


                                             







                                      DARKSWORD: Light Amongst The Dark





        “Are you going to join me on my quest, or shall I see you at a later time, Darius?” asked Ranier, an expert archer and friend of his for many a year. 
        "Another time. I wish to undertake a quest of my own." explained Darius. "We will meet again very soon, and maybe have time to tell stories from days past." 
         Ranier smiled and nodded. "Indeed. I can't wait. Take care Darius. Until then." he said, before turning and walking down the path in the opposite direction. Darius smiled and nodded before continuing his course. He had heard rumours of someplace called 'Shadowland', where apparently even the sun couldn't shine, a place where many have gone, but have never returned from at all. As much as he wanted to
spend more time with his old friend, he decided that he must find this Shadowland.
         It was rumoured that this land was beyond the Dark Forest, which meant he had some ground to cover. Hours ticked by as he walked the trail briskly, hoping to make good time. Every tree and shrub started to look the same, as the trail winded through the normal forests and near the wetlands. By the time dusk arrived, he had made it to the edge of the Dark Forest, and decided to rest for the night. He set up a simple camp, a small fire pit in a clearing, with his bedroll next to it. Darius had found a small log and dragged it over to be sat on in the morning. 
         As darkness fell, the fire was roaring, and he had laid down on his bedroll just to watch the flames for a little while, hoping to understand them a little before he fell asleep. 
        "Mmmm." he mumbled, his arms crossed behind his head, propping it up. Between watching the fire crackle, and glancing up at the sky, he didn't know which was more enjoyable. It was one thing to relax, but there was something to be said about really relaxing. Darius was always on a quest for something or someone, and rarely allowed himself to really slip away. The fire crackled some more, and he picked up a nearby stick and poked it, watching intently as some embers popped out and landed on the ground.
        He put down the stick, and was about to get comfortable and nod off,when a scream echoed through the forest. He sat up quickly, and gave the forest his full attention. Suddenly, another scream, and it sounded feminine. Acting on instinct, he jumped up and unsheathed his sword, holding in his right hand, Darius assumed a defensive posture, and began to look and listen in all directions. He was about to circle the campsite and possibly head into the forest, when the bushes a few meters in front of him starting shaking, and he could hear what sounded like footfalls along with it.
        Darius creeped forward slow and stealthily, when all of a sudden, the bushes parted, and a woman came running into his campsite. She looked petrified, her light blue tunic slightly tattered and her dress in about the same condition, and ran right around him so that she was hiding behind him now. He could hear her crying softly. 
       "Please," she began while sobbing. "Don't let it get me.....please!" she finished, and started to squeeze tightly. Darius turned around to face the woman. Her long brown, wavy hair obscured her face, so he gently pushed it aside. 
        He was instantly enchanted by her beauty. She was no more older than he, her cheeks so perfect and smooth, her eyes blue and bright, albeit the tears that flowed from them. There was a small scar under the left eye, but that did not matter. He put his left hand under her chin and raised her head a little.
       "I don't know why someone would want to hurt you, but I will not let them." he started softly. "My name is Darius, and you are safe with me." he said reassuringly. She nodded, and was about to reply when the same bushes started shaking again.
      "Lay down on the bedroll and cover yourself." he said to her in a subdued tone. As she did this, he whirled around and faced the bushes, the fire still giving off enough light to see them. 
     "Show yourself!" he yelled. Sword at the ready, he expected another man to come running out of the bushes.
       Instead, with a speed he wasn't used to seeing, some sort of creature launched out of the bushes and hit him at full speed, knocking him down, with his sword falling into the darkness. A little dazed from the quick hit, he got up and saw the creature. It was almost like a boar, except it looked more like a skeleton than an actual animal. It only had small tufts of hair, and the horns were more like giant fangs. 
