






                                         DARKSWORD:  DUST TO DUST


        The sun rose over the old town of Kilvenor as it had many times over, it's rays overcoming the stone walls that surrounded it, bathing each and every derelict structure in the warm light. There was no movement to speak of in the once busy town, it's inhabitants evacuating long ago due to the threat of a war that never came to be. It had stood alone in the decades since, receiving no human visitors, the eerie quiet now as commonplace as noise would be anywhere else in the land. Fear of conflict had kept everyone away for good, deciding to start a new town in an isolated area far away.
        At the old and worn portcullis entry into the town stood two familiar forms, unsure how to proceed now that they had arrived at the town. 
       "My friend," started Darius Darksword, a master swordsman with awesome elemental powers. "Why again have we come to this place?" he asked of his friend, the one Ranier, a master archer and trusted ally for some time now. 
       "I believe this was your idea, thanks to that vision that your mentor had weeks ago." replied his friend, referring to Cyrada, an old man that Darius considered a mentor, who was also one with the sorcery and magics about the land. Cyrada had experienced a vision about Kilvenor, and the undead souls that may still inhabit it now.
       "Indeed." started Darius. "Now all we have to do is gain entry somehow." He started  scratching his head and ruffling his black hair a little bit. 
       Ranier removed his archer's cap briefly to wipe his brow, his blond hair short yet neat. Unable to come up with a plan, he shrugged in frustration. 
       "I am open to suggestions. That wall has no points for which we could climb it." he said, knowing how slick the wall's surface was, and not knowing any other way to bypass it or the portcullis. Darius suddenly grinned. 
       "Perhaps this is much easier than we make it out to be." he replied, before walking up to the portcullis to ponder it. He closed his eyes and placed his right hand on the gate, focusing his thoughts carefully.
        Without warning, his hand started to glow a brilliant blue, as the wooden beams and braces of the portcullis began to quickly turn to ice, a cracking sound starting to be heard. Within a matter of moments, the entire gate was converted to ice, the sight something to behold. Opening his eyes again, Darius then made a fist with his right hand and delivered a blow to the gate that smashed it into many fragments that fell to the ground. They now had access to the town itself, and whatever lay in wait for them. 
        Ranier chuckled. "You do know how to make an impressive entrance, as always!" he said happily. Darius grinned again. 
       "Ah, but of course!" he said with a laugh, as the two of them walked over the ice pieces and into the vacant town, ready for just about anything.


        The sound of water bubbling caught his attention suddenly, having lost himself in another large tome that he had read several times before, but always went back to when he had questions about the magic. Cyrada scratched his somewhat bald head, having only greyish hair on the sides left. He got up off his wooden chair and headed over to the corner of his cabin to see the pot hanging over the fire pit, water ready to receive the eggs he had gathered earlier in the day. He shuffled over to his cooking area, and scooped up the oval forms, a carefully bringing them over to the pot and gently dropping them in.
        With a few minutes now until they were ready, he sat down in front of the pit and waited patiently for them to cook. Cyrada couldn't help think about what his young friend Darius might find at Kilvenor when he arrived, unable to shake the visuals of the vision he had a few days previous, another in the long line of visions he had when something involving magics or energy was afoot. It was as vague as could be, having only seen the town itself, the walls that surrounded it, and something to do with another kind of magic or power that resided there. This was the reason for which he had brought out a couple old texts and tomes, wanting to find out what he could about Kilvenor and it's history.
        Cyrada knew Darius was a capable young man, as was his friend and ally Ranier, who Cyrada thought was quite wise for someone his age. He had no doubt that they would overcome any issue on this quest, but still held reservations, not wanting anything to happen to his protege, becoming more and more fond of him as time passed. He decided to not worry about it as much, knowing that it would still be days before they returned and told him of the adventure to that place. Just then, Cyrada remembered he had eggs in his pot, and turned his attention back to them, pulling the pot off the fire pit by it's wooden handle, and prepared to have his midday meal. 
       "Mmm." he mumbled, in anticipation of his beloved eggs, losing himself in the aroma and warmth of the small oblong objects.


