












                                                 DARKSWORD: Duet





        The grey clouds of the overcast sky did little else but look intimidating, as the land still remained somewhat bright. The hot, bright sun was behind them somewhere, looking for a way to eventually get through. There was no rain to speak of, so aside from the clouding over of everything, it was a decent day to be outside, the temperatures normal for a late summer day. Animals moved about the green meadowlands, the long grass swishing around due to a soft breeze that flowed from the west. It was a perfect day to be outside for whatever reason, and at least two people were enjoying it immensely.
        "It's not much farther!" exclaimed Arielle, her long brown hair bouncing around behind her as she ran through the grass, her powder blue tunic almost lost in the field of green. 
        "I hope so!" yelled Chandra from somewhere behind, her newest friend she had met while investigating the animal disappearences a short time ago. Chandra's long red hair flowed over her shoulders and also bounced off her light brown tunic, as she ran to keep up with Arielle, who never seemed to slow down whatsoever.
         A few minutes later, they were slowly making their way up the small hill to the edge of the forest, close to where Ranier' cabin sat, nestled in a small clearing in the trees. The two women didn't take long to get there from the meadow ridge, making their way into the clearing to see the cabin and the smaller workshop, but no signs of anyone home. Arielle walked to the cabin's door and knocked.
        "Ranier? Are you there?" she queried aloud, with no response. Shrugging, she wandered over to the workshop, but found it devoid of anyone as well. Turning back to face Chandra, who had stood quietly near a large tree, she mentioned the news. 
        "He does not seem to be here right now." 
         Chandra wasn't able to hide her disappointment, and frowned a little while looking off somewhere else, sighing. Arielle suddenly remembered something that might help. 
        "Wait!" she exclaimed. "He sometimes goes a spot not far from here to practice his archery on targets. Let's go!" she said happily, leading the way. Chandra perked up at this news, and grinned before heading off in pursuit of her new friend, happy to continue the adventure of finding this elusive man she'd been told so much about. Everything in her wanted this to become a reality, so she held out hope they'd run into him soon.


          Striking the target directly in it's red centre was the neatly placed arrow, having stuck into the circular object right up to the edge of the head. Ranier smiled as he lowered his bow and saw what he had done. 
         "Excellent." he said, standing back up from kneeling down on a fallen tree to take the shot. He had been experimenting all morning and into the afternoon with different positions and stances from which to fire arrows, whether it be standing still or on the run, hoping to plan for any contingency should the need arise.
         "It is good to be prepared." Ranier started off towards the target to retrieve his arrow, preferring to keep them if intact.
          Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed some movement to his left, and stopped to face that direction. Everything had gone silent very quickly, and he started to wonder what might lie out there in the thick bushes. Ranier was about to draw his bow, when a familiar face popped up and got closer to his position. 
        "Arielle! What brings you this way?" he asked, wondering what the occasion for her visit was, as he did not see Darius anywhere in sight. Walking towards her, she ran up and hugged him quickly, then smiled. 
       "Someone wants to meet you." she said softly.
       Just as he was about to ask who, something caught his eye past Arielle. A beautiful woman with scarlet red hair and a neat brown tunic was walking up to him. Ranier had never seen such a beautiful woman as she, save Arielle of course. The woman seemed to be carrying a bow herself, with a homemade type of quiver slung over her back. Her face intrigued him so, her cheeks slender and her lips neat, a shade of red not so bright as her hair, which was long and well past her shoulders. The woman's hazel eyes sparkled like none before, and her smile was more than intoxicating, and pulled him in further.
         She walked up and outstretched a hand in greetings. "I am Chandra." she said, with a soft voice. 
         Ranier had never felt his heart beat as fast as it was now, and almost forgot she had asked a question. "Greetings my lady." he said, smiling. He took her hand and kissed it gently. "It is my pleasure to meet you." he finished, staring into her sparkling eyes. 
        Arielle suddenly noticed she was out of place. "Well, I must be getting back." she started. "Darius gets worried about me far too easily." 
        Ranier snapped out of his funk for a moment. "Do tell him I will visit soon. And thank you!" he said, honestly. 
        Arielle smiled. "You are welcome. Goodbye!" she replied, before heading off into the forest, taking another route out of the trees.
       "That Arielle, she is an amazing person." said Chandra, waving at her female friend. 
       Ranier grinned. "That she is. A good friend indeed." he said, before turning his full attention back to Chandra. 
       "You, my dear, are more beautiful than any lady I have seen." he said. Chandra blushed, but replied. "You are also very handsome." she said, running a hand down the side of his face. Ranier could feel his heart skipping a beat. 
       "Chandra." he started, almost overwhelmed. "Would you care to accompany me back to my cabin?" he asked. "The weather is nice enough to warrant a campfire on the ridge overlooking the meadow." he explained. 
       Chandra glowed at this, as she loved campfires as a whole.
       "That sounds lovely. I do not, however, have a bedroll on me." she mentioned. 
       Ranier grinned. "Ah, but I have a seldom-used spare in my cabin. You are more than welcome to use it." he said. 
       Chandra could see the sincerity in him, and she didn't feel nearly as apprehensive around him as she might with someone else. "All right." she said happily. 
       Ranier  held his right arm out, hoping she would take it in hers. She obliged, as they set off towards the cabin to get what they needed for the campfire, exchanging stories and a little bit about each other along the way.


