forward, and they tried to match his pace.

The inside of the castle was not as extravagant as the outside would lead one to believe. There were no gold picture frames or large, ornate, narcissistic statues, nor any intricate, overly designed tables or chairs. The throne was perhaps the most glamorous object that the group saw. It was seemingly carved out of stone, with a very high back. Silla thought it didn’t look very comfortable.

After getting to the said throne and sitting, King Esper called to a couple of his servants.

“You there, please go and bring the bench for our guests.”

“Yes, my king,” said both servants in unison, and a few moments later, they came back carrying a long wooden bench, large enough for all the guests to sit.

“Okay, now that everyone is comfortable, might I inquire as to why you have journeyed to my kingdom on this fine evening?”

Even though he wasn’t regal at the time, the group could tell that King Esper had a certain charisma. He was in his mid-forties, of average height, and fit and muscular. He had dark brown hair. Some in a ponytail and the rest draping over his shoulders. He had brown eyes and pale skin. Most people in the underground kingdom had pale skin, save those who worked the growing corner.

Jack took the lead, as the only one to have met the king.

“Your Highness, do you remember me?”

“Of course, Jack. How could I forget you, after our bet… and my fantastic prize?”

“That’s why we have come here, your highness.”

Jack stood up and motioned for Silla to stand up as well.

“This is Silla Gladen, Goddess Reincarnation, and the rightful owner of the ring that I lost.”

King Esper eyed Silla, his gaze moving from her toes to the top of her head. All the while, Silla was trying to remain steadfast, even with a mixture of fear from this king knowing that secret, and anger at Jack for so flippantly revealing that secret.

“Hmm, so this is the reincarnation you referenced in some of our prior meetings.”

That sent Silla over the top.

“Jack, are you a fool!? You openly speak of my identity, which the Velantosse always tells me to keep a secret! Are you absolutely certain that you are a recognized Guardian?”

The king was taken aback by this small woman’s sudden outburst, but he was a fan of her candor and forthrightness.

“My Goddess, do not be too hard on young Jack. He has never revealed anything that would have put you in danger, only referencing you as a whisp on the wind.” The king bowed low, much lower than she thought any king ever would.

“I am not your enemy, Goddess. However, I am also not your friend. The point of my underground kingdom, apart from it being one of the conclusions of the Tri-Party-Conclave, is that I am only interested in my own citizens’ problems and well-being.”

“Tri-Party-Conclave? I’ve never heard of that,” said Kita, who, although she didn’t have much interest in continental politics, knew enough about important events to get by.

The king looked at Kita and gave a small bow, which was closer to a nod.

“You must be one of Emperor Thomascus’ daughters.”

“Yes, I am Kita. This is Rose and Sarah,” she pointed to them respectively.

“What is the Tri-Party-Conclave? If I might be so bold to inquire,” said Kita.

“Before, we get into anything else…” interrupted Silla, right when it looked like the king was about to speak.

“I’d like to see my ring, King Esper.”

Esper was almost beside himself with how this woman spoke to him. She was quite frank, which was all the more amusing and endearing, due to her slight frame.

Rose looked at Silla, as if to reprimand her, but then shrugged and smiled.

“I’d be happy to show you the ring, but for the time being, it is in fact…my ring.”

Before Silla could retort, Rose covered her friend’s mouth as the king walked into his private chamber behind the throne.

“Silla, I know that the ring is yours by birthright, but we are in a foreign place, inside a king’s castle. Your normal bossiness may not be our best ploy here…”

“You’re right, Rose,” said Silla as she pulled Rose’s hand away, “the best ploy would be for that man,” pointing to Jack, “to do what is needed to get my ring.”

Jack could only avoid Silla’s eye contact, instead focusing on Rose.

The king came back after a few moments, carrying the Goddess Ring on a small cushion. The ring was a thing of uniqueness and beauty. Much like the Goddess Crown, the ring was almost entirely crafted from a ruby-like substance, with thin strings of gold woven through it. Also, like the crown, there was an aura or radiant life that existed in the ring.

“Jack told me, when he relinquished the ring, to never put it on my finger. So, to be extra safe, I also do not touch it whenever possible.”

“Like the other items of your predecessors, this one too must have a drastic consequence for those…unqualified to wield it. Honestly, I do not know what would happen if someone other than you, Goddess, were to put on the ring. As inquisitive as I am, I did not want to lose a finger, or worse,” explained King Esper as he called the group forward.