        The sight that greeted them was not one of chaos that they had been expecting, but exactly the opposite. Everything about the town and it's structures seemed neat and tidy. Doors on homes and such were closed, some with adornments, some without. Carts full of empty barrels and other non-perishables were parked neatly next to one another in the main square, awaiting their use in the market that once happened in this spot.
       "This doesn't feel quite right." mentioned Ranier, becoming a little apprehensive. "It seems that the townsfolk organized their evacuation well, and weren't rushed. It's like they expected to return." 
        Darius nodded his acknowledgment. "That does seem to be the case." 
        Further exploration of the rest of the town proved this to be correct, as both men saw the same everywhere. 
       "Personally, I do not understand why a town this size warrants a wall." said Ranier, thinking. "Castles get walls, not towns." He looked at another section of the stone wall. Darius stroked his chin, also pondering.
      "I agree it is a bit out of the ordinary, but it's not entirely unheard of. I read a book on ancient towns before I left Naserria, and it told of others like this that had been constructed in the same manner." he explained. 
      Ranier shrugged. "Perhaps. But believe there is something amiss here, and I'm not sure what." he said, turning to face his friend.
      "I concur. Unfortunately, I am at a loss." said Darius, looking confused for the moment. Ranier glanced about the area, and decided the town was worth one more look. 
     "Once more around, I say. Then if we find nothing, let us leave." he said, straightening his cap in the process. His friend nodded in agreement.
     "Very well. Once more." replied Darius, gesturing to Ranier to lead on. He was content to bring up the rear this time, scrutizing things as they went along, trying to make sense of everything that they had seen thus far. 
      "Perplexing." he mumbled to himself, voice trailing off as he kept walking.


       The sun's bright rays shining down on the land made for a rather beautiful day outside, the sky a vibrant blue with no trace of a cloud. Cyrada grinned slightly at the sight of this, while laying an old tome on his small wooden stand near his cabin. He preferred to cast spells and summon things with his magic outdoors whenever possible, the sun helping sometimes. For now, he would be content to find the cause of his recent visions, of which were responsible for Darius' latest quest. Flipping to the right page, he took a step back from the book stand and outstretched his arms away from his body.
       He muttered a phrase in an ancient language and stared at the open pages of the tome for a moment. 
      "Show me the danger that lurks in the ancient town of Kilvenor." he demanded. "I must have insight into my visions!" Just then, a plume of fire shot out of the book's pages and hovered above it as a spinning fireball. Cyrada nodded and watched as the fireball took the shape of a human skull, before morphing again into the shape of a dragon's skeleton, before disappearing completely. As soon as it had begun, the summoning was over, and Cyrada scratched his chin for a moment.
       "Hmm. An unfamiliar dragon." he mused, before stepping up to the wooden stand, closing the tome, and picking it back up before heading into his cabin. "I need to research this now." he mumbled, plopping the tome onto his heavy wooden table, before going to his book case and finding the larger tome that contained information about the ancient Dragons and their power.
      "I must know more." he said, taking the book and sitting down at his table, leafing through a few of the pages to get ahead to where he thought he would find what he was looking for. "This could take a while."


        "How is it we missed this the first time around?" asked Darius of his friend, staring at the small cemetary of maybe a dozen wooden grave markers, each with unfamiliar writing on them. Ranier shrugged as he gazed upon the solemn scene. "I do not know. We did not find any disturbances, we did not find this cemetary at first, and we really have not found much of anything, either." explained Ranier, getting a little frustrated at this point. Darius wanted to chuckle, but decided against it, not wanting  to rile his friend right now. He was about to say something encouraging, when the ground beneath them started to tremble without warning.
        Ranier looked around in confusion. "I do not understand....." he said, voice trailing off. Darius steadied himself to keep his balance, and was about to suggest leaving, when the tremors stopped abruptly. 
       "Much better." he said, happy the ground had gone back to being normal.
       Ranier looked to his friend, but said nothing, unable to figure out what had just transpired. "Strange place, this Kilvenor." he finally said, before turning and giving himself some distance between him and the grave markers.
       Suddenly, a hand of bone popped out of the nearest grave site, followed by another. Strange sounds of cracking bones and rattling filled the air as an entire skeleton rose from the dirt, the eye sockets in it's skull glowing red. Darius could not believe what he was seeing, watching in horror as more skeletons broke through the dirt and rose in the same manner. Ranier had heard the noise and turned to face it, only to feel shivers at what he was witnessing. One by one, the skeletons of the dead rose up and out of their graves, advancing on the two men with the sounds of bones creaking and cracking surrounded them.
       "Great Maker!" said Darius, still in disbelief. He instinctively drew his sword and readied himself for battle, knowing this would be no ordinary fight. Ranier had drawn his bow, and had an arrow loaded and ready to fire. The skeletons advanced as their eye sockets continued to glow red. Neither man had ever before seen anything like this, and it shook them to the core. The thought of fighting a walking pile of bones that used to be a person was frightening to say the least. Nevertheless, they held their ground and prepared for a battle with no equal, the precedent about to be set in a big way.


