I am Sashnal.  I fear for your world.  


I exist only on the Spirit Plane, where one’s soul alone exists; free to roam wherever it pleases.  This place of wonder and magic is more commonly known in your world as “Imagination.  ” Words like “space” and “time” mean little in this fantastic realm of wonder and magic.  From my vantage point, I see the beginning of mankind and the death of the multiverse.  I see the death of my archenemy in a hundred different ways.  I see myself killing him.  I see him being slain in battle.  I see him in a cell unmoving, muttering about death and despair.  But I am trapped here, and things we imagine are not always pleasant.  I see the aftermath of my epic battle with the half-demon Arisath—corpses left and right, bathed in their own blood.  Ashes ride on the wind.  All around is a scorched plain of death.  I see things that could have happened as well: beasts taking over my hometown, my friends and family crying out, as their flesh is slashed and torn mercilessly by unforgiving fangs and claws.  My closest friend slicing this way and that with his sword, but to no avail.  He holds his own for a while but begins to back away.  Farther and farther they push him until he hits a charred wall.  He cries my name, and I answer, but he cannot hear.  Hope turns to death, victory to despair.  


But I see your world as well.  The place you call home, at the beginning and at the end.  Wars pass, and at the beginning, do nothing to threaten the cosmos that is what you think to be all of Creation.  But times change, and things take a turn for the worse.  The creation of weapons continues to become more advanced, no longer using Magic but using technology.  More people continue to die.  Wars spread, and become more frequent.  Death tolls rise, and the human race divides.  Violence breaks out everywhere, and the consequences become more and more devastating.  Whole populations die and whole continents are destroyed.  Finally, in the year 2929, Earth’s population is completely wiped out when their weapons breach the boundary between their world and the Void.  Everything in their universe is destroyed, and that is the end of you.  But it is always possible that a hero from your world would save Earth as Saya Cunai saved our world.  


I must end my preaching now, but remember this, mortal.  Power is a thing of evil.  It corrupts even the most strong-willed of men and enslaves the feeble.  Do not risk damaging the universe.  Someone will inevitably do it and then there is no going back.  Your universe will become void more quickly than was meant to be.  And with warping destiny comes doom.  


Other worlds would become strange places.  What was once thought to be unchangeable and permanent will become different and strange.  Mountains appearing where lakes had been, snow in the desert…reason and logic would be defied.  And all because of one person from your world who could not stop himself from grabbing power.  Is that really worth it?  To have countless universes destroyed and changed irreversibly, just by someone’s whim?  


Those who enjoy pain and suffering have not heard my tale of death and despair.  So listen now, and make them hear.  The world must know that power is a thing not with which it is worth meddling.  So listen now, and make your world hear.  You must realize that destiny must not be changed, is not a child’s toy.  If time and fate are changed, it is always for the worst.  


“I have saved these words for last, learn them well and hold them fast.  ” Magic must be taken seriously.  Spells are a hundred thousand times as dangerous as swords.  If ever magic were to enter your corruptible universe, it would mean death and destruction for you all.  For only those meant to use magic may.  These are people of strong wills, which your world does not have.  These people realize that if they wished it, they could destroy the world with their fantastic powers.  The ones who actually do are few and far between.  But there are enough people in your world that would that magic cannot be allowed to enter.  


Now, hear my tale.  

One: My world, my wisdom

Seeing all that I have seen, knowing all that I now know, one comes to see the error in not only one’s ways but in the ways of others throughout history; the early inhabitants of my world, Caii’a’wa’fasho’uai, made their first mistake in us.  They were responsible for our creation.  They were primarily non-magical reptilian creatures, not unlike your mythological “dragons.  ” I will tell you now of them, of their tale.  It begins with one named Casai.  As a child, he was considered an outsider, as an adult a rogue and a renegade.  All knew that something was different about him.  But when he matured completely, things with a nature that no others had ever conceived began to happen.  When he became angry, fire and thunder flared around him.  When in danger, the very planet shielded him.  He was a powerful Geomagus in a time where magic did not exist.  


Consequently, Casai was turned away from all others.  No one wanted to risk their scaly reptilian skin by being near him.  They had no idea how much danger they were in.  Luckily for them, and therefore for us, he was a wise person, aware of the havoc that his powers could wreak on the world.  But he did, as all do eventually, lose his mind.  And that was judgment day for all his kind.  No one could stand up to him with their mundane weapons of teeth and swords.  That is, of course, excluding us.  I will now tell you the life and times of Casai, Slayer of Kings.  

Voices rushed through my head.  BREAK THEM NOW, they said.  KILL THEM ALL.  THEY ARE PITIFUL AND WORTHLESS.  I replied: No.  I cannot; they are my own kind.  KILL THEM.  That would be slaughter!  KILL THEM.  THEY HATE YOU.  THEY THINK YOU ARE A ROGUE AND A MADMAN.  


I stood in the center of my pentacle and pondered what to do.  The voices never lied.  Could the creation of Drokmar’a’fasho’shirinforcai truly be the right thing to do?  It could mean glory or doom for my kind and me.  But they had turned me aside, rejected me.  One of their own.  If I deserved not to live, then so did they.  They should know better.  Should know that I could kill them all.  KILL THEM ALL.  ‘Yes, yes,’ I thought.  ‘I’m getting to that, but first I must complete the Shirin’Forcai.  The Worlds’ fate depends on it.  ’ THE WORLDS MUST SUFFER.  YOU MUST LET THEM SUFFER.  No.  I cannot.  They will all die!  Only these Shirin’Forcai can protect them.  IF THEY WILL DIE THEN THEY WILL DIE.  That sent shivers down my spine.  The voices may have been all knowing, but apparently, morals were not part of that.  Or perhaps they considered them irrelevant.  Who are you?  I asked, as I had many a time before.  WE ARE WHAT YOU MAKE OF US.  WE ONLY EXIST BECAUSE YOU THINK WE EXIST.  This was not uncommon.  While wise, they were often unclear, in addition to being cruel.  They were helpful, in that they were all knowing, but sometimes I began to wonder how they came to be.  With a thousand voices, all screaming at once inside my head…it became hard to cope for a while.  But eventually I became accustomed to it, finding sanctuary in their madness.  


I sighed and held up my arms diagonal from my body.  For the first time ever, I was denying the voices.  I began to speak the Incantation of Rebirth.  The voices raged inside my head.  They commanded me to halt.  My body was not under my control or theirs.  I stood straight up; my mouth was not moving but the incantation was still audible.  All of the pentacle’s five sides flared into life as bars of brilliant light lanced up from the ground to pierce the sky’s pitch-black infinity.  Finally, when they were at least a hundred times my height above the ground, they converged and widened, forming a concealing barrier around me.  Then I noticed something peculiar.  I had foreseen the apocalypse.  This was it.  This is what I saw.  The end of my world, engulfed in flame and death.  Malice lay about like a thick black fog.  And alone, amongst the fire and smoke, walked a lone figure, muttering and laughing like a madman.  Where he walked, fire and destruction followed.  Mountains toppled in his wake, and life withered and crumbled to dust.  He turned hope to despair and growth to destruction…whenever I thought of it I would tremble.  This could not happen.  I could not let it.  I would not.

Regardless, the voices had said that it would.  And they never lied.


And so it happened.  I walked about, seeing what I had created.  A monstrous stone structure stared back at me.  A great thing, dark and foreboding, it resembled some strange skull or helmet for a strange beast.  It stood, stark and black, in the middle of destruction.  I sensed…a demonic presence inside it.  It was so foreign that I could not touch it with my mind.  A humanoid stood outside the front gate.  He held out a hand, and searing energy shot forth from it.  I raised deflection, but to no avail.  My protection was thrown aside like a leaf in a flood.  The last thought I had before I was dispatched to the Spirit Plane was of what a monstrosity I had created.  What had I done?

Casai was the first example of these meddling fools that will one day destroy the Multiverse.  Playing with fire results in burnt fingers, and his burnt fingers encompassed himself and his race.  

Casai’s story is over.  Now my story will begin.

Two: My Origins and My Beginnings

Today is the day of wonder and magic.  Fire and despair.  For though I did not know it yet, I was destined to start on the epic journey that would bring me to the end of the earth, passing through insurmountable obstacles and eventually destroying myself for the sake of my race.  But all I knew right then was that I was fifteen minutes late for my training.

“Sashnal, that’s the third time this week!”  My instructor howled at me as I dashed through the door to the training room.  His wooden sword flashed, and a dull thwack resounded through the room as he hit me with the bundled reeds.  I snatched my practice sword from the rack on the wall and we danced.  The other students stood stupefied, as always, hypnotized by the rhythmic collisions of our blades.  For each of his blows, I parried and lashed out at him.  With each instance of this, I gained a stride’s worth of length.  My Bolt of Lightning became Heaven’s Shield, and his Meteor Strike became Death’s Whirlwind.  Step by step, I pressed him toward the far wall, and finally I scored a killing blow.  With a sharp crack, my sword rebounded from his temple.  The students cheered; they considered him a tyrant, a cruel slave driver.  I considered him my peer at fighting, a fellow master of the sword.  He could not teach me for much longer, and when that happened…I would be on my own.  But that was not my concern now.  All it was right now was completing my training.  

