











                                        DARKSWORD: Beauty Among Beasts




        "I'll be fine! I'm not entirely helpless you know!" she exclaimed, while managing to keep a smile on her face. Although somewhat frustrated by the overwhelming attention at the moment, she realized that it was all due to love, more than anything. Arielle ran her hands through her silky brown hair for a quick moment, then straightened her powder blue tunic by tugging downwards on it. She saw the look of worry on her beloved's face as he responded to her. 
       "I know." started Darius Darksword. "It's just that I have gotten used to the two of us questing together." 
       Arielle smiled at her love. "Our hearts both beat as one, don't they?" she asked, before wrapping her arms around Darius and hugging him tightly. 
      "Yes. Yes they do." he replied, before planting a kiss on her head. "I don't want anything to happen to you, my beloved, so I have something for you to take on your quest." 
      She ended the embrace, and looked at Darius curiously. "What is it?" she asked. 
      Darius smiled at her, then turned and walked a few steps to a tree, reaching behind it for something. 
     "Close your eyes!" he said from the tree. Arielle closed her eyes, and smiled. Seconds started to tick by, and the suspense was already starting to get to her. 
     'What could it be?' she thought to herself.
      Finally, Darius spoke again after what seemed like forever. "All right. You may open yourt eyes now." he said. She opened her eyes to see both of Darius' arms outstretched, holding a sheathed sword, about two thirds the size of his. 
      Arielle's mouth opened, but no words came out. "I had it made just for you." said Darius, smiling happily. Arielle picked it up and hefted it in her hands. 'Not that heavy at all.' she thought, before unsheathing it and basking in it's shiny blade.
     "Oh Darius! It's wonderful!" she said. "But, I am not nearly as adept as you when it comes to swords." 
      Darius kept smiling. "Ah, but the training I have been giving you should help. After all, you are doing quite well." he said. 
      Arielle sheathed her new sword, then leaned over and kissed her love on the cheek. "Only because I have a good teacher." she said with a giggle. Darius scooped her up in his arms, and they embraced again. After a minute or two, it was time for her to be off.
      "I'll be back before you know it." she said with a smile. Darius took her hands in his, and kissed them both before returning them. 
      "Safe journey, my beloved. I will be thinking of you every moment until you return to my arms." 
      Arielle blushed, then slipped the sheathed sword over her shoulder. She blew him a kiss as she turned and walked off down the trail and out of the village. Darius looked up at the sky as he walked in the opposite direction. 
     "May the Great Maker keep her safe and return my beloved to me unharmed." he said softly.


       The loud growls told her that this particular animal was angry. The large, bared teeth and wrinkled snout told her that it could get ugly in a hurry. She stood there, motionless, and put her fingertips on her temples, and closed her eyes, focusing on a telepathic connection with the beast. 'I am your friend.' she told it. 'I wish to help, not harm you. I feel your pain, and only want to make it disappear.' she said to it, in her mind. Suddenly, the wolf's expression turned back to one of calm, as it's teeth disappeared back into it's closed mouth. It almost immediately started whimpering, and moped over to Arielle, rubbing it's head against her head. She opened her eyes, and began to pat the creature lovingly.
        "Ah, that's better now, isn't it?" she asked the wolf aloud, not expecting an answer, who hat sat down next to her and put it's ears down. The wolf looked more sad than anything else now, and it was up to her to find out why. She focused her telepathy, and started probing it's mind as much as she could without scaring it. It wasn't long before she found somewhat of an answer. 
       "Animals disappearing?" she muttered. "Your pack is all but gone?!" she said, confused. The wolf laid down and put it's face down on the grass and looked even more sad than before.
       "Don't worry." she said softly, while still patting it gently. "I'll get the bottom of this
       She gave the animal one last pat, then left the grassy area and headed back down the trail.