         Pages flipped back and forth, nervous fingers helping them alone, searching for that one page that was dearly needed to solve a problem. Cyrada hurriedly made his way to the centre of the large tome, and after a few more frantic seconds, found the page he was looking for. 
         "Yes, yes this is it!" he exclaimed triumphantly, looking at the lines of text above a peculiar image, one of a dragon's skeleton, with two dots of red ochre dotted in where the eyes should go. "Hmm. Could this 'dragon of death' be real?" he wondered aloud, trying to come to terms with this new knowledge.
         Knowing there was only one way to find out, he picked up the book and headed back outside to his wooden stand, placing the book on it, and preparing a spell. He looked at the image on the book, and outstretched his arms on either side of his body, closing his eyes in the process. 
       "In the name of the Great Maker, I ask that the being shown in these pages be revealed to me. I must know the secrets of this Dragon of Death. Olma, kalma, behandra!" he chanted, voice amplifying off. Without warning, a wind shot down from the sky and swirled around on the surface of the book, before the ground began to tremble below.
        Cyrada opened his eyes as the shaking knocked his wooden stand and the book over, falling to the ground with a thud. Suddenly, an explosion a few yards in front of him knocked him backwards off his feet as the ground opened up, a flying skeleton resembling a dragon emerging from the seam and hovering just above the ground. It's eye sockets burned red, it's sneer sinister. 
       "Why do you summon us, sorceror?" it asked, it's voice loud and piercing. Cyrada slowly got to his feet and contemplated what was before him. "I wish to know why there is a disturbance in Kilvenor." 
        The dragon skeleton's eye sockets seemed to glow brighter due to the question. "The souls of a dozen townspeople that died in that town now belong to me." he explained. "They will become one with me in the Realm Of Doom for all eternity." he finished, laughing evily in the process. Cyrada looked confused for a  moment, then came to attention. 
       "So the ancient stories were correct, then." he said, referring to what he'd learned about the existence of the Realm and it's overlord before him, as confirmed by the book, and the skeletal dragon lord himself. 
       "I am proof of that!" exclaimed the Dragon.
       Cyrada nodded. "Indeed. But let it be known that my young protege and his friend are in Kilvenor as we speak, and they need not be harmed." he explained. 
       The Bone Dragon sneered again. "If they survive my new additions, then they may leave. There is no other way." he finished, before flapping his wings of bone and rising into the air, hovering long enough to point downwards, unleashing a burst of speed that propelled him back into the seam he emerged from in the first place. Just like that, it was over. Cyrada stood motionless. 
      "What have I done?" he asked softly, thinking to the visions, and having young Darius go with his friend Ranier to Kilvenor to investigate. "This is all my fault." he said, voice trailing off as all he could do now was ponder their fates.