      The animal got it's bearing, and stared down the woman on his bedroll. Darius quickly looked around for his sword, but it was swallowed by the darkness. He knew there was only one course of action. As the creature suddenly leaped at the woman, Darius outstretched his right hand in a fist towards it, focused all his thoughts, and produced a blast of fire so intense, not only did it throw the creature off into the bushes, but incinerated it as well. He lowered his fist and used his mind to put out the fire on it.
        Walking over to the woman slowly, he knelt down and moved the bedroll back to reveal her beautiful face. 
       "It's over my lady. You are safe now." he said softly, before sitting down next to her. She pushed the rest of the bedroll off and sat facing Darius, wiping the rest of the tears from her eyes. Darius took her hands in his to reassure her, and she managed to crack a small smile.
      "Tell me something." he started. "What is a beautiful woman like you doing in such a dark forest all alone?"
       She blushed, and answered softly. "I....wanted to see the Dark Forest for myself. I had heard tales of animals that dwell there." she explained. 
       Darius looked a little confused. "Animals?" he muttered. 
       The woman continued. "You see.....I have an ability most do not. Through my mind, I can communicate with animals." 
      "An interesting gift." started Darius. "I also have abilities. I can command the power of fire and water, as you just saw. But....that is a story for another day. You should rest for a while, my lady." The woman smiled at him, looking like she was a bit more at ease now.
      "Perhaps you'd like to sleep here tonight? It's too dangerous to travel alone int the darkness." said Darius, inviting her to stay. 
       The woman nodded approvingly. "Yes. Thank you." she said, smiling. Darius smiled back, and remembered he was still holding her hands in his.
      "I would be pleased to know your name, my lady." he said to her. She smiled and pushed her hair aside. 
      Staring into his eyes, she responded. "I am Arielle." 
      "A beautiful name, for a beautiful woman." replied Darius. There was a silence for a few moments, with nothing being said as they stared into each other's eyes. Arielle suddenly leaned in and kissed him on the cheek softly. 
      "You are very kind." she said, and with that, withdrew her hands and laid down on the bedroll. "Goodnight, my hero." she said with a grin, before putting her head down and closing her eyes. Darius watched over her until he was sure she was asleep, then knelt down and kissed her on the forehead gently. 
      "No harm will come to you, sweet Arielle. This I swear." he whispered, before moving over to the fire. He laid down on the grass next to the fire pit, and used his hands as a pillow. Fatigue caught up with him, helping him doze off quickly.

        When the sun came up, it was usually a serene time as the colours that hid during the night came back out to be seen. This time however, wasn't as serene as he had hoped. Someone was shaking him slightly, but enough to bring him out of his slumber. Darius opened his eyes to see a beautiful woman looking down at him. He rubbed his eyes quickly, and focused. It was Arielle, and her eyes sparkled even more in the morning light. Clearing his throat, he addressed her.
       "Good morning." he started with a yawn. "Why do you shake me?" he queried, now sitting up. Arielle smiled, her lips open just enough to show a glimpse of her pearly white teeth. 
       "I found something!" she said excitedly. Darius watched as she turned to pick something up, and heard her groan a little.
        She turned back to face Darius, and show him what she had collected.
        His eyes went wide, and he grinned when he saw it. It was his sword. 
       "I woke up early to find it for you. I hope it pleases you." she said softly. Darius gently took the sword off her hands, and looked it over before laying it down beside him. 
       "Thank you my lady." he said, happy to have his sword back. Looking back to Arielle, he was again distracted by her beauty, and could do nothing but look into her eyes. She noticed this, and moved beside him, putting her arms around him and laying her head on his shoulder.
        "You are not like any others I have met. I get a sense of familiarity, and for some reason feel connected to you." she explained. 
        Darius put an arm around her and caressed her shoulder. "I too, feel a connection to you." he said. "And I feel as if you are the woman I was always meant to be with." 
        She blushed and held on tighter, nuzzling her face against his tunic. Darius smiled as he looked at her. He hadn't felt this way in some time, and was glad that fate had brought them together. 
       "Tell me, brave Darius. Where are you travelling to?" she asked. He pondered for a moment the answer, and saw no harm in telling her.