Two and a half hours later, I stumbled out of the arena, my legs being stabbed by white-hot knives.  Being on the edge of town, my training hall was a prime location for when people entered the village.  As it happened, Arisath, our previous hero, stumbled into town, bloodied and slashed.  He was a powerful mage and a better fighter.  But somehow, ha had been hurt so badly that he could not walk.  He leaned on his sword, the magic sword Hinsin.  “Sashnal,” he gasped to me, “I entrust you with this weapon of death.  Do not succumb to its power.  Be wary.  Be very wary of its corruption.”  And with that, he took the oath of Power.  “Kusai wa Hinsin kamai Arisath wa Sashnal.”  He fell to the ground, the light going out of his eyes.

When my story is done, you shall hear of Arisath’s tale of power and corruption.  But it is not over yet.

I stumbled through the streets of my town, not knowing where I went but ending up at my dwelling.  I turned the bloody sword over in my hands.  The foreign metal had a strange purple shade that made it look like no sword should.  I do not know to this day what it was made of.  But it never broke and it never dulled.  That night I slept restlessly.  I rose early the next morning and set out for the governing elder’s dwelling first thing.  

I knew the ramshackle cottage well, as I had been there often enough.  I saw the familiar piles of papers and books and smiled in spite of myself.  He may have been the wisest person in our community, but he still could not keep track of his things.  But the smile quickly faded as I saw the Elder’s expression.  I stood in the doorway and looked on in horror and disgust as I saw the other man in the cottage.  He wore green robes and carried a long rod made of some dyed wood.  He raised this and held it out so that his arms were perpendicular to his torso.  The elder convulsed in agony.  I cried out, yanking my new sword from the sheath I had found the previous night.  Everything happened as a blur.  Without turning he pointed a finger at me and rendered me temporarily immobilized.  Tearing free of the spell’s grasp, I surged forward.  A fireball materialized in front of me and singed the top of my head as I ducked.  Ethereal soldiers appeared all around the cottage, swinging their ghostly swords like clubs.  They had no technique to speak of, but they had strength and they had numbers.  Something told me that this was going to be a tough fight.  Everywhere I slashed and parried but it was to no avail.  My sword went through them but their blades went on to rake at my flesh.  The sword channeled my will and psychic power and knocked them back.  Truly, this thing was too powerful for anyone to have.  I made a mental note to give it away and focused on one of the soldiers.  While subconsciously I was looking for holes in his technique, my conscious thought was devoted to how I could defeat him.  I wished for him to just wink out.  And he did.

I held up the sword and a nova of light flew forth, engulfing and destroying the soldiers.  The wizard’s eyes flashed malevolently.  “You deterred my minor spells.  For this, I commend you, for few would dare try.  But know thee this, fool mortal: I am only playing with you.  I would scarcely be gentler with a child.  And lo: see thee now my true power!”  I barely had time to think, “Is this person living in the olden days or what”?  Before invisible shackles clasped my wrists and ankles.  I fought and fought, trying to make that invisible force give under my mediocre strength.  “Fool,” said the wizard, “know thee that magic is far greater than any muscle?  Then why continue to struggle?  I, Caii’a’fasho’Shirinforcai, will bend you to my will.  Those who walk the path of evil must be diverted.”


“Evil?”  I gasped, “I walk no path of evil.”


“Yet you possess a weapon of great power and are destined to aid the forces of the shadow.”


“Ugh, I knew I shouldn’t have gotten up this morning.”

With a look of skepticism, Caii held out a hand.  Pain lanced through every inch of flesh on my body and I screamed.  My blood was acid and every fiber of my being became pain.  It was pure, unadulterated agony.  Without knowing I was levitating, I fell to the floor, a shadow of the pain I had felt before still remaining.  I shuddered uncontrollably, cradling as much of my body as I could.  In my broken state, Caii could have kicked me to death, but miraculously no harm befell me.  He roared, his skin cracking to form scales.  His head stretched, his spine shifted, and he grew wings and looked for all the world like a dragon.  He dove toward me, his membranous wings beating the air.  He bounced off an invisible wall and flew out the door.  A raspy voice called after him, “Henceforth, Sashnal Kusai is banished from this city!”

Trapped inside the cottage, I pondered what to do.  Few people ventured in here, for the elder preferred to remain undisturbed for reasons previously unknown.  He let me in when he was not “busy” being tortured.  But it kept me safe…after a few minutes, I got up, sheathed my sword, and stepped toward the door.  I could sense the power being channeled in it by the sword.  I considered the possibility that it might not be safe, but the sword was bound to protect me now, and whether I liked it or not I was stuck with it.  I opened the door and nearly fell over.  For what I saw was not meant for the weak.

The doorway had somehow been replaced with a shimmering blue portal.  Through it was utter void, and I had to look away from it.  It was not just the black space one would suspect for the void.  It was the color of Death itself, and if you can conceive this, there was nothing.  No color whatsoever.  Only one who has seen it or one whose imagination can see widely enough can truly know what it looks like.  I closed the door, sweat running down my forehead into my eyes.  I panted and wheezed for a few seconds until a feminine voice from behind me nearly made me jump out of my skin.  “Hello, Sashnal.” My head collided with a low-hanging beam.  I heard a soft chuckle from behind me.  “Do not fear me, Sashnal.” Skeptical, I replied, 

“I may find that easier to do when I find out who you are, and why you are here.”

“Very well.  But we should leave this place.”

Suddenly, I was sitting in one of the elder’s chairs, across from a person whose likeness I had never seen before.  Blue hair fell down to her shoulders, and her eyes were the color of gold.  They had…an unearthly glow to them, and I shivered to look at them.  She wore plate, with armor covering her torso and gauntlets on her hands.  She carried no weapon save a smooth and shiny staff.  Made seemingly of some huge bone, it rose above her head; on the top rested a great black gem, and if I gazed into it too long, I began to see…other worlds, other realities.  Her face was…warm, if not beautiful, and she had an aura of kindness about her.  While I knew it was rash, I wanted to trust her.  But I could not yet.  If she had come from the Void, I thought it was very probable that I would run out the door screaming.  I looked inquiringly at her, seeking answers.  

“I am Reila, protector of the Sword.  It was at my hands that Arisath died, for he strayed from what his quest was.  But I was not supposed to kill him.  He strayed to the Dark, and its power corrupted and broke him.  Such tasks belong to the bearer of the sword.  I realize that this is unsettling for you.  It is always unsettling…however; much more misfortune will befall you.  Yes, be scared Sashnal.  You should be scared.  I sense…strength in you.”

I sighed, and replied, “Very well.  I would know what it is you would have me do, though.  But first tell me who exactly you are.”

“Very well.  I am your sworn protector, Sashnal, because you are the rightful bearer of the Sword.  Many have been corrupted by it, whether by treachery, or whether they simply did not follow their true path.  But that is why I am here, to see to it that you destroy nothing that is not evil.

“I was made a long, long time ago, by the one named Casai, as the first of the Shirin’Forcai.  Yes, I know what you are thinking.  I am a minor-league telepath.  I am immortal, the only one made like it.”

A ball of fire formed in her cupped palms, ruffling her hair and cloak.  “You will destroy the sword, for if you do not, Arisath will find it, and the Multiverse itself will be threatened.  The significance of this will be revealed to you later.  But for now, you must hurry.  The swords nature is such that ordinary means cannot destroy it.  Bring it to Drokmar’Shirin’Forcai, and when it touches its source, its energy will dissipate, and it will be rendered harmless.  Or so is the theory.”

As a hundred questions rushed through my head, I felt air scream past me at incredible speed, and suddenly, I was somewhere else.

As I passed through the passages of space and time, I saw many things that both horrified me and amazed me.  The one that stayed in my mind most was of me combating a hooded man whose identity I could not determine.  I charged forward and struck a blow so powerful and so fast that my eyes could now follow but energy flashed up around the man and my sword slid along its border, the shield remaining untouched.  I channeled energy and unleashed it in a blinding flash.  Powerful magic washed over this stranger and he absorbed it and hurled it into my face.  I gathered back and nullified it, but as I watched myself, I became unsettled from this person’s power.  The Sword was the most powerful force I’d ever seen and this man shrugged it off as if it was nothing.  This sword that had the power to shape the world.  And I watched in utter horror as he drew up his own energy, his sleek motions quick and precise, and hurled it at my counterpart.  My force sprang up to defend me just in time but it was shaken and nearly breached, not making the energy flow into me as it did to him.  As my copy stood there, evidently very fatigued as he was leaning on his sword, they conversed; I could not hear their conversation, so I examined the setting.  They were in what had been a town or forest but was now a broken wasteland, the ground stained with blood.  Ashes drifted across this grotesque scene like dust in a desert.  And then the man raised his hand and my counterpart convulsed and slumped to the ground.  


It is a curious thing, to see one’s own death.  It is never what you expect.  I for one expected to die at a healthy age in my residential area with my family and friends, not at the hands of some abomination who threatened the entire human race.  That man seemed to be something…supernatural, if you will; nothing natural could have brought that into existence.  But seeing myself undone in such a way was such a revelation.  Never again would I wonder how my demise would come about.  But this was all over within a second or so.  

My eyes snapped open and I found myself lying on rocky dirt in the middle of a forest clearing.  I stared up at an unmoving, emotionless, dark gray sky.  Its magnitude amazed me: they stretched for farther than I could see, these iron-gray clouds.  Never before had I seen such clouds.  They gave off an aura of…foreboding, as if the very powers of the cosmos themselves didn’t want me to be here.  