As Silla approached and reached out for the ring, King Esper pulled it back out of reach.

“I am not averse to returning this ring to its rightful owner, but for now, only looking will be tolerated.”

Silla was none too pleased with the situation, and although it didn’t seem like it to the rest, she did try, internally, to hold in her ire…

“You are little more than a thief! King…ha!”

“Silla, be respectful in other people’s homes. This is not Rahm or Velantosse castle,” said Rose in a tone that showed her disappointment in how Silla was behaving.

“I can guess why you are acting this way, with other situations being out of your control, but now would be an excellent chance for you to mature. World tidings will only get more out of our control going forward. King Esper has been more magnanimous than most, and we are not likely to find such a host in the future. We have no idea of the dangers that lurk, waiting for you. You shouldn’t put you, or us, so easily in situations that add to our burdens.”

Silla was as embarrassed as she was angry and confused at how Rose was talking to her in front of everyone. She could feel the heat in her cheeks.

Nobody else said a word as the two best friends simply stared at each other, each waiting for the other to apologize.

“Not to worry, Miss Rose. I might also have a similar reaction if an object of mine were just in front of me, but out of my reach. I have but one request, once fulfilled, the ring and my full support with any troubles you might face in the future, are all yours.”



Silla looked at Jack, thinking, Can’t you just take it? Jack was quite adept at reading facial expressions and body language, and he could guess what she wanted.

Jack asked the king to take away the ring and then tell them what quest they must perform to have the ring returned to Silla.

As the king was walking back into his chambers, Jack turned to Silla.

“Sorry, Goddess. Of course, I could have taken it and gotten us out of here safely…But I did lose a fair bet. Call it an annoying part of my personality, but I never go back on a wager.”

“I see. Being a Guardian and protecting the item entrusted to you is of less importance than not reneging on an agreement.”

The clear sarcasm was, of course, palpable.

“My Goddess, I will gladly accept any punishment you give me for losing the ring once we get it back.”

“Remember those words,” said Silla as the king came back towards the group.

“Let’s all sit down. Before I get to my request, and yes, Jack, it does have something to do with the bet that you lost to me. I mentioned earlier, the Tri-Party-Conclave. As an integral piece of information related to your mission, I hope that I can finish my bit without interruption.”

The king looked at Silla specifically.

“Of course,” was all she said, still not looking at Rose.

“The three parties involved in the conclave, two of which you can probably guess: This underground kingdom and Braske, with the third party being the original monarchy. Without going into the full history of Braske, which I’m sure the young Goddess would not have the patience to hear, I will cover just that which is relevant to me and your quest.”

Silla was becoming more annoyed with this charismatic king, but she knew that she had no alternatives.

“Braske, as you know it now—five-member majority deciding, has only existed in such a fashion for less than twelve years. Next month is the anniversary, but that’s not important at the moment. Braske before then and for the last few hundred years had been the Kingdom of Braske. The Highmores had been the ruling family for at least the last two hundred years.”

Kita and Sarah both found themselves becoming quite intrigued with the beginning of the king’s tale.

“What happened to the Highmores? A coup?” asked Sarah.

“Maybe internal strife?” commented Kita.

“I would say both are accurate. I have not said so yet, but people called me by a different name before becoming king of this small underground city. They called me a usurper. Earlier, when you labeled me a thief, I could not in good conscience get upset or disagree with you, Goddess.”

Silla didn’t say anything, not wanting to get into another row or get scolded again.

“Back in the Highmore kingdom, my title was that of Count. Middling in rank, but I had a charisma that led people to naturally follow me. The former King of Braske, Cidolfus Highmore, was a cruel, cruel king who had little desire to help his citizens and wanted only the riches and power that came with being the largest, most bustling port within five thousand nautical miles.”

“So, yours was a rebellion?” wondered Sarah aloud.

“Perhaps. I had little interest in leading any sort of rebellion. As a Count, I had enough power and freedom to be content, and I didn’t have much responsibility to boot. But as the king drifted further into depravity and debauchery, whispers began to form and soon took shape. There were secret meetings amongst lesser royalty and nobles. We in the nobility were unaware at the time, but the workers, merchants, fishermen, blacksmiths, and the like were also having their own gatherings, discussing which steps to take next.”

