



                                                 DARKSWORD:  Quiver


          It was his, all his, and there was no one else around to take it from him, as he was too high up in the tree to be reached. It was tough enough for him to make it up, nevermind others. Sensing that now was time, he greedily chomped down on the apple, trying to stuff as much of it in his mouth as possible. He was happy beyond belief, the apple his biggest score of the day, and no one around to steal it from him. This time, he had finally come out on top. Or so he thought. He wasn't prepared for the impact that whisked the apple away from him, nor was he able to keep his balance. The poor grey squirrel fell from the upper branch, falling and whacking other branches on his way down to the leafy forest floor.
        The apple impacted into another tree nearby, with an arrow sticking out of it as well as holding it against the tree. Some of the apple's juice started to run down the side of the tree. Laughter started the fill the area from below tree, as two familiar forms walked up to it and looked up at the arrow-speared apple. 
       "A good shot indeed!" said one of the forms. "But I wonder, why the apple?" he asked. The other form started to explain. 
       "Because it was there, because it stood out amongst the trees. And because I can." he said, before breaking out into laughter again. 
       "You are one of a kind, my friend." said the first form again, looking to his happy friend, then back to the apple again.
       "Why thank you!" replied Ranier. "And you as well, only not with a bow!" he said, laughing some more without worry. 
       Darius shook his head at his longtime friend. "Remember when you held the sword for the first time, my friend?" he asked, with a wry smile on his face now. Ranier stopped laughing and stared at Darius. 
      "Oh that." he said, trailing off. Now it Darius' time to laugh, contemplating an event many moons ago, in which a young Ranier tried to heft a master's sword with one arm, and toppled over into a pool of mud in his father's fields. 
      "That indeed!" chuckled Darius, now with the upper hand. 
       Ranier smiled. "All these moons later, and that story is still told." he said, finding it remarkable how that tale still gets told to this day. 
      "So," he began, looking at Darius. "What shall we do now?" he asked, hoping for another activity. Darius had spent nearly a week with his old friend, telling old stories, practicing with their weapons, and even enjoying some good meals over a fire. His hope was dashed when Darius replied. 
      "Sorry old friend, but I must head out today." he started. "I promised Cyrada that I would journey with him to Lakoria to aquire some texts and tomes." he explained, wanting to stay a bit longer, but knowing full well that he made a promise that he had to keep.
       The archer looked a little sad at the news. "Very well." he said. "I wish you a safe journey, my friend. Say hello to Cyrada for me." he asked of Darius, who nodded accordingly. 
      "That I will. Goodbye." Darius turned and walked slowly out of the forest, the leaves crunching beneath his boots. Ranier watched his friend disappear into the trees, and turned around to head in a different direction. He pondered whether or not he wanted to head to his workshop first to craft some new arrows, or wait til the morning. 
      "Little else to do." he said, making up his mind. He would spend some down time at his workshop for the time being. He walked steadily under disappearing into the trees as well.

      "Nice and sharp." remarked Ranier to himself, as he ran his fingers carefeully over the tip of the arrow he had just fashioned. Setting it down next to the other three he had just finished, he picked up another shard of rock and began to chip away and chisel some of the rough bits, hoping to keep replicating his success. Metal tips were far easier to make and use, but to him, having some classic rock-tipped arrows was always a good thing. As long as he kept the heads a little smaller than the metal ones, there would be no problems. Rainer rather enjoyed spending time working on little things like these, but didn't always have the time, what with helping Darius on a quest, or venturing out on one of his own from time to time. There was always something to do.
       Ever since being granted the additional power of the Yellow Dragon, he also was spending a good amout of time honing the skills to use the power successfully. Being a master archer was one thing, harnessing the power of the lighting was another all on it's own. A little while before Darius arrived for his visit, Ranier had been training, working to control his new abilities. He had been able to cause some small tremors in the ground, which temporarily caught him offguard.
     "One must have great discipline." he mumbled to himself, fully aware of the mental clarity that Darius needed to achieve in order to use his powers. Ranier knew that he could get to the same level, provided he achieved the same discipline, and kept working on it with great resolve. "One must not give up." he muttered.
      Finishing another arrowhead shortly thereafter, he decided to take a break from the work, and read another passage from the dragon tome he had picked up a while back. Turning to face his small wooden bookshelf, he reached for the old-looking book that was sitting flat on the middle shelf. He picked it up, and went to the spot near the centre where his bookmark lay. Opening the next page, he read the small paragraph of text, and noticed the small dragon symbol, much like the ones on his pendant, and remarked at how similar they were. He wondered if he'd ever run into the dragons again, and what might occur if he did. His encounters had been quite interesting so far.
       The sun began to fade as the pages on his book turned to the next, as he was trying to read as much as he could. It started getting a little too dark to read after a while, so Ranier marked his place, and put the book back on it's shelf before lighting a candle on his work area. He didn't feel lile heading to his cabin, and luckily he had a small bed in his workshop. Getting up off the stool, he took a couple of quick steps to his small bed, and laid down. His head met the pillow, and his eyes closed quickly, with the candlelight going out a short time later, plunging the small lodging into darkness.