       "I have heard rumours of a dark land past these forests where daylight is not welcome, and I wish to explore it." he said, thinking about it now. Arielle let go of him for the moment and spoke softly. 
       "Do you mean Shadowland?" she queried, feeling a little uneasy.
        Darius nodded. "The very same. Do you know of it?" he asked her. Arielle looked down, her face showing concern. "Yes. I had been trying to explore it, when the
creatures there chased me away." 
        Darius stroked his chin. "These creatures, you could communicate with them in the way you told me about?" he asked. 
       Arielle shook her head. "No. They are not like other animals. They have no life force, no soul." she replied. 
      "Hmm," said Darius, thinking. "A most unusual land." He then stood up, with Arielle following suit. Picking up his sword, he sheathed it on his back, and prepared to leave. 
      "We will go there together." he said, helping her up. "I cannot let you go alone."
       Arielle looked surprised. "But, the creatures." she said before trailing off. 
       Darius smiled a bit. "I will not let any harm come to you, my lady, I swear it." 
       She smiled and blushed slightly. "Darius, my champion." she said. 
       He just stood there before her for a few moments, staring into her eyes, feeling a connection with her that he had never experienced before with anyone else. She gazed back at him in the same manner, and just by seeing her smile the way she did, knew that the connection was most likely mutual. Suddenly remembering they had somewhere to go, he broke the short silence. 
      "Shall we be off, my lady?" he asked her. Arielle never stopped smiling, and nodded ever so slightly. 
      "We shall." she said, holding out her hand for him. Darius took her soft hands in his and led them away from the campsite towards the main path, the sun seemingly shining down on the both of them as they walked.

       "The Dark Forest doesn't seem to be as bad in the morning sun." remarkedArielle, looking around as they walked. The trees seemed bigger and darker and more ominous to her than any other forest she had been in, and there was an absense of animals for her to interact with, but otherwise it wasn't so bad. She looked at Darius as they walked, hand in hand still, and put her head on his shoulder. 
       'My protector.' she thought, and smiled to herself. Never in recent times had she been happier, and felt like this was the man she had always been waiting for. Strong and fierce, but with gentle heart, and one who had shown her nothing but kindness so far.
        Arielle had always known that one day, destiny would taker her to the one that would hold her heart, but she didn't think it would happen like they way it had happened. She knew that somehow, Darius was who she was meant to be with, but wasn't sure whether or not to tell him her feeling this soon. In her heart of hearts, she was certain it was he who she would give her heart to. She also found it intriguing that Darius could be so silent right now, during their trek, and yet maintain his wonderful smile. It was almost like he knew what she was
thinking. She let out a happy sign, and contined to enjoy the walk.
         Her train of thought became interrupted however, when Darius spoke to her. "You are quiet, my lady." he said to her. 
        She giggled. "So are you!" and squeezed him a bit tighter, playfully pulling at his sleeve. Darius pondered for a moment, before responding. "I am sorry. I was thinking." he said, trailing off. Arielle's curiousity was peaked, and she brought them both to a halt on the trail, and stepped in front of Darius, looking at him.
      "What about?" she queried. Darius almost started to blush, but then told her. "You." he said, looking right into her sparkling blue eyes once again. Her mouth opened slightly, but she was at a loss of words for a few seconds. 
       "Oh Darius." she started, but couldn't finish.
       "My lady," began the swordsman. "You are like none other. When I look at you, I see only a pure heart, and all the kindness in the world. You have the beauty of a princess, but one that has no prince by her side, so to speak." he explained. Arielle didn't know what to say. A small tear fell from her left eye down her cheek, and she felt a little choked up before speaking.
        "You.....you are so kind to me." she said softly, as she put her arms around Darius and buried her face into his tunic, holding on tight. He put his arms around her and held her as tight as he could allow. After a little while in the embrace, she pulled herself together, and put her hand in his again. 
        "May we continue on?" she asked with a smile. Darius only nodded, and they headed off again down the path towards their goal.