“I think I’m starting to get a feel for how this is heading. As the two sides were fighting each other, the unknown, unrelated third side took advantage of the confusion,” guessed Rose.

“Not bad, Miss Rose.”

King Esper stood up and walked over to a large map of Braske. It was taller than the king and wider than the bench on which they sat. A map that only had Braske and a small part of the bay, so it was much more detailed than Rose’s continental map.

“Moving forward in my stroll down memory lane, we arrive at the very short civil war that took place almost twelve years ago. It lasted only ten days. While the nobility and some of the army that we swayed our way, were beginning to fight against King Highmore, the Citizens’ Army was able to quite skillfully and easily take control of the castle and the King’s family.”

“So, the king did have a heart? He gave up his throne to save his family?” asked Sarah.

King Esper chuckled, then shook his head.

“It’s hard to say for sure, I guess, but as far as I know, when the Citizens’ Army took control of the castle, foolishly King Highmore had thousands of pounds of gold, silver, and precious jewels buried underneath said castle. He had been siphoning off reserves for years, and the Citizens’ Army didn’t know about it, but used it to their advantage once they found it. They could pay off the generals that were not completely loyal, and practically all of the nobility on my side could and would be bought for the right price.”

“Why was a conclave needed? It sounds like that treasure trove was the saving grace for the Citizens’ Army,” said Silla, chiming in for the first time. She also found herself entranced in the tale, even if she tried to act aloof.

“I am likely to blame for the conclave becoming a necessity. In the beginning, I didn’t want to lead anything, but I began to imagine a kingdom, much like the one you are in now, although back then I pictured one with a little more sunlight. Having already been chosen to lead the new kingdom, I found that I was unwilling to let this chance pass me by. I used my charismatic nature to gather King Highmore, the leaders of the Citizens’ Army, and myself, in one place to decide on a way to end everything, as peacefully as possible.”

While King Esper was talking, he was pointing to different parts of the map, creating a scene for the group to better understand.

“I had too much newfound pride, while King Highmore had too much greed and vanity. King Highmore, as you likely do not know, had been allowed to unlock his magic in the depths of Braske’s Sacred Tower. The Citizens’ Army, nor I knew of this at the time, and we were not ready for the destruction it was capable of creating.”

“I was wondering where Braske’s former castle was, once you began your tale,” stated Rose, as observant as ever.

“Yes, King Highmore destroyed the castle with his power of manipulation. I don’t know proper names for magics, having only ever experienced one, but the king could, without touching anything, move objects, large or small.”

“Yes, Your Highness, that is magic from the manipulation school. With enough practice, concentration, and willpower, a castle wouldn’t be difficult to tear apart,” said Jack.

“I won’t go into the details as it pains my heart, but the King destroyed the castle, having thought his family was already killed by me. That was, of course, a lie…a gamble on my part, that came with lasting ramifications.”

King Esper closed his eyes and said a prayer to Sulce, the God of Death.

“Lord Sulce, please punish my everlasting soul when my time in this life is finished. It’s the very least I can do for those innocent lives in that castle.”

After a couple more hours, the story was winding down, and the group realized that it was getting late and they were all yawning.

“What a tale! I knew some of Braske’s history, but I wasn’t living here twelve years ago, so this is my first time hearing in such detail how the conclave came about,” said Jack.

“Are you not from Braske?” asked Kita.

“Nay. I am unsure what happened to or even when there last was a Guardian in Braske. I’m not much older than you, Goddess, and I’ve only been a Guardian for three years. When I took over as Guardian and found the secret spot where it was said that the previous Guardian should have left the ring, it was there, but nothing else. No notes or anything.”

“How did you come to know about Velantosse, Jack?” asked Rose, not quite distrusting Jack, but he could feel the separation that wasn’t there before.

“Well…what’s important to know, although I don’t agree with their tactics, is that the elders have established a system of secrecy and autonomy. Even though a Guardian has to volunteer, they must also get the branding from an elder, but before that, they must be recommended by an elder and receive unanimous votes. I was recommended by Elder Sharp, and after some deliberation, I received a vote of confidence.”

“So, after receiving unanimous votes, a potential Guardian then gains the right to volunteer, but is not forced to become a ward?” asked Sarah inquisitively.

Jack looked at her and nodded.

“I couldn’t have said it better. Are you interested in becoming a Guardian? Although each Guardian is forbidden to contact or even make inroads in attempting to find other Guardians…like I said earlier, I disagree with some of the elders’ rules. I know that Rahm has no current Guardian, and Irkdale has had no need for a Guardian in the last five hundred years.”

