








                                          DARKSWORD: War Without End




                                         
Carterria Castle

        Night had fallen across the land like it always did, with the sun taking it's hiatus until the next day, the moon and stars ruling the darkness that now enveloped everything. Most people and creatures alike had gone to sleep, putting the day behind them as they always did. This wasn't the case for everyone, as there was a creature stirring in the darkness on this very evening, stalking through the darkness like an assassin, trying not to make a sound of any kind so as not to reveal himself prematurely.
        Ranier stopped for a moment and crouched next to a tree, looking out at the ruins of the castle where Regent Mondor had once ruled. The castle had been mostly destroyed during the siege many moons ago, and no one had bothered to go near it anymore - until tonight. His eyes long adjusted to the darkness, he pondered the strange glow that emanated from the broken structure. It was bright enough for him to see without squinting, but lopw enough so as not to be noticed by anyone farther away from the castle. 
       'Very peculiar.' he thought to himself, wondering why there was something going on there all of a sudden, after all the time that had passed since the battle, the ruins abandoned.
       'Darius must be made aware of this.' he thought, not wanting to go it alone and investigate it now. Too many things could go wrong, and he'd rather have his best friend here, powers and all in case the going got tough. Ranier had gotten wise over the years, his days of charging headstrong into something without thinking long gone. Through the relentless pursuit of his archery, he had attained a level of discipline that had served him well, and had given him purpose along the way. He took another look at the strange glow, trying to figure out what it could be.
       'Never seen anything like that.' he thought, unable to compare it to anything he had witnessed as of late, or ever for that matter. Ranier kept up his surveillance for a little while longer, before deciding upon leaving. He needed to get to Naserria, get some rest, then explain this to Darius, all before coming back here to do something about it. He got up quickly, heading back into the forest with stealth, making his way through the darkness and between the trees, hoping to get to the other side fast, so as to be able to make up some time en route to the village. 
      "I shall return." he said under his breath as he started to jog now, still not making much noise, as he picked up speed and made his way to the treeline, disappearing into the darkness.


Naserria Village

         The sun had risen again, it's rays illuminating his cabin easily. Darius was wide awake, but had stayed next to his love Arielle for a little while, happy to see her sleep so soundly. He leaned over and kissed her on her cheek as she slept, a smile on her face. There was no sound from the crib, as Damien was still soundly asleep as well. Darius gazed upon his beloved once more, and smiled to himself. He could stay in this moment forever, but he needed to get the day started, and decided to get dressed and head outdoors. It didn't take long for him to put on his tunic and other garments, before venturing outside, without his sheath and sword, deciding to leave it where it was for now.
         He slowly closed the door to the cabin, before turning and heading to his wood pile. Darius was about to grab some wood chunks, when he noticed someone sleeping next to the pile. The familiar blond hair and green tunic told him it was his best friend Ranier, his bow and quiver neatly resting next to him as well. 
        "Ranier?" said Darius. "All you alright?" he asked, wondering if he'd get a response. Slowly, his friend began to stir and move a little. 
        "Errmm.....uhh." mumbled Ranier, before opening his eyes and looking over to Darius.
        "Good morning....to you." he said, stretching a little.
        "Good morning. You decided to take up residence in my wood pile, have you?" he said with a laugh. 
         Ranier smiled, and slowly got to his feet, stetching some more. "Not very comfortable."
         Darius laughed some more. "I wouldn't imagine so!" he exclaimed jokingly. 
        "Darius. We need to talk. I had been on a quest recently when I noticed a strange light from Carterria Castle as I passed it by." explained the archer. 
         Darius' eyebrows twitched. "That castle lies in ruins. None go there." he replied, pondering the siege he led some time ago. 
        Ranier nodded. "And that is what I had thought, until the other night." he said. "Something is there."
        Darius didn't understand. Ever since he defeated Regent Mondor, none had ever had a reason to go there. The castle was destroyed, the ruins unusable for just about anything. 
       "Very odd indeed." he said. "I will go awaken Arielle, and we can all discuss this new occurrence." he finished, before heading back into the cabin. Ranier stayed where he was, and sat down on the woodpile, awaiting his friend's signal to join him inside. He was content to wait, knowing Darius would call him when ready.