         It was not at all as he expected. The Dark Forest had ended abruptly, replaced with a barren land with many dead trees and and rocky grounds. Weeds that were almost black in colour sprouted up from between the rocky slabs that were now the trail. He felt a little unnerved by what he was taking in, and looked to Arielle, who wore a look of concern on her usually bright face, also holding his hand tighter as well. There were no sounds of any birds of wildlife, and no markers or anything that would tell them where they were going.
        "No man's land." he muttered, keeping a lookout in several directions as they walked. It was then that he heard something in the distance before them.
         It almost sounded like a screech from a hawk, but one that was near death, or diseased. They stopped temporarily, with Darius drawing his sword and focusing on the sound. "Stay behind me." he said, motioning to Arielle to get behind him, expecting some trouble. He then heard another evil screech, this time much closer. Looking to the sky before him, Darius began to see something. It was getting closer and closer, but he couldn't make it out just yet. A few more seconds, and he was able to make it out. It might have sounded like a hawk, but the resemblance started to differ. This flying creature was more like a skeleton of a hawk with misicule patches of feathers. He could almost see right through it, and when he saw it's eyes, crimson like blood, he knew it wasn't friendly.
         The skeleton hawk homed in on him, making a direct run towards him. Arielle looked around his shoulder to get a look, and screamed, kneeling to the ground behind him, afraid and trenbling. The evil bird dove upon Darius, who took steadied his sword with two hands, and waited til the last second before whirling to his left and swinging, catching the evil bird in it's dive. The creature didn't have time to react, and was cut in half right down the middle, before dropping to the ground. It still managed a screech, before it's eyes went black. Darius looked down at it, and was about to poke it with his sword, when it's body suddenly turned to dust, a pile of black powder on the rocky trail.
         Arielle got back up and peeked over Darius' shoulder as he was looking at the destroyed creature. She also looked down at the pile of dust, and then at Darius. 
        "Again you keep me out of harm's way." she said, leaning in and kissing him on his cheek, glad that the danger had passed for the time being. Darius turned to her and took her hands in his, smiling at her. 
        "I swore to protect you, and I shall." he said softly, watching her blush a little. 
        "Thank you." she whispered. Darius smiled and did a partial bow before turning back down the path. with one of her hands still in his. Arielle happily obliged and walked next to him, holding onto his stern hand the best she could, feeling safe with her protector.

         Hours had now gone by, and the landscape had changed a little. The land had risen, the rocky trail now slightly uphill. To the left was a valley darker than the land, with more dead trees, bigger rocks that were like boulders, and an eerie stillness about it. Darius was hoping they'd come across something soon that would contain some answers about this strange land, but so far, hadn't seen anything of consequence. Arielle was looking from left to right constantly as they walked, concerned about anything else they may encounter. It was then that Darius had an idea. He walked up to the edge of the valley, and looked over the rocky edge. Up the valley, he caught a glimpse of some kind of wall not too far away.
        "I wonder what that could be." he said aloud, and with that, Arielle walked up beside him and looked down. 
       "What?" she asked, not seeing what was there. Darius motioned up the valley, showing her.
       "Oh." she said. "What do you believe it is?" she asked, also trying to figure it out. 
       "I don't know." he replied. "But we should go down there and take a look." he finished, trying to figure out how to get down into the valley. Arielle looked at the sharp boulders, some twenty or more meters below.
       "Very dangerous." she mentioned, a little worried at the prospect of descending.
       "Come." said Darius. "We will find the best place to descend to the valley, and I will go first to make sure it is safe." he said, leading her down the trail, but close to the valley cliff. It didn't take long to find a decent spot to descend. Right below the cliff where he was standing was a drop straight down, but one that had little ledges of rock sticking out of the cliff, almost like platforms. One could conceivably jump from ledge to ledge right down to the bottom. He showed Arielle.
       "Do you think you can make it, my lady?" he asked her. She only nodded, eyeing the ledges and and the steep cliff, knowing she would have to be precise and careful in her descent or else. 