I rose shakily to my feet.  The transportation had taken a lot of energy out of me.  I hated to think what it had done to Reila.  I looked around and she was nowhere to be seen.  I began to panic.  “Do not worry.” Said a voice in my head “I am here.  However I could not make the Transport myself.  My magical presence would be too easily detected by him.” I tried to respond but then she was gone.  I had a bad feeling that this would end in the death I had seen earlier.


I went to the edge of the clearing; the trees intrigued me with their unearthly luminescence.  So strange they seemed, and they drew me with a seeming magnetism.  I became enthralled, almost as possessed.  My sluggish dreamlike footsteps brought me to the edge of the clearing.  With a snap I came back to myself.  Energies crackled at the glade’s edges.  Reila’s voice in my head said, “Do not touch the trees.  They are his, as are all things that live here.  Only with a constant concentration of will can I keep them at bay.”  I pondered that for awhile and then turned my focus to more relevant matters.  Checking my general well-being, and finding nothing out of place or broken, I determined that I was prepared to proceed, and so I said.  “Very well.  We should attain our destination as soon as possible, lest he find us.”  I now sensed that a demonic presence permeated the woods.  Its source blazed in my mind like a great flaming beacon.  An idea struck me then.  I reached out with my mind, having had it enhanced by the sword.  My mind joined with Reila’s for a mere instant.  Together, I assumed, we would be a force to be reckoned with.  But when I reached out, my metaphorical hand was burnt.  Power lashed out and I was knocked from my feet to fly across the clearing.  Dazed, I picked myself up and confronted Reila.  “What in Kasai’s name was that?”


“Do not touch my mind, you fool!” She exclaimed, “You are not ready to wield such power.  Surely you know that.  Let me control your power.  My sub-processes would remain, keeping his forces at bay, and we would have the combined power of both our minds.”  Deeming this reasonable, I opened my mind.  I was susceptible.  And in my mind suddenly roared a great vortex, a thundering storm of power, like none I had ever seen before.  I was engulfed in its thunder, swept away in  its magnitude.  I became one with her mind, and in that moment I saw her true aim.  I saw all the images, felt all the emotions, that she had felt, that she had seen.  She was as old as the Earth itself, and more powerful than anything.  And being one with this colossus was terrifying, to know that I was part of this thing that could engulf me at any moment.  I closed off my mind, expecting reality to fall back across my eyes.  No such thing happened.  My mind was still a part of hers, a beacon in a vast world of alienation.  I struggled and pleaded mentally.  But as I fought for my very being, I detected something different.  Reila was there, but much less vast than this thing.  It was the black emptiness of space, and we were two stars, infinitesimal yet blazing brilliantly.  We could do nothing.  This entity was as unstoppable as a flood and as safe as an angry viper.  There was no way we could hold out.

Arisath laughed with the sheer exhilaration of having minds to crush and break and assimilate.  This boy had power exceeding what he had once been.  He could not let this inexperienced mortal wield such power.  He needed it for himself.  And without the sword that he was trying to destroy, he would be helpless.  The fool Caii who was Arisath’s puppet had significant power too, and together they drove the fools to the edge of their lives by barely lifting so much as a finger.  Again Arisath laughed, and when he did the world shook.  Now he was through toying with them.  He reached out and made as to crush them.  But somehow their minds did not give.  He detected a third in their mass consciousness.  This one was as powerful compared to him as he was compared to this boy.  It could not be him.  Arisath had killed him.  And yet inside his head Arisath heard a taunting voice.  Hello, Arisath.  I am back.  The voice chuckled.  Yes, I am still here.  Did you think that you would stop me?  And did you think that the mortal boundaries of Time would keep me from you?  You underestimate me.  Now leave, Arisath.  Before I become angry.  When I grow angry I can be very persuasive.


People across the world dropped to the ground and clutched their heads as Arisath’s scream ran through their minds.  YOU ARE DEAD!  YOU ARE DEAD!  IN THE NAME OF KASAI YOU ARE DEAD!  The intruder remained.  Arisath screamed again, a wordless roar that shook the foundations of the world itself.  And then he fled, going back where he belonged, to the Cleft, where the dead are: his newfound home.  

My mind shone with power so great that it stunned even me.  Where I looked the evil trees died.  I focused my will and a path opened in the forest, burnt away as if it had never been.  The beacon lay days’ travel ahead, and at this point it seemed that I could have covered the distance in a moment,  but there were more important things at hand.  Namely, who was this new consciousness inside my head.  I contacted it, and, making me slightly unnerved, it unleashed a part of my mind that I had not known existed.  


Darkness surrounded me, and mist swirled all about in the void.  I saw a silhouette in the fog, moving towards me.  The shroud was pulled away by my thought, and I saw another man standing perhaps five yards away from me.  


He was not a tall man, not six feet in height.  The black hair on his head seemed like it was blown constantly by a perpetual wind, never staying in place, hanging down to his forehead.  Blazing blue eyes peered out from under the hair, seeming so wild, untamed, like Mother Nature.  A very loose black shirt covered his torso, torn many times like he’d been caught in a particularly prickly bush.  His shirt was tied at the waist with a piece of spare rope and went down to cover half of his thighs.  In the rope was tucked, unsheathed, the most extraordinary sword I had ever seen.  So bright it was that it shone even here where there was only enough light to see by.  Instead of the hilt I knew on my sword, his hilt looked like he had just driven the sword through an oval piece of metal to make it.  One side of the sword was just exactly straight, the other bore a curve near the tip, and had a nasty edge, fit to slice off fingers with a mere touch.


When he spoke, it was in a cryptic, deep voice.  He waited for a moment to look me over blatantly, and then said, “So you are Sashnal.  Ah, so I wanted to meet you before, so I had thought you to be a hero.  But no, Sashnal.  You must prevent your destiny.  Listen to my tale.


“My name is Saya Cunai.  I am part of the ancient race created millennia ago by the one named Kasai.  For awhile, my race lived peacefully, harnessing their vast powers for good, and we were happy.  But some began to question our existence.  Why were we here?  Why did we simply work to eradicate evil when we could rule the world?  Fighting broke out, and we split into factions.  Some supported what we had been doing.  Some opposed it, saying that instead we should take control of everything, as all knew we very well could.  Some even supported the very execution of our entire race, a faction that did not last very long.  Soon we were all at war.  It was fair play at first, with tactics and ambushes and everything you would expect in a war.  We fought with swords, we fought with magic, we were driven by hatred for our opposition.  Then there were a few things thought up by some sides to end the war faster.  My side studied up on the magic of the Jykyuu, the force that guides time and space.  We could move at will between different planes of reality, as well as time.  However, the other major faction, planning ahead to their desired world conquest, made a weapon that amplified one’s magic a hundred times over.  With this, one small group of my race could destroy all others.  In a desperate act, I, along with a few others, went on what we presumed to be a suicide mission.  We were revered, honored, yes, but the cost was greater than we knew.  We were the most powerful among our army, and I foremost among them.  Our task was to divert the Jykyuu around the weapon until one we deemed suitable to destroy it came.  We could not touch it ourselves: the sword would have consumed and destroyed us had we come into contact with it.  But someone who was not its intended target would be able to destroy it.  Only one other than myself survived that terrible task, from 17 of our best magi.  Only the one you know as Reila, and me.” Saya paused then.  “Do you follow so far, Sashnal?  Do you realize the implications of this part of my dire tale?” I nodded.


“I am the one who you have selected to do your task for you.  If your faction was truly so noble as you say, you would not have done this to me, to anyone.”


“Sashnal, the village, even the world in which you were raised is a small one, not one to understand the magnitude of the sheer magnitude of Creation.  There is no end to the number of people who would die if the forces of an evil faction got hold of the Sword.  You had an encounter with one just now, the most powerful of their side.  His power, magnified so much by the sword, would be so destructive that even I could not save you.  Destroy it, at any cost.” A question died on my lips as I saw that Saya was no longer there.


For hours it seemed I flew through the void that was my subconscious, my unused part of my mind.  I conjured up images and thoughts at a pace to make lightning look slow, using far more power than I did by merely thinking.  I was the absolute ruler of the world that was my mind.  At a mere thought I could turn all creation into dust and rebuild it in an instant.  Saya and Arisath both would be as insects to me here, as it was my world, but alas they could not come here.  I projected a sensation into my Mind’s Eye of the entity I knew as Arisath; it was not an image but a feeling, something I knew was him.  And then I willed him to die and he shattered elaborately like a pane of fragile glass hit by a big rock, his consciousness dispersed.  


Again I flew through the black, my mind a brilliant point of light in the empty sea of my dark brain.  Faster and faster I flew until I surpassed any speed I could have conceived.  Mists swirled around me.  I laughed with exhilaration and then suddenly came to a complete stop.  Reila stood on nothing in front of me.  “Sashnal, you must return to your Mindbrain.  We haven’t much time, and you’ve been in your Backbrain for hours.” Hours? Had it really been hours?  I sighed.  The world around me flashed in a kaleidoscope of colors and then winked out to show our previous surroundings again.  


It was night now.  I looked up at the sky to see no stars, no moon, no light in the sky.  There was only an eerie blood-red glow illuminating the sky.  I didn’t need to look to see its source.  That castle sent shivers up my spine.  Suddenly my fatigue hit me like a wave.  Being in what Reila called the Backbrain took a lot of energy out of me.  I was asleep before I hit the ground.

So now we see the first (or possibly one of the last) of the clashes between the three of us.  Reila was there, yes, but she was of no consequence.  In fact, after she died, I looked into her thoughts, her memories, and saw that the colossus was not her.  It was me, and she was the infinitesimal speck in an infinite void.  It was a feeling so…immense, so deep that I was boggled by it.  That night, as I slept, Arisath threw his power at me, and I was not touched in the least.  This is when my power truly started to blossom into what it would be.  Into the power that would one day be sacrificed for the good of the world.