         "You say there is something amiss there again?" asked Arielle, who was contributing to the conversation while bouncing Damien on her lap. 
         Ranier nodded. "Yes, I'm afraid there seems to be something afoot at Carterria Castle, and I don't know what it is." he replied, still trying to make sense of whatever it was he saw the other night. 
        "Could the Regent has left something behind?" queried Arielle, hoping it wasn't a lost remnant of Mondor. She thought back to the time when she and Chandra were captured by the Regent, and held captive in the bowels of the castle before the siege that saw their rescue.
        "There was nothing left. The Regent and everything of note were destroyed. He cannot harm anyone ever again." mentioned Darius, also thinking back to that event. 
         Ranier scratched his head. "Well, I do not understand this then." he said, turning his attention to young Damien, who had mimicked his head scratching. Ranier laughed, and then so did the boy. 
        "Ran Ran!" exclaimed Damien happily. 
        "Ran?" asked Ranier aloud. 
        Arielle smirked. "He means you!" she said, giggling. 
        Ranier laughed. "I am Ran! Go Ran go!"
        Arielle chuckled, still bouncing the boy up and down on her knees, and having a good time doing so. She was glad that Damien was happy. Darius grinned at his son, who seemed to always be smiling no matter what. He then turned his attention back to his friend. 
       "We shall have to investigate this further then." 
        Ranier nodded. "I concur. But do we go at night?" he queried. 
        Darius shook his head. "No. We leave tomorrow midday, then stalk the area once we arrive, and hold position until dusk." he explained.
        Ranier thought about it for a moment. "Ah I see. Make sure nothing is amiss before we advance further." he replied. 
        Darius nodded his acknowledgement. "Indeed." 
        Darius then turned his attention back to Arielle. "Beloved, you must stay here with Damien. I do not wish to risk you at the castle a second time." he explained, remembering what happened the last time there. 
        Arielle smiled and looked at Darius lovingly. "I know." she started. "I will happily stay here with our son. Just promise me you won't be too long, my love." 
        Darius grinned. "I promise you beloved, that we shall not be too long on this mission of sorts." he replied, not taking his eyes off her. There was a silent pause, which ended with Damien yelling, "Ran!" and pointing in Ranier's direction.
       "Oh don't worry." said Ranier. "I'll be back soon as well!" he exclaimed, before chuckling. Damien started to laugh as he sat with his mother, happy no matter what. Darius got up and walked up beside his beloved, and kissed her softly on the cheek.
       "We are going outside for a little while. Call me if you need me, beloved." he said to her softly. Arielle turned and kissed her love on his lips gently. It lasted a few seconds, and afterwords she spoke. 
       "Mmm. Very well my love." she said, before turning her attention back to Damien. 
        Darius looked to Ranier. "Shall we chop some wood, old friend?" he asked. 
        Ranier smiled. "Sounds like a plan." he replied, before getting up and walking with Darius to the door and exiting the cabin.


Forests, near Carterria Castle

         The two friends stalked through the long brush between the trees, trying to be as stealthy as possible. They were closing in on the far end of the forest where the trail split, the landmark of the path's fork being the ruins of Carterria Castle. Ranier had suggested when they started out to enter the forest as soon as possible, and have the element of surprise on their side. Darius had agreed with him, and the plan had been put into motion. They deliberately left around high sun, so as to arrive at the castle before dusk, hoping to have whatever daylight was left by that time to aid them.
         It was already getting dull, the day having turned overcast earlier on. It wouldn't be long now until they reached their destination, but the two men were ready. Ranier had filled his quiver with arrows, and cleaned his bow in anticipation of trouble. He had also witnessed Darius sharpening and polishing his sword before they left, the sight of it reminding him of old style rituals and whatnot. The long brush gently crumpled underfoot as they continued to make their way towards the ruins, ready as they could be for whatever danger lay ahead. It was only a matter of minutes now.
         Suddenly, Darius came to a halt and raised his right hand in the air and signalled Ranier to stop. He did so, as both men looked about, listening to the forest around them. 
        "Another hundred yards, and we shall be at the edge of the trail." said Darius quietly. 
        Ranier nodded. "I understand." He watched silently as Darius began moving slowly forward again, advancing towards the castle. Ranier followed and walked as quietly as possible, with both men wanting to stealthily approach the trail, and observe the castle ruins from the trees. It wasn't long before Darius could make out the trail. He quickly stopped and kenlt down behind a tree and some brush, with Ranier coming up beside him and following suit.
         "Is that what you had mentioned?" whispered Darius to Ranier, pointing at a strange glow he was able to see emnating from the castle's ruins. 
         Ranier nodded. "Yes." he whispered back. "It will be more prevalent after dusk."He slinked lower into the brush, but was still able to see the ruins from his position. Darius kept his eyes focused across the trail at the ruins, then turned to his friend.
         "We cannot wait until after dusk. We need to investigate while there is still enough light." he explained. 
         Ranier nodded in agreement. "Concur. We should go now then." 
         Darius started to rise out of the brush. "Then let us go." he said, looking to Ranier. 
        "Agreed." he replied, as both men quietly darted out of the brush and out of the trees, stealthily crossing the path towards the castle.