       Much to Ranier's delight, by the time he had got the fire pit ready in the clearing and the wood chopped, most of the clouds had receeded. The sun was just finishing setting over the horizon, as the stars and moon were starting to become visible in the night sky. A few minutes later, the fire was started, the crackle of the wood beginning to burn music to his ears. He had carefully laid out the bedrolls near the fire, and had found the perfect patch of soft grass for them to sit on in the meantime, to enjoy the fire as well as the stars. He looked to Chandra and smiled, happy to be with a woman like her in this place, stargazing and enjoying the outdoors. Nothing made him happier right now.
        Chandra turned to him, placing his arm around her as she snuggled up to him and smiled, seemingly content herself.
       "You are not like any other man I have met." she said softly. 
       Ranier looked confused slightly. "Oh?" he wondered. "How so?" he asked, trying to make sense of what she had said. 
       "You have not once asked for anything of me." she started. "You made me feel content, right from the start, then proceeded to make sure of my comfort and happiness before yours." Chandra looked as if she might tear up, but instead leaned in and gave him a soft kiss on his cheek. "Thank you." she added, before snuggling him some more.
         Ranier smiled happily and lovingly pulled her a little closer. "I knew from the moment our eyes met that you were unique, and that you were the one for me." he started. "I cannot explain the connection, but I thank the stars above for letting this happen." he finished, never before so content with everything. Just then, 
        Chandra sat up a bit more, and faced Ranier, looking into his eyes. "Shhhh." she whispered, as she leaned in and locked lips with him, the kiss lasting several wonderful moments for them both. When it was over, she smiled greatly, continued to meet his gaze.
        "I adore you, Ranier." she said softly, before snuggling up to him again. Ranier smiled as well before answering her. 
        "I adore you as well, my lady." he replied, holding her close. 
        "Perhaps tomorrow we can practice with the bow together." she said with a giggle, being an experienced archer herself. 
         Ranier nodded. "Indeed. I look forward to it!" he said with gusto. Chandra didn't reply, but rather tucked into him a little more and closed her eyes, knowing she was safe, and that there was no other place she'd rather be right now. The fire crackled and roared now, as the stars twinkled high above in the night sky, the moon shining down as much as it could. Not long after, Chandra fell asleep in Ranier's arms with a smile on her face.