Arisath was always a volatile factor in our little war-game, a part of the balance that, if upset even slightly, could cause the end of the game.  He was quick to anger, very vicious, and totally, completely insane.  The way in which he went insane, however, is a different matter.  Saya has compiled his own account of Arisath’s life by looking into his thoughts, called The Shadows Deepen.  It is a tale of blood, death, despair, and destruction, with less to lighten its mood than mine.  I shall tell you now what I know, and if you listen closely you may find it enlightening, and if you see its meaning you may have a new outlook on life.


Arisath was…a renegade as a youth.  Never did he play with the other younglings, and made as little contact with them as he could.  When he became angry, all ran for cover, including some of the more feeble adults.  He was powerful, but he didn’t realize it, and his power was amplified when he was angry; when he fought, he was death itself.  But he had his weaknesses.  He was willing to do anything necessary to get what he wanted, sacrificing those who thought they were his friends and loved ones.  His teachings told him to be strong-willed and determined, so his instructors commended him for it.  They soon found, however, that as well as determined he was also bloodthirsty.  And bloodthirstiness and power such as his…did not make a safe combination.  But as it was, there was little they could do without killing him in cold blood.  Honorable fools.  They should have killed him when there was still a chance of salvation for us, when he was young.  Honorable fools.  But they didn’t and he came to power…such a pity, too.  Had they not been so foolish, this whole problem would never have come up.  


Cautious now, his race monitored closely any infant born with unusual power.  There was one other, who exceeded even Arisath.  From the start he was conditioned against Arisath, the very name being used like the name of a monster to frighten him into behaving: “Come now or Arisath will come and blast you to oblivion!” his teachers would say.  But this child was not an ordinary child, as Arisath had not been.  This child was to one day destroy Arisath and was thus given a special name, “The Sheath,” which, in their tongue, was the word Saya.


Saya Cunai, one day savior of the Multiverse, was no ordinary child.  


So we see now where Arisath and Saya came from.  They were of the same race, but had…differing goals.  Arisath had power and was, as everyone is eventually, hungry for more, and nothing else but his insatiable hunger mattered.  Saya was determined to destroy Arisath, at any cost.  He believed that once he was destroyed that all of his problems would be rectified.  This was not entirely untrue, as it turns out.  And as I watched their battle from the Spirit Plane, I was there too, altering what was happening to help Saya.  I had lost everything to Arisath, and I wanted him to pay.  Even if I was not the one who killed him.

Three: A New Dawn From the Twilight

I woke up suddenly as sun burst through the clouds and heralded the first dawn this land had seen in centuries.  This was unbeknownst to me, but the sun was comfortingly familiar.  It was like seeing an old friend in a strange land…which I was when I thought about it.  Then I realized that my thoughts were straying from relevant matters.  I turned my consciousness to Reila.  Instantly I heard a voice in my head.  “Good morning, Sashnal!  Well-rested, are we?” I frowned.  “You’ve been out for days, Sashnal.  This is hardly surprising, considering the battle you just fought.  That’s enough to send Saya to bed.  While this is a good omen, I believe that this will restrict your magic-casting ability somewhat.” 


“But we can’t afford that!”


“I realize this, but there isn’t very much that we can do.  If you hadn’t used the energy, you would’ve been engulfed by him, and then there’d be no chance whatsoever of salvation.”


“Why hasn’t he struck yet?”


Reila faltered.  “Why--what do you mean?”


“Why hasn’t he done anything to stop me from destroying the Sword?  Surely he wants it for himself more than he wants me to destroy it!”


“He has.  For all of the three days that you’ve been sleeping, he’s been throwing fierce magic attacks at you in his fury at being defeated, and none of them seemed to touch you.”

My eyes widened.  Those two things came as so much of a shock that I could barely keep from falling over.  Three days? Didn’t touch me!  


“How…how is that possible?”


“I honestly don’t know…oh dear.  Brace yourself.  He’s mounting another attack.  It should arrive within minutes.”

My eyes bulged.  Arisath was mounting a magical attack on me?  I was surely doomed!  Reila pointed my mind in the direction from which the attack would come.  I saw the weaves of magic being formed.  And then I unleashed the first of my Magics that I discovered: the ability to destroy others’ magic.  Thread by thread I pulled his weaves apart, and he didn’t know how to stop me.  I laughed maniacally.  I could do anything!  I would have mounted my own attack on Arisath, but when I saw where he was I nearly fainted.  It was a direction that I could not perceive.  It was like having only a single point in a three-dimensional plane, having no surface area whatsoever, and going into it, deep in a direction unperceivable by simple beings such as me.  But though I  could never get there, nor see where it was in this place that was not a place, I knew that he was in the Cleft of the Multiverse.


While most think there is only one place where people live, on their Earth, their home, in truth there are actually an infinite number of universes, contradictory to their premise and name.  And the Universes cannot be simply butting up against each other, sharing borders that would be easy to breach.  In solution, we have determined that in between the Universes is a kind of Void, also inconceivable to Man, where the Dead reside.  This Void is also called the Cleft of the Multiverse, and no human, no living thing in fact, has a right to be there.  But nevertheless, this is where Arisath’s magical assault had come from.  


“How can he be there,” I demanded of Reila moments later, “when that’s where the Dead go? “


“That is a question I want to know myself.” Was her only reply

While this was a little disturbing to me, since I had thought Reila knew absolutely everything about magic and lore, I was also a little suspicious.  Shouldn’t she have heard even a little about it?  After all, Arisath was someone everyone had heard of, and the Cleft was common knowledge even in our little obscure town.  And why had she such brevity?  Surely she would have spoken about it, since the Cleft was so commonly known about.  I stored that thought later.

“I believe he suspects little, Great Master,” Sidhe said reverently.  Her head was bowed and her hands at her sides, in a position symbolizing complete obedience and submission.  The smooth rock felt very warm under her fingers, as subterranean air blew past her in sweltering waves.  Arisath gave the back of her head a hard look.  “You merely believe?”


“Yes, Great Master…his power has exceeded the point where I could make my telepathy one-way and undetected.”


“Then you must work harder on your telepathy!  If necessary I will stop time, just make him suspect nothing and turn him away from Achmensir!”


“Great Master…your infinite power far exceeds mine.  Could you not simply read his mind yourself?”


“You dare be petulant to me?”


“No, Great Master!  Not on my life!  No! I—…”

Sidhe’s scream trailed off as her agony increased so much that could not speak.  “Do you repent?” Sidhe nodded pathetically, and the pain slowly drained out of her.  “Remember, Sidhe: I own you, body and soul.  Lead the boy away.  Send him to his death if necessary.  He must not reach Achmensir!”

I felt as much as heard Reila’s scream.  A tug at the Ether, a ripple of reality, resounded throughout the land, as a clash of hers and much greater power took place.  Transfixed, I turned to the source, and found myself staring at the great Castle.  Lightning stabbed up towards the sky from it, and I had no doubt as to where the clash had taken place.  In my consternation I opened a hole in reality, the other end of which opened where she was.  I stepped through, and my vision went black.  I drifted in and out of consciousness, not knowing whether I was seeing or dreaming the fantastical images that appeared before my eyes.  I felt things too, had feelings of hate and happiness and malice that were not my own.  Though I did not know this, I had siphoned life out of other people to fuel this magic.  I felt everything they had felt, saw everything they had seen.  


And suddenly, before I knew I was there, I stood in a subterranean cavern.  Its high ceiling curved far, far up out of sight, and the ground was marred and broken in places; magma showed through, giving off a heat that was nigh unbearable.  And in the middle of the cavern stood an immense throne made of lava.  The lava was still liquid, and it flowed as if in a mold, but it maintained the shape of the throne perfectly.  Upon it sat something that may have been human but was no longer.  It had a vaguely human shape, but it was completely inhuman despite that.  Its legs were disturbingly thin and its feet were clawed and shriveled.  It squatted more than sat on the strange throne, leaning forward balancing in what would be for a human an awkward position, but its bizarre proportions allowed it to do so.  Its hands were like a human’s save that its fingers were thin but still extremely powerful; they bore no claws save that their bones were pointed at the end, and were perpetually in a position that mimicked claws.  Its head was too big for its body, and its eyes too big for its face; these had no pupils, were just red irises.  Its jaw seemed to have receded slightly back into its face, giving the face a very flat look.  The mouth and tiny nose were set in a perpetual snarl, and the pointed teeth that showed looked deadly.  Its dull gray skin was slick like a toad’s.  I had never seen a more disturbing creature.  


The thing opened its mouth and spoke in a harsh, grating, jarring voice that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.  It said, “So you have made it here.  For this I commend you, for not many could do so without the help of the companion you lost.” It gestured a claw-like hand and I followed it, taking in for the first time Reila’s crumpled body lying about ten yards away.  I stepped toward her only to be struck in the chest and picked up by an invisible force that dangled me above the magma.  “Oh, I wouldn’t bother worrying about her.  She is mine in body and soul.  I own her.  I am not the one who dangles you above the lava.” The thing laughed in its grating baritone, and I shivered.  Suddenly an idea struck me.  I pointed at it and balefire erupted from my hand, catching Reila in the head and making her lose her focus on holding me captive.  I began to fall, focused, turned a somersault in the air, and landed on my feet on the stone ground.  The demon frowned.  “Hmm.  You are ignorant and naïve, but you have promise yet.”  He gestured and I was encased in invisible rock, unable to move.  “While you are here, bound as you are, you should listen to my tale; maybe then you shall see the virtues of the Dark.”