Carterria Castle - Ruins

          Darius slowly walked around large chunks of block wall and rubble, left over as remnants from the assault on the castle a while back. Ranier was in tow, bow in hand and ready to be drawn if necessary. They had found their way past what was left of the main structure, and now were closing in on where the keep used to be. The damage from the sorceror's battle had been extensive. Most of the castle's structure was destroyed, with only a few smaller structures remaining, the turrets blown complete to smithereens, as was the keep. The energy from the battle sealing the dungeons with rubble. Darius continued on, but hadn't drawn his sword as of yet, still reliving some memories of this place.
          As he and Ranier managed to get clear of the keep and back into what was left of the courtyard, the glow got a bit brighter. They were getting closer to it's source. 
        "Seems like the source is nearby, possibly in the old armoury." he said quietly, motioning to the castle's armoury up ahead. It had taken damage, but for the most part, remained intact through the siege. 
        "Cyrada and Quinn really tore things apart." said Darius softly, marvelling at the amount of damage done during the epic battle between sorcerors. As the two approached the armoury, the glow brightened significantly through the cracks in the stone walls and the space between the doors and such. 
        "Shall we?" asked Darius of Ranier.
        "We shall." replied the archer, before he put his hand on the door's handle plank, and pushed it inwards, surprised at how easy the door was to use, all things considering. Darius went it, followed by Darius. What they saw was not what they expected. A lone figure, wearing a charcoal grey tunic with red embroidery and a black hood and robe was sitting cross-legged on the floor with his palms outstretched away from his sides, in which held the strange, bright green glow. Darius and Ranier looked to each other in confusion, then back at the figure. 
        "Who might you be?" asked Darius, staring at the person.
         Time passed, with no response. Not even a movement from the strange figure. Ranier then decided to speak up, and walked towards the figure a little. 
        "Would you mind telling us what you are doing here?" he queried. Again, there was no response. Ranier was about to turn to Darius, when suddenly, the figure's palms quickly changed to point at Ranier, and let loose twin blasts of the strange green energy, striking Ranier in the chest and sending him backwards through the door of the armoury and crashing into the courtyard. 
        "No." said the figure in a strained, creepy voice. "I shall not!" it exclaimed, while getting to it's feet.
         Darius drew his sword with all due speed and charged the figure. 
        "Damn you!" he yelled, before bearing down. With similar speed, the dark figure drew a battle sword from a sheath on his torso. 
        "Excellent." Swords clanged together as the two combatants swung and made contact, both looking for the upper hand early on. Darius spun around and tried for another swing, but was met by his opponent's blade again. The deadly dance continued, with both men trading slices and swinging at the other, but ending in stalemate every time.
         Perplexed by his opponent's skill with the sword, he decided to switch up his tactics. Pretending he was about to swing, he waited until the hooded figure swung his own sword, before jumping into the air and somersaulting over his opponent, landing behind him, before turning and landing a glancing blow from his right fist. This knocked the man back a bit, the hood falling behind his head, revealing a man near his age with short hair and longer sideburns, his eyes glowing the same green from earlier. 
        "Cunning." said the man in a more normal but deeper voice, still a little strained. "Most cunning." he finished.
         The man suddenly dropped his sword to the ground and closed his eyes, focusing his thoughts, his fists clenched and now glowing green. Before Darius had a chance to react, the man opened his eyes as twin bursts of the green power lanced out and caught him in the upper body, knocking him to the ground. 
        "Unh." mumbled Darius, slowly getting to his feet. "Two can play that game...." he said, voice trailing off as his right palm, outstretched, began to form a fireball that grew quickly. 
        "Try some of THIS!" The fireball shot forward as he thrust his arm towards the other man, the speed of the projectile so great, it caught him off guard and knocked him backwards into a wall, the stone shaking and starting to crumble from the impact and energy involved.
         It took a minute, but the man started to sit upright, trying to get to his feet as quickly as possible. Just as he stood up and started to focus some mystical energy, an arrow that looked like a bolt of lightning and sent him backwards, slamming into the wall and again and slumping over, lightning energy crackling around him for a moment. Darius and Ranier looked to each other. 
        "I'm pleased that you are alright." said Darius. 
        Ranier grinned. "I don't give up that easily!" Both men slowly made their way to the fallen man, who was again trying to get to his feet, but wasn't having much luck this time. 
       "Who are you?" asked Darius. "And why are you here?" he finished, wanting answers.
        There was a pause as the man sat up and propped himself up against the wall. 
       "I....am Kanzim." he said. "I came here several days ago to find and destroy Regent Mondor, only to find upon arrival that he was already deposed." 
        Darius looked to Ranier, then back at Kanzim. "The siege that destroyed Mondor and the castle was years ago." he stated. 
        Kanzim's head dipped a little. "I know. I found out from a local that I was late in coming here. You see, my quest has taken me across the known world." he finished, talking low and keeping his head down, looking to the floor. 
        Darius spoke up again, a little confused. "What quest do you speak of?" 
        Kanzim looked back up again at the two men. "I am the last warrior of the Order of Blood. Long ago, we swore vengeance against evil beings that had wronged us. Most of our enemies were destroyed, and with that, the Order disappeared, never to return. Except me." he explained, the two men before him listening intently. 
        "Why are you still on this crusade?" asked Ranier, very interested in this. 
         Kanzim's eyes sparkled briefly. "I am still of the Order, and I have an obligation to uphold what the Order stands for, and vanquish our enemies, and anyone that threatens peace. My crusade will never end." he finished, looking back down at the floor again.
         Darius outstretched his right hand to Kanzim. "I am Darius. Let me help you to your feet." he said. Kanzim looked up and pondered him and his gesture for a moment, before responding in kind, grasping the hand and allowing himself to be helped up. He looked in the eyes of the man, before turning to and doing the same with his friend. Ranier raised an eyebrow temporarily, unsure what was happening. 
        "The two of you fight on the side of light, I can see that now." said Kanzim. "I was wrong to attack you without first opening a dialogue, but my crusade has been long and tiring. It is difficult to trust anyone." he finished.
          Ranier grinnned. "I am Ranier. Rest assured, you can trust us. We wish no malice upon you." he said, still staring at Kanzim. The crusader bowed, then pulled his hood back over his head, concealing his face once again. 
         "I must be on my way." he said, walking between the two and heading to the door. He stopped and turned briefly as he neared the exit. "If you ever require my help, it will be yours. You are both men of honour, Darius, and Ranier." he said. 
         Darius looked to Kanzim. "The same to you as well. But how will we find one another?" he asked, not knowing where the crusader would go.
         The hooded Kanzim laughed. "Fate will bring us together yet again, friend. The dark magic has forseen it." he said, before turning and darting out the doorway, leaving the two men staring at each other. 
         "Did he mention 'dark magic'?" asked Ranier, confused at the reference. Darius nodded.
         "I believe he did." he replied, adding, "Cyrada once told me of dark magic, and how some had manipulated it for use on the side of light. It is not so far-fetched to know that this Kanzim is one of those who can do that. The battle we just shared his abilities." 
          Stroking his chin, Ranier then shrugged. "Perhaps. He is not a hostile now, that is the main thing." 
         "Agreed." replied Darius. "Shall we head home now? There is nothing more to accomplish here now."
         Ranier nodded. "Indeed. I will accompany you to the trail, then head back to my own dwelling. I miss my Chandra terribly." he explained, smiling while thinking about his love. 
         Darius grinned. "I know how that feels. Let us be off then!" he said, as the two of them exited the armoury, and headed out of the ruins. Moonlight illuminated everything now, dusk having fell across the land.