Silla was always interested in more Velantosse facts or even rumors.

“I have also found myself thinking that being cut off, absolutely, from not only the rest of the continent but even themselves, might not be as helpful to our cause, in the future.”

“We are of like mind, my Goddess. The elders have their reasons, some of which I can guess, and others that might have been forced upon them by the times…However, we all have to be willing to adjust and adapt, especially now that a living reincarnation is in our world.”

Kita had found a particular omission intriguing, so she queried.

“Jack, you mentioned how Rahm had no current Guardian, and how Irkdale hasn’t needed one. Does that mean that you know that Faruqh, Gradon, and Culver have Guardians?”

“You are finding yourself inescapably intrigued by this new world, Princess. Yes, after some digging and traveling, I can say with little doubt that Rahm has not had a Guardian in many years. Unless this person is hiding themselves exceptionally well.”

That sentence made Silla’s thoughts jump to her mother.

“Since Iris Darcius…I would guess,” said Silla, trailing off and ending her input.

Jack didn’t know this name, but he could tell that it wasn’t the time to broach that subject.

“Don’t tell the elders, but I have met the Guardian in Gradon. She is a quirky girl…As for the Guardian in Faruqh, he keeps himself hidden and changes locations often. I do know he is a ranked warrior and may take part in the upcoming tournament.”

“And Culver. I’m curious after Elder Ross tried to condemn me for my father taking the sword from his son,” said Kita.

“The sword…yes…,” Jack tapered off, staring off into the distance as if some fleeting thought or some itching question had finally been answered.

Even King Esper had found himself enthralled in this talk of Guardians and magical items, and he got Jack back on track.

“Mister Jack.” Esper snapped his fingers. “Please finish your story before diving into a new one, in your own mind.”

“Sorry, Your Highness. Lastly, is Culver. Culver’s Guardian is in a particularly precarious predicament, having volunteered, while the Goddess item is wielded by another, unrelated party…your father, namely,” as Jack looked at Kita.

Silla didn’t know that she could have been that close to a Guardian when she and Omega were wandering through Culver, which seemed like ages ago.

“As you have stated, you like to ignore the elders’ rules. Could you send a message to Culver’s Guardian?” asked Silla in her nicest voice.

“I cannot deny the Goddess’ request…”






IV

The Gradon Archipelago was a vast network of both small and large islands in the eastern Ardian Sea. On the capital island of Jasker, Thomo, the son of Emperor Thomascus, was walking around the perimeter of his new home. It was a moderate-sized palace not far from King Drune’s castle. This palace was made over twenty years ago for Drune’s now-deceased firstborn son. The palace had remained untouched since then, with the king ordering it to be made tip-top upon the news that the young prince would be calling it home.

Thomo was already almost as tall as his older brother Thompsel and was filling out to be likely just as muscular. At fifteen, Thomo already had some black stubble on his chin. He had short black hair with those familiar honey eyes.

Thomo, unlike his brother and father, had little interest in fighting. He always paid attention during his brother’s lectures about war strategy, and he always put forth maximum effort during sparring bouts and agility training.



The young prince didn’t want to disappoint his father or older brother. He felt much more comfortable and happy when he could play with his pets and make weapons. Thomo was already excellent at making swords, spears, and pieces of armor.



As Thomo had only been in Jasker for about a week, everything about the island was still novel and surprising. He wasn’t accustomed to the smells of the sea or the sudden weather changes. The noise from the waves, gulls, and pelicans was still in that stage of being constantly noticed.

Thomo had yet to see his betrothed, Madelin. She was expected in the capital on this very day, so Thomo was pacing in expectation. Madelin didn’t live on Jasker, but on the nearby island of Boulder, to the east.

At that time, Thomo’s two maidservants, Elise and Celeste, were also pacing in unison with their prince. Elise and Celeste were sisters, and they accompanied Thomo wherever he went. The two sisters were chuckling, watching their ruler being so nervous.

“This is so nerve-racking. I thought when my brother first told me about this…it was no big deal…Now, though…”

“It’s okay, Prince Thomo. The two of you will have time to know each other and gain a certain comfort level before you are to marry,” said Celeste. Celeste was a year older than both Thomo and her sister, Elise. She usually had sound advice and was level-headed.
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