       "I need to find out where this is all happening." she mumbled, thinking up a plan of action as she walked. Arielle knew that the only way she was going to make any early headway was to find other animals, and find out what they knew.
      "Perhaps they could lead me to where it all started." she said to herself, before continuing on. The trail began to wind a bit, before it came to a fork. Going left would lead her to another village, while going right would lead to the fields and fir forests where a lot of animals would normally reside. She decided to go right, and see what she could find there.
       It didn't take long before she was wandering through the fields, occasionally looking towards the next treeline for any movement. She also began to probe her current surrounding telepathically, hoping to establish a connection with any nearby animal. To her surprise, she could not find any. It was as if they had all disappeared, and left no trace of their lifeforce whatsoever. Arielle stopped and knelt down, saddened at the lack of animals. 
      "Not as much as a rabbit." she said to herself, frowning. After bowing her head and closing her eyes for a moment, Arielle got back up, and looked at the tree line again. All of a sudden, she saw what looked to be a hawk circling over the trees. 
      "By the stars, that's a good sign!" she said, before heading off to investigate, uplifted by the sight.


        'I know you are nearby, I saw you above the trees.' she sad telepathically, trying to contact the hawk she caught a glimpse of earlier. Arielle was now inside the thin forest, weaving between fir trees, trying to find any animal at all. She hadn't seen as much as a squirrel, and had been unable to make a telepathic connection with the hawk. She stopped for a moment, leaning against a large fir tree to take a break. 
      "Animals, I miss you." she said softly, voice trailing off. Arielle waited a few more minutes before leaving the tree to resume her trek. She straightened her tunic and was about to leave, when suddenly, an arrow impacted the tree she was standing next to. She looked to the arrow with panic, not knowing who had just taken a shot at her, and for what reason. Still, she didn't panic, and stood motionless
       "Don't move!" exclaimed a female voice from nearby. Arielle looked in the direction of the voice to see a woman about the same height, with long red hair and a light brown tunic pointing a loaded bow at her. 
       "Who are you, and why do you come here?" asked the woman, slightly agitated. Arielle pondered reaching for the sword that Darius gave her, but decided against any foolish movements. She decided instead to answer the woman. 
       "My name is Arielle." she started. "I have come to solve the mystery of the disappearing animals." she finished, hoping it would be enough. 
       The woman replied quickly. "How do you know about this?" she queried, the bow still loaded and pointed. 
      "I talked to a wolf in the grasslands. It's whole pack has also disappeared." said Arielle. The woman didn't move. 
       "You expect me to believe you can converse with the wolves?" 
       Arielle nodded, sensing the skepticism. 
      "Yes." she started. "You see, I was gifted the ability to communicate with animals using telepathy." she explained. 
      "I see." said the woman. "Can you prove this?" 
      "I will try." said Arielle, hoping that the hawk was still nearby. She focused her thoughts on the hawk, which she was able to find quickly, as it was perched in a tall tree nearby. 
      'I need your help.' she told it, telepathically. 'Fly to me, let us be friends.' she finished, her eyes closed now, hoping for a response.
       Suddenly, the hawk shrieked from above, and glided in between the two women, landing on Arielle's arm that she had just outstretched. 'Thank you, friend. This means a lot to me.' she told it, mind to mind. The hawk blinked and looked around, taking in everything, and looking very calm. The red-haired woman lowered her bow and put the arrow back in her quiver.
      "I'm sorry I was hostile towards you." she said as she walked up to Arielle. "My name is Chandra, and I have also been looking for the animals. My father's cattle have all disappeared as well." 
      Arielle smiled. "A pleasure to meet you." she said, before turning her attention back to the hawk. 'Be free now, my friend, and thank you.' she told it telepathically, before watching it squawk and fly off into the trees again, resuming it's perch high above.
      Chandra watched the hawk fly up into the treetops, then looked back to Arielle. 
     "Truly amazing, this gift of yours!" 
      Arielle smiled again, before thinking of the animals and why she had come here. "Any luck on finding anything thus far?" 