“I have but one question,” I informed the abomination, “and I would know your name, thing of Evil.” The demon gave a low chuckle.


“Know you not my true identity yet?  Then you are more of a fool than I had thought.  Well, mortal fool, since you cannot see it yourself: I am Arisath!”  The thing stood then, erect on its impossibly thin legs, and slowly rose into the air. An aura of flame sprang up around it; I believed it.  I had seen his power, and everything began to fall into place.  Arisath arched his back, brought his arms up behind him, and then flew at me at an impossible speed, his arm outstretched, and collided with my ribcage.  I heard a sharp snap and felt pain like fire shoot down the entire right half of my body.  Arisath sat again on his throne of flame, and began to tell his tale.

Four: Tales

“I was born in a bad year.  There was drought and famine everywhere, and my people were dying everywhere.  There were those that said evil spirits roamed the land, spreading plague; it turns out that they were not far off.

 
“My birth was something of a disturbance to my community.  We lived in a government-run colony, where there was no one else due to the impossible living conditions.


“All there were warriors, trained and used by the government of our safe little community.  We worked only to be taught more; we took joy in the fighting, the killing.  It gave us purpose.  Even the way we moved up in hierarchy was based on fighting.  We would kill one of the rank we wished to attain.  It worked perfectly for awhile, while none of us thought independently.


“And then I came along.  I was always different.  I was an outsider, a rogue, a renegade, as far as the rest were concerned.  I was also one of the best fighters and mages there had been amongst us.  I was above them.  Consequently, the realization that there was more to life than this struck me.  What right had they to decide what we did, where we went?  I sought more and more arcane power.  I hoped to take over from the government and rule in a more efficient and logical dictatorship.  But, as has happened so many times before, I could not obtain my power only from the clean and good ways they taught us to obtain it.  No, there were older, more sinful and unpleasant ways that were much more powerful.  Sacrifice, blood offerings, sometimes even tearing the Dead away from their hiding place in the Void to assist me.  I cared not for the ramifications, I needed power.  I needed to get anything I could out of my short life.  However, I became, shall we say, sidetracked.  Evil intrigued me; I soon discovered that Evil was not what everyone thinks it is.  If someone is Evil, it does not always make them a bad person.  If they would kill anyone in their way, it merely means they are more determined to attain their goal.  There was nothing wrong with determination or ambition, I told myself, so why should I hold it back?  This was something of a dilemma for me.  I did not want to become a bad person, but the ways of Evil worked so much better.  Instead of going around one’s obstacles, one can simply destroy them.  Logical.


“But I started to become corrupted.  Evil is not synonymous with being a bad person, but one often comes after the other.  A bad person may use what others call Evil to get his sick desires, and an Evil person is often tempted to use his great power to get things he shouldn’t.  I was becoming the latter.  Instead of wanting to take over the community and rule it more effectively, I wanted to destroy it.  There was only one other who could stop me, and he did a good job of it.” Arisath’s head had been lowered the whole time he was telling me this.  He now lifted it and his red eyes blazed with a hateful flame.  “Saya.” I rasped


“So you have some knowledge, then.  But that is the least of your worries.  I have had few to challenge my swordsmanship in this subterranean cavern.  Come.  Dance the Dance of Death with me, one last time before you die.” I blinked, but had time to do little more, for my bonds broke and Arisath flew at me, a sword of lava similar to his throne in his hand.  He was in the air, plunging toward me, in the ready position for a thrust that could probably skewer a boulder.  It was all I could do to bring my sword up in time. When we collided, it was as if the world shook.


I could not keep Arisath from killing me for long.  He had training, skill, and power unimaginable, and I was just a young man with a magic sword.  I parried his fierce and rapid blows, but never had time for a strike myself.  He was too good.  I retreated into my Backbrain.  Seeing this, he followed me, and there was his mistake.  I could not kill him in my own plane of reality, he was too strong even for that, but I could hurt him, and drive him back so that he would not plague me for awhile.  I flung mental power at him, and in my mind, in my field of reality, he could not compete.  He fled, wounded, back to the place where the dead are.  He was between life and death, being a demon, and he could walk either path.  I simply willed it and the tunnel I had made in space existed again, and, slinging the unconscious Reila over my shoulder, stepped through it.


I stood again in the glade I had woken up in when Reila had first brought me near the Castle.  I began to walk toward the castle, it blazed even brighter as a beacon in my mind.

Five: Journeys

The now familiar glade closed in around me, a hole formed in Arisath’s domain by the battle that took place there.  Before I had not gotten even out of the glade, I had been stopped. But now, with Arisath out of commission for awhile, I proceeded.  I stepped toward the trees, assuming that Arisath’s Magic would be spread thin across such a large area.  For the most part, I was right, but there was more to it than that.  Arisath watched me, and though nearly dead, his power was only partially depleted.  He laughed and laughed as he watched me, for the moment victorious, bringing his minion to a place that I most definitely should not be going. 


I sped onward through the trees, blazing through them, smashing them with my mind, moving like a tornado through the forest.  I ripped and tore them from the ground, scoured the land free of the Taint that had fallen over it.  I had to reach the castle.  I didn’t know what awaited me there, but I could feel the power drawing me, compelling me, driving me forward, and I felt a certain reverence for whatever was in there.  However, the thoughts about the castle dissipated as I discovered something most distressing.  It was about seven feet tall, and covered in very fine brown spines, like a finer version of those found on a porcupine.  Its bulky body was a mass of muscle, its arms and legs sinewy and powerful.  Its claws and teeth glistened in the sun.  The head was more or less serpentine, but elongated and pointed.  It opened its mouth and let out an unnerving high-pitched, shrieking roar.  It began to fall, but I remained cautious.  This was justified, as it landed on all fours and bounded toward me at a speed impossible for its bulk.  I stood there, transfixed, for a moment, and then crashed back to reality. The thing was about six feet away from me, and advancing rapidly.  I threw myself off the road, leaving the colossus to go tumbling past.  I got up and turned around, sword in hand, to discover a very similar occurrence: it had turned and was headed for me again.  I cursed, and, not wishing to fall prey to its nasty-looking claws, jumped aside again, bringing my sword down as it sped past.


Another roar, causing the trees to shake.  Enraged, it lashed out with its claws, catching me hard on my side and knocking me down.  It was most definitely still alive, despite my sword in its back.  Unable to perform the overly-dramatic jump onto its back to retrieve said sword, I turned to my other, newer defense.  I concentrated, and a jet of flame shot from my hands, stopping an inch short of punching a hole through my foe.  Puzzled, I began another spell, but had to stop to dodge another charge.  I pointed and from my finger a beam of blazing light shot, again falling short.  When I remembered that my foe was still pursuing me, it was already too late.  The claws slashed and tore at my skin.  I threw my hands about my face and head, and struck blindly.  My fingers found something wet and throbbing.  I pulled them away in mild disgust, narrowly avoiding having to leave them behind.  I had poked the beast’s eyes.  Blind, hurt, and furious it flailed about, and I cautiously approached it from behind.  It stood up, and I was able to yank my sword out of its back and with it slice at its neck and head.  The thing went down screaming.


I collapsed, panting, gasping, on the cool earth.  I thought back to a day at my village, so distant now.  A similar beast had walked into the village, bleeding, wounded, pricked by a dozen crossbow bolts.  No one seemed to know what to do, but it walked toward me, and tried to slash at me as it had done today.  I was young, and this terrified me; I stepped back and thought I’d begin to cry.  I willed the thing to go away, and it collapsed.


Having remembered this, I fell into a long, fitful sleep.  I had bled a lot, and my wounds weren’t healing instantly.  I felt smashed ribs, a cut on and around my eye, a gash in my chest that made my pulse and my breathing painful, several places where bone was exposed on my arms and legs, and a cut on my neck that was bleeding more than all my other wounds combined.  Dizzy from blood loss and fatigue, I fell into this sleep; anyone else would have died.

Six: Salvation and Destruction

I slept for a long, long time after that. I saw things but didn’t remember them after they were over.  Was it days, or was it years that I slept?  I feared, in my moments of slight clarity, that I would be too late to reach the great castle.  But lo, before I awoke, Saya came into my visions, and spoke to me.  “Sashnal, this is not what is necessary.  You cannot sleep forever, and your task is still at hand.  I bid you awaken, and go forth to vanquish your foe. Awaken.”

And then I was back in the clearing.  Reila was still unconscious, but not dead.  She hovered, somewhat upright, behind me as I walked.  Ever nearer the castle drew, looming above me like a great mountain.  I increased my pace, and after a few relatively uneventful days, I found myself at its gates. I had a sense of climax as I walked through the massive gates, and of awe and comparative smallness.  This, however, was dispelled as directly in front of me appeared a crowd of small, bizarre creatures.

They were about four feet long and three tall, and armored like armadillos.  Fangs and claws glistened in the dull sunlight, and I looked around me to find the courtyard full of them.  I groaned. This wouldn’t prove easy.