        Ranier yawned loudly as he stood outside next to his workshop, watching the sun rise over the trees of the forest, striking his small structure. He reached back inside for his bow and quiver, slung the quiver over his back, and carried his bow. Closing the door, he wandered off towards the town of Lessaria, and the market it contained to purchase some fruit. 
      "First a snack, and then the range." he said to himself, referring to the archer's range just to the north of the town, where he liked to practice on static targets. He often met some interesting people there, ranging from beginners, to trained archers, some of which had quite the ego when practicing. He shrugged as he walked, not overly concerned about how the day might go.
        The walk to the to the town was not a long one, and it wasn't long before he was making his way down the main path, passing some residences and shacks, emerging at the market. Being at the direct centre of town, the market was circular in design, with merchants surrounding a fountain with their carts and tents, selling various things to anyone that wanted them. For today, he was only interested in fruit, and walked over to his favourite fruit merchant. The middle-aged man that ran the fruit stand smiled as his best customer walked up to his cart. 
       "Ranier! It is good to see you again!" said the man, who's round face and black hair never seemed to change. Ranier reached out to the man, who responded with the same. They shook hands, as they always had done.
        "Merik!" started the archer. "You look well." he said, before starting to examine the fruits that were organized on the cart. Merik laughed. 
        "Yes, well we fruit merchants have to stay in top physical form to retail our goods!" he said happily. Ranier laughed and proceeded to examine the selection of fruits on the stand's shelf. 
        "Nice apples." he muttered, before turning his attention to some juicy looking pears. He picked one up and looked it over before turning his head towards Merik. "A few of these pears, and an apple for me to eat now should suffice, kind sir!" he said with a smile. 
         The merchant laughed, and rummaged for a small sack behind the shelf.
         "A good choice!" he said happily, trying to open the small sack. Just then, another man walked up to the stand. Ranier glanced over, but didn't recognize him. Merik smiled at the fresh customer. 
        "I shall be with you in a moment! Please take your time to choose while I finish with this man!" he said with a smile. The other man smiled and nodded, before looking over the wooden bowls that contained some berries. Merik had finally gotten the sack open, and was putting Ranier's fruit inside when suddenly, it happened.
         There was a quick noise that sounded like a fast slap, before the man fell forward, crashing into the fruit stand and taking some of it with him as he slid off of the wooden stand and onto the ground, face down. Ranier looked down in horror to see a single black arrow sticking out of the man's back, of a type he had never seen before. As Merik dived behind the stand to take cover, and others ran for their lives upon seeing the man with the arrow sticking out of his back, Ranier quickly turned in the direction he thought the arrow had come from. Looking towards the forest to the north, he saw a dark blur of something dart into the forest. There was little time, he had to act. 
       "Merik. Summon the guards and tell them what has happened. I'm going to find who did this." he said, before running off towards where the blue was, drawing and loading his bow in the process.
         Ranier ran fast, and had entered the forest very quickly. He sprinted forward as fast as he could. Suddenly, he heard some branches breaking up ahead, and slid to a stop, his bow ready. He looked ahead to see a dark, shadowy figure dressed all in black standing on a log, it's bow drawn, with an arrow that looked a bright orange for some reason. 
        "Uh oh....." said Ranier, trailing off. Within a few seconds, the brush around him turned into a wall of fire. "Damn!" he yelled, running through the fire, and shielding his eyes. Emerging back into normal brush, he looked ahead. Nothing. No one was there. Ranier looked back at the fire.
       "A diversion." he mumbled. He unloaded his bow and slung it over his shoulder. "I'm going to need some help finding this other archer." he said, before walking off through the trees, knowing who he needed to go see.