       "Good." said Darius. "I will go first." he said calmly. Arielle could only watch as he smiled at her, then jumped down to the first ledge. He took a moment to look down to the next ledge before continuing, and repeated until he was all the way down in the valley's bottom. Arielle waved at him, and was about to start descending slowly when she heard a loud noise behind her. She turned around, and to her horror, saw another one of those skeletal boar-beasts coming right for her. She was frightened to the bone, knowing there was no easy way out. She didn't have enough time to start climbing down to the first ledge. She quickly turned to the valley and cried out for Darius.
        "Help!!" she screamed. "A creature is charging me!!" Turning back to boar-like creature, she saw that it was almost upon her. She was almost out of options. It would get her quickly. Suddenly, she heard Darius calling for her. 
       "Arielle! Listen to me!" his voice was loud enough to carry up the cliff. She turned back to him, and looked down, he was as close to rock face of the cliff as he could get. 
      "You must jump!" he said. 
       Arielle looked down. "It's too far!! I'm scared!!!" she wailed, about to start crying, wondering why this had to happen to her.
       "I will catch you my lady, I promise you!" he yelled back up the valley. Arielle looked back to the creature again, who would be able to pounce her in seconds. With no time left, she took a few steps back from the edge of the cliff, then turned and ran, leaping off it and plummeting down soon after. 
      "Dariussss!"she screamed as she fell, at first flailing her arms but then stopping. She didn't know what to expect, and was ready for a disasterous landing, but there was none. Darius caught her in his strong arms, knocking him off-balance enough to fall down with her landing on top, but unharmed for the most part.
      "Unh." said Darius as his back hit the ground.
      After a few seconds of being motionless, Arielle rolled off of Darius, and got to her feet. "Darius? Darius!" she screamed, as he laid on the ground without any movement. She started sobbing, when he suddenly sat up and began to dust himself off, coughing a couple times. 
      "It is all right, my lady. I am fine." he said, as he stood up and brushed off the last of the dust. Arielle ran up and wrapped her arms around him, embracing him as much as she could.
      "You truly are my protector!" she said happily, resting her head against his chest. Darius returned the embrace. 
       The tender moment was suddenly broken by the sound of something coming crashing down with a thud nearby. Darius let go of Arielle and turned to face the sound. With a loud half roar half screech, the beast that had gone after Arielle on the ledge was now down in the valley with them, staring down it's two target. 
       "Do not move, my lady." whispered Darius, unsheathing his sword, and holding it in both hands. The beast started to move towards the two, slowly at first, before breaking into an all-out gallop. Darius knew the waiting game wasn't going to work this time. Yelling a battle cry that he remembered from sword training many moons ago, he took off running towards the beast, pointing the blade of his sword straight out in front of him, like a lance.
        The beast kept galloping, going straight for Darius, who showed no signs of relenting. They got closer and closer, until they were only meters away. Ariell closed her eyes and put her head in her hands, not wanting to see the results of the collision. As she stood there motionless, with eyes covered, she could only start sobbing softly as she heard one last battle cry from Darius. Then, came the sound she was dreading, as a clang followed by a thud mixed in with yelling and screeching echoed through the valley. 
        She let her hands slide down her face, unsure of what she would see. Arielle knew that she couldn't live with herself if something happened to Darius. "Please." she said softly, trailing off.
        Hands down, she opened her eyes. Standing facing her from a little down the path was Darius, his sword sticking out of the ground next to him. Near him was the body of the beast, which looked like it had been carved up like a roast in a short period of time. She watched intently as he started moving, putting a hand on his sword and pulling it out of the ground before resheathing it on his back. When he returned to Arielle, she responded by leaning up to him and giving him a peck on his cheek.
        "I was worried for a moment that I would never see you again." she said, the look of concern passing through her beautiful face quickly. Darius took her hand in his, and spoke to her softly. 
        "I will always be here for you. My purpose is clear now." he said. Arielle smiled and then pointed down the valley. 
        "I believe we were headed that way." she said, her eyes sparkling as usual. Darius nodded and smiled. 