I drew my sword. Though my wounds had healed during my long rest, I was still quite weary. Even at my best, my swordsmanship was no match for their sheer numbers. I shrugged, for there was little I could do.  I had to get into the castle, and find whatever it was that could destroy the Sword.  I braced myself; I charged; I hacked, cut and slashed.  But I realized, as I had feared, that this would not be enough.  Already I had several cuts and bruises.  The power of my mind exploded outward.  The creatures were thrown back and stood transfixed, wondering what I was going to do next.  My power fell down upon them in a storm of fire.  The monsters emitted a treble shrieking noise, writhing in agony.  Pointed faces grimaced in pain, hard shells cracked, and their tender flesh underneath their armor burned and sizzled, all the while ensuing death and pain.  Wherever I looked, creatures exploded, and soon Reila and I stood alone in the courtyard.  I looked back at her to see her head up, and her golden eyes blazing.  She rose up off the ground of her own accord now, energy crackling about her hands.  I cursed silently. “SASHNAL,” she said in a million voices in unison, “HUMANITY IS BOTH A BLESSING AND A CURSE.  THE ABILITY TO FEEL LOVE AND COMPASSION ARE MOST INTERESTING TRAITS.  THEY GIVE YOU HAPPINESS AS WELL AS THE FICKLE THING CALLED HOPE.  BUT THE RAMIFICATIONS AND COMPLICATIONS OF THESE THINGS ALSO AMAZE OUTSIDE OBSERVERS SUCH AS ME.  YOU KNOW NOT THAT YOUR COMPASSION FOR SHE WHO YOU THOUGHT WAS ANOTHER HUMAN HAS CAUSED YOUR DOWNFALL.  REILA NO LONGER EXISTS.  SHE IS MERELY A FACE I WEAR FOR SHE IS LONG DEAD.  I ASSUME THE IDENTITY, THE VOICE, THE BODY OF ALL THOSE SLAIN AT MY HAND.  BUT THIS MATTERS LITTLE.  YOU ARE AN ABOMINATION, A ROGUE AND A RENEGADE, AND YOU REQUIRE ERADICATION!”


“Arisath,” I replied calmly, “you are evil and have no honor, but you are still naïve.  You must realize now that you cannot scare me.  How many times have I defeated you, or pushed you back to where you belong?  Now you try to frighten me with promises of death, and, as you put it, eradication?  No. You have no honor.  You would take from someone all that they were given, their life, and then try to live their life for them, an unholy masquerade?  No, Arisath, you require eradication.  I have brought this thing of power here for destruction, and I shall complete this task I was given.”


“AND YOU WOULD CALL ME NAÏVE.  YOU, TOO, ARE CHILDISH AND NAÏVE.  YOU HAVE BEEN GIVEN THIS TASK, BUT YOU KNOW NOT WHY, AND YOU HAD NO PART IN ITS CREATION, AND WERE NOT PART OF THE REASON FOR ITS CREATION.  YOU WERE—WILL BE—DEAD AT THAT TIME.”


“I know enough to know that this thing is evil.  It corrupts the weak, and humbles the strong.  Heroes should stand against evil using their own two legs, not some crutch designed to be used as a secret weapon against some opposing faction.  And no one should have this kind of power.  You were weak, you were corrupted by it, but you could not be satisfied with the power it gave you.  I had thought you an ingenious evil mind.  Evidently power is a temptation that only the strongest may resist.  I have long been tempted to use this power to my own ends, but I possess the strength of character to resist it.  I seek only to destroy this thing, and, hopefully, end this thing once and for all.  Really, if your race was as wise as you say, did you not foresee this?”


“THE MISTAKES MADE IN THE FUTURE ARE OF NO CONSEQUENCE TO YOU.”


“That’s as may be, but I care now not about what is of consequence for me, but what is of consequence for the rest of the world.  Your race, for one that was isolated for so long, seems to be very meddlesome.  How can you justify changing time and space?  Is it not obvious that these are the foundation of reality, that you are never to tamper with?


“WE REALIZED THIS, BUT ONLY AFTER IT WAS TOO LATE.  YOU NO DOUBT KNOW THE LEGEND OF CASAI, SLAYER OF KINGS?  CASAI WAS AN IMMORTAL BEING, OUTLIVING ALL CIVILIZATIONS.  BUT WHEN HE LIVED AMONG THE CAII, HE MADE HIS ETERNAL MISTAKE.  FOR THE PRESERVATION OF THE MULTIVERSE, HE CONCLUDED, A CIVILIZATION OF INVINCIBLE WARRIOR MAGI SHOULD BE MADE.  HIS WILL WAS CARRIED OUT, BUT DID NOT SERVE THE PURPOSE HE HAD ORIGINALLY INTENDED.  THE RESULT, THE FIRST OF MY RACE, TURNED ON HIM, AS THEY WERE VICIOUS AND BLOODTHIRSTY.  HE DID NOT KNOW HOW POWERFUL, HOW DANGEROUS THEY REALLY WERE.  HE WAS NO MATCH FOR THEM.  HE COULD HAVE BEEN ETERNALLY OUR MASTER, OUR TUTOR, BUT THEY KILLED HIM.  AFTERWARDS, MY PEOPLE RETIRED TO OUR CASTLE DROKMAR AND NEVER VENTURED OUTSIDE, ON PAIN OF DEATH. 


“BUT I HAVE WASTED ENOUGH OF MY TIME TOYING WITH YOU.  COME, FIGHT AND DIE.”

 A sword materialized in Reila’s hand.  I did not know how I would fare, but again I realized that I could not avoid it.  I also wondered why Arisath had bothered to have that long conversation with me, as he could have gotten the fighting over with.  Was he merely toying with me?  No matter.  I would bring him down, and may his spirit remain banished forever.

We fought seemingly for a thousand years.  Our swords clashed, and though Arisath was by far the better swordsman, he evidently could not change the face he wore, and Reila was neither strong enough nor fast enough to defeat me.  In the end I ran her through, and her body crumpled on the stones of the courtyard.  I had no time for grieving, however.  As soon as the light went out of her gold eyes, an ethereal shape stood before me.

Though it was hard to see details, I know from its hunched-over posture and small stature that it was a spiritual, sepulchral Arisath.  Without a word he struck at me with his claws, quicker than lightning and twice as deadly.  I bit my lip as he drew deep furrows in my side.  I swung my sword to counter, and, to my horror, it passed right through him, instead of lopping off his demonic head, as it should have done.  I cursed him for both his cowardice and his cunning.  He feared defeat in person, so he sent a magical construct instead, one that wouldn’t damage him but could hurt me.  However, a magical construct would be more vulnerable to magic than a normal person would be.  Therein lay my advantage.  Blood-red fire sprang up all over the apparition.  It charred and was in immobilizing agony, but the fire did not consume it.  It emitted a perpetual roar in those countless voices.  Had it not been a projection of Arisath, I would have felt sympathy for it.  But now Arisath had no control over it, and it writhed and screamed, damned to burn eternally.  I knelt beside Reila.  She was most definitely dead.  “Forgive me,” I muttered.  I had killed the one person who, I had believed, knew of my suffering and would help me.  But I had been wrong.

Sidhe bowed her head.  She saw from her vantage point in the Spirit Plane what she had done.  But she knew she could break Death’s barrier.  She knew it.  She had to.  Now, after her shell had died, she was not bound to Arisath.  And in that moment, her true name came to her, and she spoke it, freeing herself of both the name she had been given by Arisath and any control he might still have after death.  She saw her corpse fade away behind Sashnal’s turned back.  Would she be too late?

Seven: Ordeals

I walked through the gates of the castle, pushing them back with the power of my mind.  I suspected a series of traps, maybe some guards inside. I was not ready for what I found.  I’d heard stories about places like this, and laughed at them.  How could they be true?  Anything could happen in a place so dominated by the will of one person.

I stepped into a chamber just inside the keep’s huge doors.  It was a small, cramped room, lit by small torches, hanging in their fixtures on the walls.  There was no visible door.  In the room with me was a tall, very thin, ethereal man.  His translucent face held a perpetual smirk.  “Welcome, Sashnal.” It knew my name.  I’d been expecting this sort of thing.  “Yes,  we know you’re expecting this.  We can see into your mind.  Know that we can see all the conscious and unconscious feelings and emotions you have, and how very best to frighten you.  We know every in and out of your mind’s workings.  So know you this, and let it be a constant torment to you.”  I raised my eyebrows in exasperation.  Really, even for Arisath, this was over the top.  “What do you want of me?”


“Oh, I was hoping you’d play my little game.  I do get so few visitors…”


“A game?  How original.”


“Oh, yes.  This is a game of riddles.  You may find it to be…quite different from what you were thinking of.” Said the man with a chuckle.


“Very well.  What is your riddle?”


“Kingslayer, naysayer, this thing is bound by no walls.  Traitor, betrayer, where it goes the mortal falls.  Standing alone, the last one falls, falling alone with unheard calls.  The mightiest soldier desires above all its touch, glorified as it is, feared overmuch.”


“Hm…again, this is…original.  Let me think for a moment.”


“No! Answer now! Quickly!” The man cackled


“Fine, fine…my answer is…pain.”


“No!” He shrieked. “Now for the fun part!”

He looked at me, and my existence became agony.  There was nothing but the agony.  I crumpled to the floor, my very blood burning me from inside, and heard him laughing his shrill laugh in malicious pleasure.  I cursed him and lashed out with a ball of fire.  He dodged skillfully, but he no longer held me in agony.  I sprang to my feet. “Fear!”


“No!” He screamed. Then he laughed again. “Fool!”

My whole body trembled.  I could see things, monsters, demons, all around me, reaching for me, raking my skin with claws of shadow.  I cried out, despairing, wanting nothing else than to escape. “Victory!  The answer is victory!” 