        "Why won't you let me pass?" he asked again, confused at the turn of events. His quarry said nothing for a moment, pondering, before uttering it's response. 
        "Moo." said the large cow, one that Ranier was having a staring contest with. He shrugged. 
        "Where is Arielle when you need her?" he muttered, thinking about how Darius' beloved had the ability to talk to animals via telepathy. Ranier reached out and patted the cow's snout. 
        "Good cow. Nice cow." he said, before moving to the side to go around the cow. Having none of it, the cow moved to block him again. Ranier, now perplexed, stopped and decided to sit on a fallen log next to him. 
        "What did I ever do to you do deserve this?" he asked the cow, not expecting an answer. He got one anyways. 
        "Moo." was the response again.
        "Moo to you too." said Ranier, putting his head in his hands. Suddenly, the cow's head went up in the air, as if it was in a trance. Ranier pondered the cow, and watched intently as it turned and headed off towards the far end of the fields. Ranier got to his feet and looked down the field. He started to make out two figures standing in the distance, and the cow was headed towards them. 
        "Interesting." he mumbled, before also heading in that direction, to see who these people were. After some walking, it became clear who the two people were. As he closed in on them, he yelled out their names. "Chandra! Arielle!" he exclaimed happily. 
         Arielle walked up and gave him a quick hug. "We saw you coming, so I decided to have some fun with the cow." she said with a giggle. 
        Ranier grinned. "That poor cow!" he said Next came Chandra, his lady, who embraced him tightly and kissed him on the cheek, her red hair flowing everywhere around him.
       "My love! It is so good to see you again!" she said with a smile, nudging her head into his neck. "The feeling is mutual." he said happily, kissing her on her forehead. 
      "Alas," he started. "I have come here to enlist your help, my love. There are matters that need attending." he said. Chandra let go of him, and pondered.
      "Indeed. What has happened?" she asked, with Arielle now standing next to her, looking very curious and attentive. Ranier told them about the shadow archer and the hit at the fruit stand in Lessaria.
       "Terrible." said Arielle. "What can we do?" she asked.
       "You must go to Darius and fill him in. Tell him to keep on the lookout for the time being." he explained. Arielle nodded in acknowledgment. Ranier then turned to Chandra. 
       "My love, I need your help in tracking this 'shadow archer.' It will be very dangerous, and if you don't want to, I'll understand. The last thing I would want to do is put you in danger." he explained to her. Chandra cracked a small smile, and wiped some crimson hair out of her face.
       "I volunteer." she started, before putting her right hand on his face. "My love is not going to do this alone." she said softly. Ranier smiled, and touched her hand. 
       "Very well." he said. "Let us be off. This dark archer must be found." he said. 
       "I'll come with you as far as I can before I branch off to find Darius." said Arielle, before all three of them turned and headed towards the nearest path to the meadows.