      Chandra shook her head, frowning. "No. I have found no trace, and this worries me greatly." she said, unable to hide her sadness. Arielle felt bad for her, but wanted to help. 
     "Perhaps if we continued our search together." Chandra nodded and managed a small grin. 
     "Agreed. Let us go to the east of the forest and search the valley. It's as good a place as any to start." she said. 
      Arielle nodded. "Lead the way." She then fell in behind Chandra as they set off.
      "It was wrong of me to threaten you with my bow." said Chandra, breaking the short silence in a softer voice than before. Arielle brushed some hair out of her face as she walked. 
      "No harm was done." she said. As the two walked on, Arielle decided to keep the conversation going. 
      "Have you always been an archer?" she queried the other woman.
      Chandra grinned. "Yes." she started. "Since I was very young. I have no brothers, so my father taught me everything he knew about the bow." 
      Arielle nodded. "I only know of one other archer than can do as well with the bow." she said. Chandra turned her head, interested at this information.
      "I wouldn't mind meeting another master archer." she said. "What is this person's name, if I might ask?" she queried.
       Arielle was all to happy to reply. "His name is Ranier. He is the best of friends with my beloved." she said. 
       Chandra looked back to the path, losing her grin. "Your beloved?" she queried. 
      Arielle smiled. "Yes. His name is Darius. A master swordsman that has the ability to control the elements of fire and water." she explained, her smile now brighter. 
      Chandra's expression didn't change. "I am happy for you." she started. "I only wish that I had a beloved to share my love with." 
      Arielle's grin disappeared for a moment. "Not to worry, Chandra. You will find your beloved. Just never give up hope!" she said, smiling again.
      Chandra managed a small grin. "I suppose you are right." she replied, feeling a little better.
                                          

      "Let's make our way down there." said Chandra, pointing at the bottom of the valley that lay below. Arielle nodded, as both women started descending down the valley's side hills, the incline enough to throw anyone off balance if they weren't careful. Chandra had her bow drawn, and was stalking down the steep hills, scanning the valley with her eyes, hoping to see any signs of animals. Arielle had her left hand on her sword's sheath, but wasn't going to use it unless she had to. Chandra looked back and grinned at the sight. 
      "I'm glad you and your sword are watching my back." she said. Arielle blushed as she continued to walk down into the valley.
       "I'm really not that good as of yet. Darius has taught me a little about handling a sword, and insisted I bring it along from time to time." she explained. 
       "You don't always carry it?" asked Chandra, as she herself always had her bow on her person. "No." replied Arielle. "When I am with Darius, I have no need of it." 
      "Ah I see." said Chandra. "Your beloved is also your protector then."
       Arielle nodded, then blushed again. "Something like that." she said, voice trailing off as she smiled uncontrollably at the thought of Darius.
        Chandra was the first to reach the valley's floor, sliding down the rest of the incline, and hopping over a large rock. Arielle soon followed, as the two women stopped to ponder their surroundings. The valley's bottom was rocky and sandy, devoid of trees, with a stream running down the centre.
        "I think we should follow the stream." said Chandra, already walking next to it. Arielle said nothing, but fell in behind the other woman. They followed the stream for almost an hour before coming to where the stream emptied into a small lake, the valley now wider and wrapping around the lake. The water looked like a glistening crystal, sparkling from the rays of the setting sun. Arielle couldn't help but appreciae the beauty of it all.
         'If only Darius was here to share this with me.' she thought to herself, almost drifting off into a daydream. Suddenly, something caught her attention near the edge of the lake. A solitary deer had wandered over, and was looking at the crystal clear water, pondering. Arielle looked to Chandra to tell her, but noticed that she was already staring at the deer, silently. Both women looked to each other briefly, then back at the deer, who seemed oblivious to the two of them. The deer stood there for quite some time, and before anyone noticed, the sun had set, and the moon was shining down on the lake. Arielle noticed an odd sparkle coming off the water from the moonlight, but dismissed it as nothing out of the ordinary.