        "Lead the way." he said, letting her be the guide for the time being. They headed back on their original course, and Darius kept an eye on the cliff tops, not wanting any more trouble for a while.

         "Hmm." mumbled Darius, trying in vain to figure out how to open the old, wooden door that was easily twice his size, and quite stuck. It was the only way through the old block wall that they had found near the end of the valley. It was too high to scale, and either end of it became part of the cliff wall, so there was no going around it. 
        Arielle let out a sigh. "All this way for nothing." she said, a little disenchanted at the wall. She felt as if they were close to finding out about the origins of this Shadowland place, except there was a door keeping them from some answers. She remembered something that had been told to her. "Darius, I had heard once long ago that this dark land is controlled by one person." she explained.
        Darius nodded, while keeping some attention on the door. He gave it a second before responding to her. 
       "Yes. I read the same thing in a text that Cyrada has in his possession." he replied. 
       "Cyrada?" she wondered out loud.
       Darius grinned as he took a break from the door to face her. "Ah, my apologies. He is my mentor. An old man with a vast knowledge of  things. I'll take you to him some day." he said, turning back to the door, hoping to get it open. 
      "Darius." started Arielle, her voice trailing off. 
       He turned to her again. "Yes?" 
       She smiled. "You are so kind." she said, before gazing at him, her eyes bright.
       The swordsman's face lit up a bit, and he gazed back and smiled for a moment or two before turning back to the door. 
      "The only way we are getting through this door is with a lot of force." he explained, before backing up from it. "Get clear, my lady." he said to Arielle. She moved backwards a little further then he had gone, and waited. Darius outstretched his left arm and turned his palm to face the door. Closing his eyes, he focused on said palm, and calmly created a ball of spinning blue energy. Opening his eyes suddenly and staring at the door, the ball became a blast of frozen water that struck the door and covered it quickly, instantly freezing it. 
        Arielle looked on in amazement, as Darius walked back up and threw a heavy ounch at the door, which creaked and cracked under the pressure, breaking off it's hinges and falling inwards, shattering on contact with the ground. The open portal revealed a dark courtyard bordered by the block wall, which was itself bordered by the cliffs. This was it. Whatever they were looking for was in this area. 
       Darius took Arielle's hand in his, and led them both through the open portal into the courtyard. At it's centre was what resembled a hexagonal structure made of stone, the size of a small cabin. It was pitted and scarred from the demands of time, and had a small statue melded to it's roof. The statue was of a scary looking man with armour and a helmet holding a sword high into the air, all black in colour, but very imposing for it's size.
       Without warning, the ground beneath them began to shake, and if it wasn't for Darius holding her hand, Arielle would have fallen sideways and hit the ground. A crack opened in the stony floor of the courtyard, tearing an opening right in the direction of the hexagon. The wall facing Darius cracked and fell apart, turning to rubble. There was more darkness beyond the fallen wall. He was about to investigate, when something began to emerge from it. A large, dark figure walked out of the rubble. The black armour and helmet matched the outfit of the statue, a sword sheathed at his right side. There was no colour about the figure, who stood taller than Darius. He could even make out any eyes.
        The dark swordsman stopped once he stepped over the rubble of the wall, his hands at his sides for the time being. There was silence for a moment, and then the figure bgan to speak, his voice gruff and throaty, but booming. 
       "You have intruded into my domain, and for that, you will pay with your lives!" it exclaimed menacingly. 
       Darius quickly turned to Arielle. "You must run, my lady. I must deal with this alone." he said, the dark figure still staring him down. 
      Arielle grasped Darius' shoulder in fear. "I will not leave you!" she said sadly. 
     "My lady, seek cover. I could not forgive myself if something happened to you." he said, wanting to get her out of the way of the impeding battle. She let go of him, seeing logic in his words, and started to leave, before stopping in her tracks, and turning to him one last time.
      "Darius, I...I love you with all my heart." she said, tearing up. 
       Darius felt his heart pump a few extra beats. He smiled to her. "And I you, lady Arielle! Now go, quickly and be safe!" he said in a serious tone. 