        "Let us go over what happened when you confronted the other archer." said Chandra, already looking around at the burnt brush and trees in the forest where Ranier had had encountered the shadowy figure. 
        "Well," started Ranier. "I was about to fire my bow when I noticed the flaming arrow he had loaded. He fired, and I ducked as the flames raged. When I emeged, he was gone." explained Ranier, still not sure how someone could move as fast as the other archer did.
       "And he was standing on that fallen log over there?" she asked, pointing at it. "Yes." said Ranier, who was already watching Chandra head to the fallen log.
        He stood silent as she walked up to the fallen log and knelt down, examining it for clues. Her crimson hair dangled past her knees as she pored over the log. It wasn't long before she got back up and stepped over the log, continuing on well past it. A minute later, she called out to Ranier. 
      "Come here love. I believe I have found something of interest." she said. Ranier walked up to her and looked down at whatever it was she was pointing at. 
      "Ah." he said after a few seconds. It was two footprints, and they were heading off through the forest to the north. "Well," started Ranier. "I guess we should follow this lead and head north." he finished. Chandra nodded with a smile. Ranier walked up and kissed her on the cheek softly. 
      "You are truly amazing." he said with a smile.
       Chandra grinned, and turned back to the forest, heading north through the brush with Ranier in tow. They walked for the better part of the day, stopping occasionally to examine new tracks and take a couple breaks for food. It was late afternoon when the trees started thinning out, and the brush became less prevalent. 
       "There's a large clearing up ahead." said Chandra, again in the lead and eager to leave the forest for a little while. Ranier soon was at her side, as they both came to a stop at the edge of the clearing. What they saw confused them. There, in the large clearing, was what looked to be a large village, but one that looked old and abandoned,  most of the cabins and structures in a state of disrepair. 
       "I did not know there was a village here." said Ranier, confused.
       Bewildered, Chandra shook her head. "Me neither. The maps I have at home show this area as solid forest." They cautiously walked into the heavily neglected settlement and started looking around, hoping to find some answers. After checking several cabins, they ducked into a larger structure with a large hole in it's side wall. There wasn't much left inside, and some of the roof had caved in. Ranier turned to leave when Chandra spoke up. 
      "Over here." she said, moving some debris off the table near the fallen roof. There was an empty black quiver laying on the table, with obvious signs of wear and tear. Ranier picked it up in his hand.
      "I don't know this material." he said, pondering the quiver. He was about to give it to Chandra, when he noticed something outside out of the corner of his eye. There was only a split second for him to react.
      "Chandra!" he yelled as he threw himself at her, catching her around the waist and bringing her to the floor in a hurry, shielding her as an arrow zinged past him, barely missing his back, and lodging itself in the table. The arrow was black, with an unfamiliar feather arrangement. 
      "Are you alright, dearest?" he asked of his love. 
      "Yes, I believe so." she replied. Leaping to his feet, he took his bow from over his shoulder and loaded it before charging out the structure's hole and into the village's courtyard area. Ranier saw the shadow archer sprint towards a cabin, and let loose an arrow of his own. It narrowly missed the shadow archer, and hit the wooden stack of crates next to the cabin.
       "Damn." he said, before continuing pursuit. Ranier loaded another arrow, and ran around the corner.
        Crack! Ranier ran into a fist, taking it in the head, and fell to the ground, dropping his bow. Trying to get to his knees, he looked up to see the shadow archer, who's face was covered under the black hood, pointing it's bow at him, an arrow at the ready. Suddenly, a crimson arrow lanced out and struck the shadow archer's bow, knocking the black arrow out. As Chandra ran up and loaded another arrow, Ranier used the opportunity. He jumped to his feet and threw a punch at the shadow archer, who wasn't expecting it. He stumbled backwards after taking the hit to the midsection, and dropped his bow as well. Ranier ran up and attacked, with both men now locked in hand to hand combat. Chandra could only watch helplessly, hoping for the best.
         The two men traded punches back and forth, each trying to gain the upper hand. When the shadow archer stumbled back again, Ranier lunged for him, only to be grabbed and thrown into a cabin wall with his own momentum. 
        "Unh." muttered Ranier, crashing to the ground. Chandra saw this and ran up to her love to try to help him up, only to get struck by the shadow archer, who had doubled back and went around the cabin. She fell to the ground, dropping her bow out of reach.
        "You will not hurt her!" yelled Ranier, getting to his feet and lunging at the shadow archer, tackling him to the ground. Both men again traded punches as they got back to their feet. The shadow archer somersaulted backwards to where his bow lay and picked it up.
         Ranier had also found his bow, and within seconds, both men were pointing arrows at each other. Ranier had a sharp metallic arrow at the ready, while the shadow archer had an oversized arrow with a round projectile on it's tip. 
        "Lower your bow, or else!" warned Ranier, his face full of anger and determination. The shadow archer just stood there with his bow drawn, saying nothing. Suddenly, he shot his oversized arrow at the ground. It exploded into a cloud of smoke, enveloping the immediate vicinity. At the first sight of movement, Ranier let his arrow rip, sending into the expanding smoke. A little while later, the smoke cleared. There was no trace of the shadow archer, or Ranier's sharp metallic arrow. Chandra walked up to him and pondered the dissipating could of smoke.
        She put her hand on his shoulder as he lowered his bow. "Gone. Just like that." he said. Chandra put her other arm around him reassuringly. 
       "It's alright love. You were amazing." she said with a smile. 
       "I suppose." started Ranier. "But there's something about that shadow archer." he finished, pondering everything that just occurred. 
       "In what way?" asked Chandra, curiously. Ranier looked down at the ground, then back at where the smoke had been. "His fighting and handling of the bow." he said. "It seems.....familiar." he finished. 
        Chandra let go of Ranier for the moment, and moved to stand next to him. "Well," she started. "Something tells me we have not seen the last of him." she stated, having a feeling that they all might cross paths again. 
       "Indeed." agreed Ranier, before taking her by the hand and walking off towards the forest, unnerved by the turn of events.

         The pain would be unbearable to anyone else, but not him, not now. He flipped his dark hood back behind his head, and turned his attention to the wound that was starting to throb slightly. The arrow protruded from his right shoulder like a branch from a tree. Grabbing it with his left hand, he counted to three before ripping it out as fast as possible. 
       "Grrrrr!" he screamed before settling down again. Working quickly, he bandaged up the shoulder as best he could under the circumstances. When that was finished, he brushed aside some of his dark hair out of his face, and pondered the arrow that he now held in his left hand, some blood dripping off it still.
       "Ranier will pay for this." he said to himself. "I will cut him down then take from him the power that is rightfully mine!" he exclaimed.
        The shadow archer pulled his hood back over his head and got up from the rock he was sitting on, carrying his bow and quiver in his left hand. He walked off into the night, the darkness having fallen over the land for another day. 
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