        The heavy blade of the sword crashed into the skeleton with a force that knocked it into a hundred pieces, with bones falling to the ground and the skull landing on top of the pile, the red glow in the eye sockets going dark. Darius spun around to catch the next skeleton off guard, tripping it with one leg severing it's head from it's nexk with his sword, the skeleton falling to the ground as well and breaking into more pieces. The young swordsman looked to his friend, who had taken a skull off a body with an arrow, then delivered a flying punch to another, which broke apart from the impact to the rib cage, also breaking apart on contact and rendered immobile anfd out of the fight.
         That was the last four, as they had already dispatched the rest as best they could. All that remained were piles of bones and skulls laying in waste over the cemetary grounds, the scene one of utter chaos. They're opponents felled, the two men acknowledged each other's prowess in the battle. 
        "Good show." said Darius, nodding to his friend. 
         Ranier laughed. "You as well." He gave a nod of his own before again surveying the mess. They were about to turn and leave, the fight over, when again the ground trembled beneath them, shaking the grounds of the cemetary and everything in it.
         Darius couldn't believe his eyes, as the bones began to reassemble themselves back into the skeletons, the same glowing red emnating from their eye sockets once again, this time looking more menacing than before. It wasn't long until all the defeated skeletons were back for another fight, with Darius and Ranier readying their weapons for a second assault. 
        "We cannot fight this battle forever, unlike them apparently!" yelled Ranier as the ground stopped shaking, with Darius not replying at all, staring down his enemy and ready to strike, knowing it would be an uphill battle all the way.
         With the skeletons now starting to advance, there was little choice but to fight once more. Ranier shot two arrows at the same time, knocking down one skeleton, which got back to it's feet and kept going. The second arrow knocked a skull off the neck of another skeleton, which kept walking as the skull rolled up it's body and reattached itself. Ranier looked stunned as he witnessed this, not knowing what to do at this point. Striking a skeleton with his sword, Darius also watched in horror as the bones reassembled themselves and became the skeleton again, not slowed down at all. 
        "Ranier, stand clear." ordered Darius. "This must not be allowed to continue."
        Darius closed his eyes and focused the power he commanded to his left palm, which he held up, open in front of himself. An orb of orange fire appeared and swirled around on his palm before he pulled his arm back briefly, then opened his eyes as he thrust it towards the group of skeletons, a massive burst of fire energy blasting outwards towards the walking bones, so hot that it incinerated them almost instantly, reducing them all to a pile of dust. Darius ceased the fire lowered his arm, the melee now over before it became something greater than itself. There was a calm about the cemetary now, with both men relieved that the ordeal had finally come to an end. Or so they thought.
         The ground trembled for a third time, but no skeletons became reanimated. In the middle of the cemetary, a large fissure opened up in the ground, growing larger by the moment. Suddenly, moments later, the ground stopped shaking, as a burst of energy blew some rocks out of the fissure, signifying the arrival of what looked to me a Dragon made of bone, which flew up out of the fissure and hovered before the two man, it;s eye sockets a brighter red than that of the skeletons they had just faced off against. 
        "A Dragon of bone?" queried Darius out loud, confused at the sight before him.
        "Yes," sneered the Dragon. "I am the Bone Dragon, bringer of death, and ruler of the Realm of Doom. Lucky for you, I have not come to kill you. Both of you fought well, and defeated some of my legion. For this, you shall live." it said, it's voice laced with anger. 
        Darius pointed at it. "And who are you to have decided whether I live or not?" he asked, clearly at odds with what the Dragon had said. 
       "Pathetic fool." it replied with a hostile tone. "I have no need to explain myself further, but know this: There will come a time when my legion will return, and they will be strong enough to defeat even you." it explained, before shrieking and turning itself around it midair, diving back into the fissure it came from as quickly as it had shown up.
        "I shall be ready for you when that time comes then." said Darius to the fissure, not expecting a reply. 
        Ranier walked over and put a hand on his friend's shoulder. "Do you not mean 'we' will be ready?" he asked with a grin. 
        Darius smiled. "Indeed. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust." he finished, reciting something his father had once told him. "We will not only be ready, we will be victorious." he said, as they turned and headed away from the cemetary, and towards the way they had entered the town in the first place, having had enough of Kilvenor for the time being.


        "I cannot apoligize enough for having you go out to that place because of a vision." said Cyrada, still feeling sadness and guilt for what his young friends had gone through in Kilvenor.
        Ranier laughed. "Not to worry! We did have an adventure of sorts, didn't we Darius?" he asked with a grin. 
        Darius nodded and smiled. "We did, and no one is worse for wear." He toolk another sip of the warm liquid that Cyrada had poured for him from the pot hanging over the fire pit. "I do however, worry about this Bone Dragon. We have not seen the last of him." he finished.
        Cyrada nodded. "Perhaps, but leave this matter to me. I have literature I need to catch on, and research to conduct." he explained. "I will notify you when I have substance for you."
       Ranier stared into his cup, not liking it whatsoever. "What do you call this, anyways?" he asked, swirling it around in his cup out of boredom. 
       The old sorceror laughed. "Apple nectar." he said, smiling. "I have found it to be better when warm." Cyrada had another sip himself and enjoyed every second of it. 
      "Sometimes I wonder if you really do sorcery anymore, or devote all your free time to finding new foods and such!" laughed Darius.
       Ranier joined him in the laugh, as did Cyrada after a few moments passed by. 
       "Indeed!" he said happily, before going back to his nectar. As happy as he was right now seeing Darius and his friend Ranier come back in one piece, he knew that it was up to him to find a solid way to defeat the Bone Dragon if and when he made his return. From what Darius had told, he might be almost impossible to defeat, the thought of which was completely unacceptable. That all notwithstanding, he looked back to his cup, and took another sip of the nectar, letting himself enjoy the moment they were all sharing.


                                                            THE END