      Arielle nodded before darting across the courtyard as quick as she could, and back out the open portal, hiding behind the massive wall of stones. Darius then turned his attention back to the dark swordsman. 
      "I do not answer to you!" he snapped, remembering the declaration moments earlier. He drew his own sword, the long blade still a little dirty from the last battle with the boar creature. Looking at it up and down quickly, he began a staredown with the dark swordsman, one that could only end in vicious, unrelenting combat.
       "You dare unsheath a sword in front of me? Do you know who I am, you pathetic little dog?" it barked, looking for the right response. 
       "I do not know who you are. But, I do know that you are an aggressor that needs to be vanquished!" replied Darius, remarkably calm so far. The belligerence from the dark figure only got moe intense after that. 
        "I am Obsidian! Master of Shadowland! Lord of the darkness!!" It yelled angrily. "You will bow down before me, or you will most certainly know death!!" it yelled loudly, echoing throughout the courtyard and valley. 
        Darius readied his sword, and held it with two hands, ready for whatever would come next no matter what.
       "I shall speak with my sword!!" responded Darius in a loud voice, swinging his sword from side to side in preparation for combat.
       There was a brief moment of clarity for both combatants, which ended when Obsidian began a charge. Darius acknowledged this, and charged as well. Both men held their swords outwards as they ran at each other head on. Both brought their blades down simultaneously, clanging loudly as the exchange began. Obsidian then leapt forward with an attack, chopping at Darius. The young swordsman responded by countering with an attack of his own, both swords again clanging together.
       Obisidian spun around and back again, thrusting his sword at Darius, who had come in close. He countered by dodging quickly to the left, before whirling around and swiping at the larger man with his sword. There was a connection, as the dark swordsman felt the smaller man's blade catch him in the side, knocking him back a bit, but only denting his heavy armour. Angered by this, Obsidian swung his sword at Darius in combination with a quick left hand punch. Darius managed to dodge the sword slash, but took the full brunt of the larger man's punch right to his head. Dazed, he staggered backwards for a moment before getting his bearings again, and readying his response.
        He lunged at Obsidian, and tried a horizontal strike with his sword. Obsidian slid sideways to avoid it, but turned to face Darius only to be kicked in the gut by the younger man. The wind knocked out of him, he tried to steady himself again. Darius ran in for a quick assault, and brought the sword down on his foe from above his head. The larger man managed to block it with his sword, but fell onto his back. Knowing the young swordsman was a little faster, he didn't give him time to think. Obisidian used both his legs to kick Darius right in the chest with a force that send the young swordman sprawling to the ground in a heap. 
       "Unh." said Darius, in a bit of pain from the kick.
        He had almost gotten to his feet when Obsidian came out of nowhere and landed a right cross to his face, sending him over again. Blood now dripped from his mouth, and a bruise formed under his left eye, mostly obscured by the dragonmark. Obisidian charged again, this time swinging his sword. Darius caught it this time, blocking with his sword, and quickly getting to his feet to deliver a blow of his own, connecting with Obsidian who was off balance, sending him to the ground again as well. Both men continued to rise and fall in battle, the blows coming fast and furious, with both in pain.
         Darius managed to get up again, and struck Obsidian square in his helmet armour with his sword, knocking off his helmet. What was underneath was revealed, and not at all what Darius expected. A skull with eyes as red as blood looked back at him, a crack running down the side of it. It looked like it had been through hell, but was as evil as anything he had ever seen. The eyes began to glow brighter, and suddenly it spoke again, but this time, more booming. 
       "I am done toying with you!" it said angrily, before it bowed it's head and raised it's hands into the air. "Shadows, do what you must!" it said, trailing off. There was a moment of silence, but it was broken by a scream nearby. A familiar scream, one that was a cry for help. It could only be Arielle.
        Darius looked back towards the open portal to see his love surrounded by skeletal boar beasts. 
       "No!" he said as he began to breathe quicker. "Not her!!" he yelled, turning back to Obisidian. 