         Just then, the deer lowered it's head and started to take a drink of the lake's water. As it started lapping the water with it's tongue, something disconcerting started to happen. The deer began to disappear, and within seconds, vanished into thin air completely. 
        "What the--" said Chandra in confusion, hurrying over to where the deer stood. Arielle met her in the spot, and knelt down, focusing on her telepathy.
        'Friend....where did you go?' she asked with her mind. 'Friend?' she asked again, getting no response. She slowly got to her feet again. "I can't feel or hear it. It's as though it doesn't exist." she said, sadly.
        Chandra stepped back from the spot, mystified at what she had just witnessed. "This is not possible!" she said. "What could be responsible for this?" she asked aloud, not expecting an immediate answer. 
       Arielle looked confused. "I wish I knew." she said, unable to come up with any kind of explanation. Chandra looked to her companion with confusion. 
      "Can you not communicate with the fish in the lake?" she asked. "Perhaps they can help us."
      Arielle shook her head. "No. They are not capable of a telepathic connection." she replied. 
       Both women were out of options, and just as things looked like they would be at a standstill for some time, Arielle came up with a very unorthodox plan. 
     "What if we also drank some of the lake water? Perhaps we will end up where the  animals are." she explained.
      Chandra looked wide-eyed for a moment. "You cannot be serious!" 
     Arielle shrugged, before tugging on her tunic. "I am open to any other ideas." she said. Both women looked to each other, then to the edge of the lake. 
     "Well," started Chandra. "I guess we ought to give it a try." she said. Arielle nodded, pushed some hair aside, and walked up to the water's edge.
       Chandra joined her, and they both knelt down and stared at the oddly shimmering water, the moonlight on it fully. Arielle cupped her hands together and lowered them into the clear water, filling them, and bringing them up to her mouth. A quick moment of hesitation passed before she sipped the water. Chandra watched as Arielle slowly disappeared into thin air, just like the deer. Without any further delay, she did the same thing, cupping her hands and bringing some water from the lake to her mouth. She sipped the cool water, and began to feel herself slip into unconciousness, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.


        "Chandra, wake up. Chandra. Can you hear me? Wake up!" someone said, shaking her slightly, but enough to wake her up. She was about to scold whoever it was, before she remembered what was transpiring. She opened her eyes to see a concerned look on Arielle's face. Chandra sat up and looked around. There were animals everywhere. The lake was right where they left it, but instead of the cool water with a bluish tinge, it was now brown and looked choppy. There were no trees in the valley either. Just stumps and dead, fallen trees that were grey and old. The sky was dark, with a single point of light appearing from out in the lake, sending a beam of silvery light up into the sky towards the moon, which was now red.
        "Where are we?" she asked. 
        Arielle looked around. "I do not know. But, the animals are all here. For now
        Chandra looked more interested now. "What do you mean, 'for now'?" she queried, worried. Arielle frowned, and pointed to some animals that lay on their side near the water, motionless. 
       "I woke up a few minutes before you, and saw that beam of light out there strike one of the animals, and not long after, it fell to the ground." she said, a single tear streaming down her left cheek. 
       "It died." she said softly, before looking to the ground. Chandra felt bad for Arielle, but wasn't sure how to comfort her.
        She patted Arielle on the shoulder. "It will be all right. We cannot let any more animals die here." she said firmly. Arielle got up and closed her eyes, hoping to contact some animals.
        "I will try to ask them what is going on." she said, wiping away the tear. 'My friends.' she said telepathically. 'We want to help you, but we don't know how.' she explained. 'Please tell me what I must do.' she finished. Chandra was about to ask her something, when she noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. A brown female mare trotted over slowly, and stopped in front of the two women. Arielle, whose eyes were still closed, reached out and put a hand on the horse's nose gently. Her other hand was touching her temple, listening telepathically.