“Very well.  This riddle was originally a password for those who lived here.  I am bound to let you through.  But this was only the pettiest of challenges.  If you wish to reach the center of the castle, you must surpass the utmost pain you could ever feel, your deepest fear, and your most draining ordeal, aside from the tests and challenges that will be posed for you.  Go, and die now when your quest has neared a close!”

Shrugging, I moved on to the next room.  That person had, no doubt, an overactive imagination.  I opened a door in the wall, and stepped into a tiny room.  There was nothing there save for the door I had walked in through.  As I looked behind me, that door dissolved, becoming part of the wall.  I was alone in the room, except for what at first glance appeared to be a concealed mirror.  But no, as I looked closer, I saw this was a man, identical in appearance to me.  How was that possible? “Very easily,” he said in my voice, “for I am you.  We share pain, we share knowledge, we share experience.  We are one and the same.  But as I am a magical construct, I can afford to be destroyed.  However, you cannot destroy me without destroying yourself.  But that is irrelevant for me.”  He drew his sword, an exact copy of mine and rushed toward me. I drew my sword and at the last moment ducked to the side and unsheathed my sword, burying it in his side.   Or so I had planned.  Anticipating my move, he stepped aside.  I lashed out, but he had begun to block before I had begun my strike.  “I know your every thought.  You cannot win this fight.”  But he knew it, and so did I.  In a final attack, I initiated the move that I knew I could not block, the only one.  The shadow tried to block but didn’t succeed, and wound up with a large gash across his chest, which bled profusely.  Strength flowed into me.  As rapidly as I could I wove a strand of magic, and a bolt of lightning lanced from nowhere to transfix him.  Such was not the case, however.  Not slowed down by the wound, the apparition leaped nimbly to the side, and the lightning smashed the stone wall where he had been moments before.  I cursed.  This was not possible!  How could he know everything I knew?  My answer came in a moment of despair: the only way this could have happened was if he was created by my own mind.  Therein was his defeat.  The shadow roared, sensing my thoughts, and charged.  But as he did so, I squeezed my eyes shut, shut out all sound, and clung to one thought: He does not exist.  I concentrated with all my will on that one fact, and when I opened my eyes, he was gone, a great wood door standing in his place.

I entered what seemed to be an empty cavern, the only feature being the great knoll in the center.  But as I looked further, I saw an ancient-looking man sitting on a throne of stone.  He held his bare head high, and his expression was acute and alert.  He stroked his long white beard, long enough to tuck into his belt, and looked at me, demure and wise.  “Sashnal,” he said, in a great, powerful voice, “welcome to my domain, my abode, my home and my kingdom.  This place will bend to my will, change as I desire it to do. Behold!”  And without signal, the green-gray stone of the cavern melted and ran, changing shape and color, and became a royal hall, all gilt and red and purple carpeting, and the man sat not on a throne of the stalagmites and boulders but a gilt, bejeweled one.  He wore the same clothes, dark blue, almost black robes, and held a staff about twice the width of my thumb with a blood-red gem set in the top.  Inside it, crimson mists swirled.  I stood at the base of the dais on which the throne sat, looking around me in awe.  “Yes, it is beautiful, is it not?  But this matters not.  Now you must learn why you are here.  You must persuade me to let you through this door.  Threats and intimidation are useless, as you cannot harm me in this place.  I am Kammall, son of Casai.  Convince me to let you through and you shall pass.  If not, you shall stay here until you can.”


“Then I needn’t worry about having enough time…your first guardian seemed very adamant about that.”


“Oh, yes…he was built by a very…cranky magus.  But you have as long here as you will live without food and water, for I need none and have none, and can create none with the power of my mind.”


“Very well…allow me to think about this for awhile.”


“By all means.”

I stepped to the side, through the line of tall lamps lining the red carpeting that led up to the throne.  Leaning against the wall, I pondered Kammall’s question.  Why should he let me through?  He did not know me, he had no reason to want to.  What was in it for him? Nothing.  “I may be able to free you from this task you have, as I can see you are bound here for all eternity, or at least for the rest of your lifetime.”


“Nay, young mortal, you could not free me.  I have foreseen this.  You shall not be the one that frees me.” Again I pondered his statement.  He knew that he personally would not profit from letting me through.  “What reason have you for not letting me through?”


“I am bound to do so.  There is nothing more to it than that.  Only can I let you through if I find that you give me a legitimate reason to do so.”  What was a good reason to do so?  “Because I need to find whatever it is at the center of this castle.”


“Everyone needs something.  Need is everywhere.  A murderer needs to kill to live up to his name.  People may not do as they will based solely on necessity, as it may destroy others’ lives.”  Hmm… I thought. He definitely has this thought out…maybe if I can tempt him with thoughts of vengeance…did he not say he was the son of Casai?  “Kammal, you must let me through because if you do, I will stop Arisath from spreading his evil, I will destroy his source of power, and in doing so destroy him.  Surely you know what happened to your father?  Arisath’s people killed him.  I shall avenge  your father’s death.”


“Yes, I foresee that this is true.  I may say no more, lest I disrupt your destiny, but know that things are not always what they seem, and are rarely what you are told they are.  Go through the door.”  And he held out his right hand and a door opened in the gilded wall.  I walked through, and it seemed that with each step I took toward my goal, I realized more realistically how far away it really was.  Who knew how long this would take me?  I could not turn back, and all I had for provisions were some small animals I had trapped in the forest and a single canister of water.  I prayed that this would be over soon.

Stepping through the door, I wondered what the point of these ordeals was.  Why did Arisath pour all of this effort into creating things that would keep me from reaching whatever it was I needed to reach, instead of converging his efforts into one ultimate battle?  It seemed somewhat ridiculous.  Arisath did not seem like one in favor of elaborate nonsense such as this.  With power like his, I could be dead within seconds…why did he this?  Did he know something I didn’t?  I would find out the answer to this question soon enough.


I looked around me, seeing only a big chamber made of bluish stone.  I looked around, and suddenly I saw a strangely familiar-looking man standing before me. He wore light plate, with a red cloak, and he carried a light, thin sword. He spoke to me in a calm yet powerful voice, soft yet emphatic: “Hello, Sashnal.  I thought I might see you here.”


“Have we met before?”


“Yes, we have, Sashnal.  Recently, in fact.”


“Then you aren’t dead?”


“Not now, but I was.  You mustn’t blame yourself, it was what you needed to do.  Your life is worth more than mine.”


“I do not believe that, but I doubt I will.  How is it that you come to wear this face?”


“This is an interesting concept…when you destroyed my old face, something happened to the bond that tied me to Arisath.  The land of death does not support such bonds, and I was freed.  But more importantly, I received some residual power from Arisath as the bond was broken.  I can wear any face he can now, and my power exceeds any I had before.”


“This is good news.”


“Indeed, but this body knows not what I had taught the other one.  For instance it will not answer to my name, only its true name.”


“What name is that?”


“Its name is Jynn Raisu.  He existed on another plane, driven mad because Arisath had tried to corrupt him and failed, turning him into a twisted, demonic creature.”


“Such a harsh fate, Jynn.  Your death will be avenged.” 


“One should hope so, as Jynn is hardly in a condition to do it himself.”


“Yes, I agree…however, I must pass so many ordeals to get to the place in which I must end up.  Would you assist me on my quest?”


“Gladly I would, for I, too, desire this fiend’s downfall.” 

So, Jynn at my side, I made my way to the next door.  This door was somewhat foreboding: stretching up to the ceiling far above, almost out of sight, crafted of a yellowish wood, the thing emanated something not unlike the malice that no doubt was contained within.  I continued to walk toward it, and when I got close to it, I felt compelled to turn back, for a huge shade, a monstrous, ethereal, spectral wraith, emerged through this door.  It cried out in a voice so terrible that I shook at the very sound of it.  Its sounds were both so high and so low at the same time, I thought I would lose my mind if it did not desist.  I could make out its words, though they were not ones I could understand: “Ksieioz na’ai swea inne” was its repeated chant.  I fell back a step, and Jynn cringed.  Shades were notoriously hard to kill, and quite powerful.  One this large would prove a notable task to defeat.  The thing stood about ten feet tall, and a monstrous ethereal sword was clutched in its right hand.  The thing’s cry stopped, and the room was eerily silent.  Before either of us had noticed it moving, the shade sprang impossibly quickly across the short distance between us.  I brought my sword up just in time to block, my arm shuddering under the pressure.  However, though I felt the great force upon my arm, the spirit’s sword went through mine, raking my skin.  It was fortunate, I told myself, that shades were not very intelligent.  Otherwise, instead of swinging the sword at me like a club, it would have attacked with a flurry of well-trained, powerful blows.  Such was not the case, however, and I merely received yet another cut in my tunic and a scratch on my chest.  I tried to counter the attack, but before I could another blow came at me, catching my shoulder.  I staggered back.  Jynn snuck up behind the wraith and impaled it on his sword, only to find it penetrated and unharmed by the blade.  I hacked and cut as well, but to no avail.  I summoned lightning to my palms.  Unleashing it, I noted that it caused the wraith to fall back.  “Jynn!” I cried out, “Do not use your sword, it will do no good.  Summon powerful magic!”  And I called forth the power of the sword itself, and threw it forth at the shade.  It roared even louder  than before, and was soon obliterated by the glowing tide of power.  The power completely destroyed the door, reducing it to powder, and  rushed into the next room.  More shades screamed from within.  Jynn and I picked ourselves up and went through the broken doorway.  How much longer would this last? 