      "If you want to take a life, take MINE! She is not part of this conflict!!" he screamed to no avail. The Obsidian skull face laugh insanely. 
       "All who cross me shall pay!" he boomed. Darius could bear no more. He was bleeding, in pain from combat, but would not stand by and let his beloved be harmed. He sprinted over to the open portal, focusing his powers as he ran to her, nothing would stop him. Jumping through the doorway, he landed in front of her, and unleashed fireball after fireball at every single beast that advanced on them. One by one, they burned and dropped to the ground, until every last one of them lay dead, smouldering from the fire he had unleashed.
        He was about to check on her, when he felt something solid connect with the back of his head, making him topple over to the ground on his back, in pain, and not sure which world his was in. "Go! Run now...." he managed to say to a sobbing Arielle, who was backing away, looking up at the skull faced warrior standing over her fallen hero. The skull face laughed maniacally again. 
      "This is the end, of you!" it said, before laughing again. Darius rolled his head towards Arielle and saw her crying uncontrollably, taken over by fear. Unless he did something, she was doomed and he knew it.
       "No." Darius mumbled to himself. "Must not. Let her. Be harmed...." he managed to say, before starting to drift off into unconsiousness.
       "Close your eyes, you pathetic excuse for a swordsman! You do not even have the courage to watch your own death." it chortled. 
        Obsidian knelt down over Darius form, and pondered for a moment or two before thinking of a way to kill him properly. "First I will steal your soul, and then hers, and then you shall both burn!" it said. It laughed again, and the few moments Darius had were just enough. 
        He focused whatever he had left in him, and suddenly opened his eyes, reached out and grabbed Obisidian's skull head with both hands. Ice began to freeze and penetrate the from the left, while fire burnt through the right side, culminating with a bloodcurdling scream, as Obsidian tried in vain to release himself from the attack without success. The skull exploded from all side, and the body slumped over and hit the ground. Darius had used every last ounce of energy to pull it off, and managed a grin before blacking out, his head again down on the rocky surface.

        Opening his eyes was a more painful ordeal then he remembered, especially with his head ringing still. He rubbed his face with his left hand, and tried to focus on something. 
       "Oww." he mumbled, wishing he were back in the village with Cyrada reading some old books. Then he relaized what had occurred, slowly coming back to him. Looking around, he noticed he was sitting up again the rocky wall of the courtyard, and there was a small fire burning in front of him. From the looks of it, a couple of the dead trees had been collected, with rocks arranged around the fire so it wouldn't spread. Suddenly, he remembered something.
       "Arielle!" he half yelled, trying to get up and find her, but crashing right back down again, dizzy and still in a great deal of pain from the battle.
        Just then he felt something to the right of him. A familiar voice began to speak. "My love!
Please, lie still!." said Arielle softly, as she stroked his shoulder length hair, and snuggled up close to him. Relieved that she was unharmed, he sunk down on the wall a little. 
        "I.....I...." he began to say, but was stopped when she put her fingers on his lips. 
        "Shhh." she whispered. "You need not say a word, my love. You truly are my champion, and I know now that our hearts beat as one." Darius smiled best he could, and groaned due to some pain. Arielle put a folded up bedroll behind his head, and kissed him softly on this lips, sharing the passionate moment with her beloved before snuggling up to him again,  her head on his shoulder and closing her eyes, once again feeling safe and secure.
         They both fell asleep quicky, holding each other's hand. It had been once of his greatest tests so far, but Darius had come through it, overcoming a greater adversary and managing to save his beloved as well. What started out as a chance encounter had turned into true love, and a bond that could not be broken. As Darius closed his eyes to get some rest, he knew that she was the only one for him, the only one he cared about. He couldn't explain the depth of the connection he and her now shared, nor the intensity of the love they felt for each other. All he knew was that she was as happy as he, and that is what mattered to him the most. Fatigue and injury finally set in, as he closed his eyes and fell asleep, dreaming of his beloved, and the adventures that were yet to come.


 
                                                          THE END
                                      