        Morning arrived with the sound of some of the local birds chirping to each other high up in a tree, the sun having risen to dawn a new day over the land. Ranier had awoken to a sight of a blackened fire pit, the embers having long faded away. Chandra was still asleep in her bedroll, having been lovingly helped into it later into the night. Ranier knelt down beside her and moved some of her scarlet hair from her face, kissing her softly on her forehead. She began to stir slowly, waking with a smile on her face, and opening her eyes to see him. 
       "Mmm....hello." she said, not quite awake as of yet.
        Ranier chuckled. "Good morning." he replied, before stroking her thick, long hair. "Did you sleep well?" 
        She grinned. "I did, thanks to you." Chandra started to sit up and stretch a little. She yawned before looking back to him. "Do you often sleep out here by the fire?" she wondered, having enjoyed the experience. 
        Ranier smiled. "Yes. I find it very peaceful and refreshing once in a while." he explained, preferring to sleep here than in his cabin sometimes, liking the roaring campfires and the outdoors.
        Chandra giggled and slowly slid to the side of her bedroll and put her boots on, before standing up and fixing her hair. Ranier watched with interest while she did all this, and marvelled at her beauty. He could have stared at her all day, but knew they would need to eat some breakfast soon. Remembering his pack he had brought with him, Ranier grabbed it and reached inside, quickly pulling out a couple of apples and pears. 
        "Hungry?" he asked of Chandra, who had finished fixing her hair, and was now packing up the bedroll. She smiled at the sight of the fruit. 
        "A pear please." 
        Ranier handed her one of the greenish yellow fruit, which she bit into immediately.
        "Oh oh, the pear monster is here!" he said in jest, laughing as he held an apple. Chandra chuckled but kept her focus on the pear. Ranier sat back and stopped laughing long enough to start eating his apple, taking a bite before looking around at his surroundings, having the best time in a long time out here, in his favourite spot. While he was crunching his tasty fruit, Chandra sauntered over and sat next to him, planting a gentle kiss om his cheek. He began to think that her and all this time spent with her was nothing more than a dream, but here he was, with her and enjoying her company immensely.
         "I am hoping that you don't have to leave anytime soon. I would hate for this to end prematurely." he finished, before looking a little down all of a sudden. Chandra rested her head on his shoulder and smiled, taking a break from her fruit. 
        "Oh not to worry." she started. "The farm can do without me for some time." she finished, not wanting this time to end either. 
         Ranier looked to her. "This was the farm you spoke of briefly on our way here, yes?" he asked, perking up a little. 
        Chandra raised her head off his shoulder and nodded. "Yes. It's my father's." she replied. "I usually tend to it when he's away, or busy with other things." she mentioned, happy to tell him more about herself.
         Ranier smiled. "Perhaps you could take me there in the near future." he said, interested to go there one day.
         Chandra giggled. "If you really like cattle that much, then all right!" 
         Ranier chuckled. "Very well then. For the mean time, after we're done with breakfast, let us go try our luck with our bows." he said. 
        Chandra nodded. "I would love to." she mentioned, happy to spend time with her new love, and her passion of archery at the same time. They both finished their fruit, and then started to clean up the camp site, rolling up the bedrolls and such in anticipation of archery.