         "Orb. Light. Death. Moon. Help." she said aloud, before letting go of the horse, and collapsing to the ground. Chandra rushed over and propped her up. Arielle opened her eyes, and Chandra looked at her, concerned at what she had just seen, but helped Arielle back up to her feet. 
        "What does all that mean?" she asked, not understanding telepathy very much. 
        Arielle took a moment to answer. "There is an orb out there that was meant to hide this realm, but instead is using the moon's light energy to take from our realm." she explained.
       "Sorcery?" asked Chandra, confused. 
       Arielle nodded. "Yes. Cyrada had mentioned something like this to Darius once when I was with them both. A powerful sorcery."
       "Cyrada?" queried Chandra, looking very out of it. Arielle grinned. "I will explain that another time." she said, looking back to the lake. 
       Chandra also looked out to the lake, and began to notice the shape of the orb in the distance. "Perhaps we should walk along the shore and try to close the distance to that 'orb' thing." she suggested. 
       Arielle nodded, then turned and started walking. Chandra walked beside her, and both women said little in the process. Arielle's thoughts were of the animals that they passed, a few that lay dead, while the majority stood motionless and confused. Chandra wondered if they'd ever be able to get back to their 'realm'. 


        As they made their way up the coastline, past many different types of confused animals, they noticed that there was a strip of land leading to the orb, which they could now see was being cradled by a large, dead tree, whose branches only grew so far as to hold the orb. From what Arielle saw, there was no way to climb up the tree to the orb. How they would get to it, she didn't have a clue. The two women were more then halfway down the strip of land, when suddenly, the orb began to glow brighter than before. Suddenly, a bolt of energy lanced out from the orb, striking both women simultaneously. They fell to the ground with a thud, hurting from the blast of raw power. 
       "Ch....Chandra." mumbled Arielle, in pain.
        Chandra rolled over and shook her head, trying to get some bearings. It wasn't long before she was on her feet readying her bow. Holding it in her outstretched left hand, she loaded an arrow with her right, then pulled back the string. Arielle got to her feet in time to watch the arrow being fired at the orb. It sailed towards it target, and was about to hit it, when the orb emitted another bolt of energy that engulfed the arrow, making it disappear. 
       Chandra lowered her bow. "Not good." she said, before turning to Arielle. "Any ideas?" she asked. Arielle thought for a moment, then closed her eyes and focused her thoughts, reaching out telepathically.
       After several moments, nothing happened. Chandra was about to try another arrow, when out of nowhere galloped the horse that Arielle had spoken to earlier. It came to a stop right in front of Arielle, and sniffed her before neighing. She opened her eyes. 
      "Hello friend." she said with a smile, before patting the horse's nose. 
      "A horse? That's all?" Before she could add anything else, the scream of a hawk suddenly pierced the silence from above. She looked up to see the massive bird swoop down and land between her and the horse. It looked about, at the horse, at Arielle, then squawked again.
       Arielle looked to Chandra with a grin. "Don't worry. I believe I have an idea." she said. Chandra nodded. 
      "Indeed. Do tell." she said, wanting to know her companion's plan. 
      "Well," started Arielle. "You are going to run towards the orb and distract it with your arrows." she said, going over the plan in her head. 
      "And?" asked Chandra. 
      "And," started Arielle again. "I will ride the horse, and attempt to strike the orb with my sword." she said calmly.
      "Your sword?" queried Chandra. "I believe you have forgotten that said orb cannot be reached from the ground. Just then, the hawk squawked, as if to remind everyone it was there.
        Chandra looked at the hawk apologetically. "Sorry. Forgot about you." she said, the hawk just blinking in it's response. 
       She turned her attention back to Arielle. "Let us hope the Great Maker is with us." she said with concern. 