Naserria Village

          "Ah, here it is. The 'Order of Blood'." he muttered, after flipping through some pages of a large, old tome. Candlelight lit the table of which he sat behind, the glow illuminating the large book. Arielle had gone to sleep earlier, as did Damien, who barely made a sound as he slept, soundly and comfortably. Darius body began to ache a bit from the day's action, rubbing his own back as he carefully read the tome for any useful information the Order, hoping to shed some light on his new acquaintance, Kanzim.
          The book went into great deal on how the Order conducted itself, and it ways of doing things. There was little in the way of history, and that left Darius somewhat disappointed. One of the things that he did find interesting was a passage that had been bolded by the orginial writer. It read: ".....the mistake was once made to trust the Order and it's disciples to help rid our land of a violent offender, but alas it became smoke and mirrors. The Order did not stop there, but also searched out and destroyed others among us that were deemed an evil that needed to be dealt with. And deal with it they did, with zeal and prejudice, before moving on....."
           For some reason, he shuddered after reading it, feeling a little disconcerned about that. Perhaps he was already taking them to lightly, having found that small recourse and common ground with Kanzim earlier. He was still undecided about whether to trust the man, knowing that he might very well have future dealings with him. Darius wanted to believe that Kanzim was honourable, but knew little about the man and his background, having to rely on what he had been told, as well as what was in the very tome that sat before him. The more he thought about everything, the more complex it all seemed.
           The candlelight began to dim, as fatigue finally began to set in and weaken him. Darius decided that was enough for now. Glancing over to his beloved, he saw her slumber with a smile on her face. Darius grinned to himself, and closed the tome, before blowing out the candle and making his way over to Arielle,  laying down beside her. He kissed her softly on her cheek and stroked her hair gently, before closing his eyes. As he started to fall asleep, he couldn't help but give everything one last thought before the fatigue finally took him into a deep sleep, wondering what else was yet to come. For in Darius' world, nothing was certain, and things had a way of finding him no matter what.


                                                           THE END