         Stunned at how good a shot she really was, Ranier couldn't help but heap praise on her. 
        "I'm not just saying that." he started, telling the truth. "You are truly amazing with the bow. There is little I can teach you." finished Ranier, surprised at her command of the bow throughout the session they just completed back at his practice range in the forest. 
        "Oh, Ranier." said Chandra softly, before stopping him in his tracks long enough to plant a kiss on his lips in appreciation. 
       "Thank you." she said  warmly, happy to be regarded so highly. "By the way....." she started. "Where did you say we were going again?" she wondered, having been led along a pathway between the forests for a little while now.
         Ranier grinned. "Lessaria village." he replied. "There is someone I wish you to meet. He's a friend of mine, and he'll replace all those pears you consumed!" he added jokingly. 
        Chandra gave him a wry smile and continued on. "Are you using my fondness of pears against me?" she asked with a grin. 
        Ranier chuckled. "But of course!" Ranier started laughing a little bit, having a fair bit of fun. He held out his hand for her, and she took it eagerly. The happy couple kept on walking for another hour before arriving in the small settlement known as Lessaria, a town with only a couple dozen residents at the most, but with a vital marketplace, being the only one around this side of Carterria. It was a favourite replenishment spot for some.
         Seeing the small cabins that signified the beginning of the town, Ranier was happy to be back here again, always feeling a sense of belonging to this place. The townsfolk were very welcoming, and all too happy to converse and trade things. Ranier motioned to Chandra to move in a certain direction, leading them to the marketplace at the centre of town. He soon spotted a familiar vendor working his produce stand, but not attracting as much business as the others today. Ranier smiled and walked up to the man and smiled, happy to see his old friend again, as well as wanting some of what he had to offer.
         "Merik!" exclaimed Ranier happily. The man turned to face him, and his eyes lit up, his smile broadening at the sight of his younger friend. 
         "Ah Ranier!" he said. "So nice to see you again, and......say, who is the delightful woman you have at your side?" he asked, noticing Chandra right away. 
         She giggled and outstretched a hand. "I am Chandra."  
         Merik took her hand and gently shook it. "I am Merik!" he replied. "It is a pleasure to meet you!" he said, before looking to Ranier. "So glad to see you have found such a fine young woman!" 
        Ranier grinned. "Indeed." he replied, looking to Chandra lovingly. 
       "So," started Merik again. "What can I do for you today?"
        Ranier pointed at the produce on the table. "Ah, the usual. Some pears, apples, and perhaps some carrots as well. Very good then! I will put them in a small sack for you." he said, picking the best fruits off the table for his young friend. Chandra wandered over to the neighbouring stand to look at some trinkets she found interesting. Upon seeing this, Merik leaned in towards Ranier. 
       "She is quite a catch. I am very proud of you." he said calmly. "Treat her like the queen she is, Ranier. A woman like that deserves nothing less." he said, before handing him the sack with the goods. Ranier tossed a few gold pieces down on the table, making sure there was extra.
       "Thank you Merik. You are wise, indeed." he said softly. Merik scratched his salt and pepper hair, and looked back up, grinning. 
       "Sometimes!" he said, chuckling. "Oh I almost forgot." he leaned in to Ranier a little as he spoke. "There has been news of bandits on the main trail near here." he explained carefully. "The Carterrian Guard is few and far between these days, so be careful." Another customer walked up to the edge of the stand just then.
        Ranier nodded. "I understand, old friend." he replied. "I'll keep my eyes open." he said, reassuring his friend and confidante.
        Merik only nodded, knowing that Ranier was a smart man and could take care of himself, but was concerned all the same. 
        "Until next time." he said, before Ranier nodded and turned to head down a few stands, where Chandra was holding a shiny silver trinket up to the blue sky, examining it carefully before putting it back down. She suddenly took Ranier's arm in hers, as they started walking. 
        "I like this place." she said, before looking about at the rest of the marketplace stands as they left it behind.
         Ranier smiled. "It is an interesting place, especially with Merik here." 
        Chandra looked to him as they walked slowly. "You have been friends with him some time, haven't you?" she asked of him. 
        He nodded. "Yes, almost as long as I have known Darius. He is most reliable, and a good friend indeed." he finished, happy to be walking and talking with her like this. It had been an amazing couple of days already, and he had hope that things would only look up, and get better and better. No matter what the future held, they would face it together, and overcome and and all challenges that arose.
                                                              

         Darkness was soon to fall as the sun began to set, with the happy couple now more than halfway back to Ranier's cabin. He was about to ask Chandra about that trinket she was considering back at the market, when all of a sudden, two men wearing ragged attire and light armour jumped out of the bushes and into the path before them. Ranier stopped dead in his tracks, and was started to turn back, still holding Chandra's hand, when he saw two more men of similar attributes jump out from the bushes and block the trail in that direction as well, cutting them off completely and preventing them from going anywhere.
         "Bandits!" he said loudly, remembering the warning he had received in the village from his old friend. Chandra looked back and forth between the pairs of bandits that stood in their way as they brandished their swords and such, not frightened by any manner, but rather trying to figure out a plan of action. 
         She looked to Ranier, who met her gaze quickly. "We are outnumbered." she said, giving her quick analysis of the situation. 
        "Yes, yes we are." he agreed, looking into her eyes. "No harm will come to you, my lady. This I promise." 
         She smiled at him lovingly. "I know." she started. "I have faith." she mentioned. 
         Ranier put a hand on her cheek. "Do you trust me?" he asked, already knowing what the answer would be. Chandra's eyes sparkled. 
        "Yes. Implicitly." she said. Ranier grinned. "Very well then. Let us each focus on a pair of bandits." he whispered. "At my count of three, we make our move." he said, as he slowly slid his bow of his shoulder and into his hand. 
        Chandra did the same, and upon seeing this, the bandits who were more at least fifty metres away started to close their distance quickly. Ranier and Chandra whirled to face a pair of bandits each, with their backs to each other. As the four men drew closer, Ranier and Chandra both loaded an arrow onto their bows, with Ranier starting his countdown. 
       "One.....two.....three!"


                                                               THE END