       Arielle stood calmly. "We can do this." she said, before mounting the horse. Chandra nodded, and turned towards the orb, readying her bow again and taking off towards it. She ran as quickly as she could without compromising accuracy, starting to assault the orb with her arrows. It wasn't long before Arielle and the horse passed her, galloping towards the massive tree that held the orb. A few seconds after that, the hawk passed her, and flew on as well.
       Her first few shots almost reached the orb before being removed from existance by the orb's  energy just like her very first shot. More bolts of energy rained down on her as she ran, almost knocking her off-balance. She did her best to keep her eyes on the objective, and lashed out with more arrows. Arielle was now very close to the orb, which was seemingly ignoring her for the time being. She could now see the centre of the orb, which somewhat resembled an eye. Now that se knew what to hit, she began to unsheath the sword and take it in her right hand, holding onto the horse with her left. She looked overhead as she head an arrow swish past her.
        Energy bolts lanced past her in the other direction, towards Chandra. "She must almost be out of arrows. It's now or never." she said to herself. 
       'Okay friend. This is it!' she told the horse telepathically, before climbing on it's back as it galloped, standing as evenly as she could under the circumstances. She manuevered the sword so that she could hold it like a javelin, and threw it at the eye with everything she had. It sailed through the air, but began to arc earlier then she had anticipated. Arielle was got back down to ride the horse, and was about to turn away, when the hawk swooped in and grabbed the sword in it's talons, before squawking loudly and divebombed the orb.
         At the last second, it let go of the sword and pulled up. The leading edge of the sword struck and lodged itself in the orb's eye. Arielle brought the horse to a stop and watched. The orb grew brighter and brighter still, lighting up the whole lake and it's surroundings in the dark realm. The light energy became so bright and encompassing, that the horse fell over and pitched her off. She blacked out immediately afterword. Chandra saw this, and started towards Arielle, before she too was overcome by the sheer brightness of the orb's energy, which now engulfed everything and also blacked out, unable to do anything to stop it.


        "Unh." she murmured, rolling her head to one side. Her thoughts were spinning, and she felt extremely foggy, like she had slept for days. Arielle opened her eyes to see a pair of black eyes staring at her. She almost freaked out, before recognizing the hawk, who was standing on the ground, blinking at her. Sitting up, she heard a noise from behind her.
        "Mmmph." It was Chandra, who was coming to as well, with the horse standing next to her. She looked up next, to see a beautiful blue sky, and white puffy clouds floating past. Both women eventually got to their feet, and looked around some more. They were back in their 'realm', as were the animals, who were now dispersing and slowly heading back to where they came from.
        The land bridge was gone, but there was a small island where the orb stood in the dark realm. Arielle looked to the horse and hawk and smiled. 'Thank you, my friends. We could not have done it without you.' she said telepathically. The horse nodded and snorted happily before turning and galloping off. The hawk blinked again before squawking and flying off over the lake, the water sparkling in the sun. Chandra walked  away from the lake to find her arrows that she had used, as Arielle found and picked up her sword, sheathing it at her side.
        The two women met back up, and smiled at each other. 
       "You succeeded." said Chandra, happy at the outcome. 
       Arielle grinned. "We succeeded." Both women smiled before embracing each other. After it was over, Chandra patted Arielle on the shoulder. 
       "I'm glad I met you, and I would be honoured to call you my friend." she said warmly.
       Arielle nodded. "Only if may call you my friend as well." she replied. 
       Chandra smiled again. "But of course." she said. "So, you will be going back to your Darius I presume?" she asked. 
       Arielle nodded with a smile. "Yes. I miss my beloved so." she replied. 
       Chandra's smile faded, and she started to look sad. "I have no 'Darius' to go home to." she said softly, wishing she had a beloved.
       Arielle walked over and put her arm around Chandra. "Come back with me. I believe there is someone you should meet." she said with a grin. Chandra looked up and started to smile again.
       "I will join you." she said, before the two women walked off back towards the alley, everything as it should be once again.


                                                         THE END


                                           