“This is getting old. When can we do what we came here to do?”

“I don’t know. I’m not entirely sure what it was we came here to do.  I know we are going to try to destroy the sword, but I don’t know anymore how it will work. I’m getting the feeling that we’re heading toward something bad.”

“Well that’s never a good sign. Should we turn back?”

“We have little choice.” Jynn gestured to the solid wall through which we had come. “The way is blocked, by rock and by magic.”

“So we have no choice but to press on.  Is it just me or does this seem terribly cliché?”

“It’s not just you.”

“I’d hate to think I was the only crazy one around here.”

“Yes, I’d agree.  Where do we go from here?”

With a boom, the rock wall in front of Jynn and me exploded.  We stood there coughing for a little while, wondering what abomination lay ahead.  I had an idea, but Arisath was prepared this time.  As soon as he could see well enough he launched a ball of power at me so dense that reality rippled as it passed.  I threw up a hasty shield, but the energy passed through it, flickering, slowing, then accelerating and slamming straight into my chest.  I flew across the room and smacked against the stone wall.  My vision faded.


I saw before me a vast expanse of white, stretching out infinitely on all directions.  I blinked.  Where was I? 

You are in the spirit plane now were the words projected into my mind. 

What was the spirit plane? 

This is where the dead live. You do not belong here. How did you get here? 

Bewildered, I replied that I must have been killed.  It would have made sense, anyway.  

Nevertheless: you are not fully dead. You were touched by damaged magic. You are only half dead. You must remain here until you die. We cannot obliterate your consciousness if you are still alive. I was thoroughly confused, but I had a good amount of time to think it over.

Narration continued from the point of view of:

Jynn Raisu/Sidhe Reila

I watched Sashnal fall to the floor but had little time to react. Quickly as I could I sprang to my feet.  Arisath was gathering his strength again for another attack.  I focused my energy on him, but though the air around him crackled with power, my spells battered against his invisible wards like hailstones on the roof of a mighty castle.  Every now and then, the battling forces would produce a storm of energy that caused both of us to leap aside.  Finally, when he had composed himself (or possibly when he had tired of playing), Arisath began to gather energy in his palms.  I sprang back to where Sashnal’s corporeal form lay motionless.  As if in prayer I asked his permission and then losing no more time yanked his magic sword from his sheath.  Sashnal was more powerful than I’d ever be, but I was more experienced.  I channeled my energy into the blade in the exact right way, so when Arisath released the energy from his livid hands it dispersed before it hit me.  A charged cloud floated between us, and though he was strong, I was fast, and before he reacted I’d concentrated the energy into him and he flew back.  Stunned, the demon hung as if pinned to the stone wall.  I ran through the concentric nesting rooms of the castle.  As I blazed past Kammal, a wall of bones sprang up all around, enclosing me.  “Sidhe Reila,” Arisath’s voice harshly cut through the air. “what a pleasant surprise.”


“I am Jynn Raisu.”


“In body, but not in mind.  You could not hope to change who you are now.  Not even death, I expect, would change you.”


“What does it matter to you? I am unbound from you. You have no reason to seek me. Let me go, or kill me.  But you have no power over me.”


“You are a traitor to my cause. You must be adequately punished.” Arisath took out of his tattered robes a wicked-looking curved knife.  I flinched.  I didn’t know exactly what he had in mind but I didn’t want to find out.  Fire as hot as the sun melted bone, and I leapt through the gap.  What a fool I was.  Tendrils of shadow encircled my wrists and ankles.  I kicked and fought in vain.  I was held fast.  Arisath chuckled under his breath.  I felt cold metal on the side of my head, and then my ear felt aflame.   I roared in pain and fury.  My magic was bound as tightly as I was, but interestingly enough, I fell to the ground.  “Let that be a lesson for you not to betray those more powerful than you.” Wordlessly I moaned.  Blood dripped from Arisath’s hands.

Sashnal

I sat in the expanse of white, pondering what to do.  I focused my thoughts toward Jynn, wondering what he was doing at this moment.  To my astonishment, a scene appeared over the whiteness.  Jynn knelt on the ground, clutching the side of his head, blood dropping between his fingers.  
“Jynn! What happened?”


“Sashnal! I thought you were dead!”


“It’s hard to tell these days.  What happened to your head?”


“Arisath. He trapped me and cut me.  He got away.  We have to get out of here.”


“We should heal you, let me see.  Oh dear…”


“What? What is it?”


“Your ear…it’s…”


“It’s…”


“Gone.”


“Gone! What? How?”


“He cut you…he trapped you…and he stole…your ear. Wow.”


“Now it’s personal.  Let’s go.  Stop the bleeding and let’s go.  I don’t know what he’s going to do with my ear but it doesn’t matter now, we won’t get it back. Let’s go.  I know what we need to do with the sword.”


“Would you mind explaining what exactly it is that we’re doing?”


“In due time.”


“You’ve been saying that for hours!” 


“Fine, fine.  Here is what happened.  When I was hit by that spell from Arisath, I nearly died.  In fact, I was almost literally on death’s doorstep.  But the spirits I encountered there told me that I could not die yet, so I was pretty much trapped in the Spirit Plane.


“I don’t know how much time passed for me, but for you it can’t have been more than a few moments.  However, I know I was there for a long, long time.  And from what I saw there, I managed to piece together a way to come back to the material plane. However, my time here is limited.  I will have to depart as soon as our task is done.”


“And what task would that be?”


“The destruction of this object of power.  No one should be able to have power such as this, least of all Arisath.”


“Is that really so, Sashnal? Do you truly think that?”


“Yes.”


“Then you are stronger than I.”

Jynn and I walked the rest of the day in silence.  As we traveled, I pondered what he had said.  Did I truly think that no one should be able to have this power?  In truth, I would have liked to keep it for myself.  But I knew that this would bring more harm than good.  After all, if I kept it to myself, how would I be less evil than Arisath? It had twisted and corrupted him, so why should it not do the same for me?

Jynn

Inside my head, I was screaming.  I was screaming so loud and long that if I’d had a throat it would have been bleeding.  He had to realize sometime that it was not me moving my body and not my will moving my tongue.  Until then, I was a prisoner within my own body.  Arisath was too powerful for me to overcome.  Sashnal might be able to purge my mind of him.  If he couldn’t, I’d hate to think what would happen. Arisath’s mind was closed to me—the part that possessed me was little more than a projection.  My guess, though, was that instead of striking at Sashnal directly, he would try to make him bend to the power of the Sword.  Being the keeper of the Sword, I had heard of this.  The power it gave was not without price.  It had to it an allure that tantalized even the most strong-willed of our race.  The one who possessed the sword possessed the fate of the world.  It was made by a group with the intent of destroying the world, and thus it begged its wielder to do the same.  I had no idea how long Sashnal would last, but I knew it could not be long.

Sashnal

We set out early the next morning.  Jynn looked unwell, but upon my inquiries he replied with extreme haste that he was fine.  I was suspicious, but did not pursue the subject any further.  We had an important day ahead of us.


I didn’t know what Achmensir was, but from my stay in the Spirit Plane I had determined that that was where I needed to go.  I knew the direction and approximate location of…whatever it was, but I had no idea what I’d find or do once I got there.  But it was close, I knew that much.  And I had a feeling that once I got there, something epoch would happen, that would forever alter my fate, and the fate of those around me.


As we made our way into a clearing, Jynn motioned for me to stop.  I looked around and saw that in the center of the place was a small pit, filled with bubbling lava.  Magic danced around it, crackling on the air, more powerful than anything I'd ever seen.  I realized then that this was Achmensir.  I stepped forward.  “No,” Jynn murmured.


“What do you mean? I have to do this.”


“No!”


“What--”

There was a flash. I knew now what Arisath had planned.  We stood there for a moment, and the dueling powers that raged against each other  blackened and bared the land for miles around.  There was nothing left but barren wasteland.  But I had been caught by surprise.  Arisath had won.  My body stood there for an eerily long moment before falling to the floor.  Arisath strode over, slowly and cautiously, and drew my sword.  In my last moment of awareness before I was sucked into the Spirit Plane for good, I realized that all was almost surely lost.  Nothing could save the world now.

My name is Sashnal Kusai. You have now heard my tale, and may consider this fair warning.


I was enmeshed in the power of Hinsin without knowing what was happening.  Its cursed power was bestowed upon me by a dying man.  I did not know it at the time, but that man was the same Arisath that had killed me.  I shall tell his tale, another time.


Now I am trapped in the Spirit Plane, where reality resists only within the constraints of the imagination.  I see visions of horrors from my past, terrible things that could have happened, and things that will come.  I could not possibly describe all of these things, but suffice it to say that when my advice is heeded, there will be no Arisath.


If there is no power, there is no tyranny, no fighting—no evil.  Some would say money is the root of evil, but they are mistaken.  Money is nothing more than a type of power, as it exists in your time.  Those who have it exploit those who don't. All strive to attain it, be it through diligent or unsavory means.  Arisath was not a bad man, but he dabbled in things that twisted and warped his mind. Power will corrupt even the most strong-willed of men.  In the nature of all races is the need to prevail.  Some do this by merely trying to survive.  But some do this by exploiting others, and by shaping societal systems to their own benefit, without regard to the survival of others.  But if there is no power, anyone can prevail, and no one has to take the short end of their metaphorical stick.


This is why I sought to destroy Hinsin, instead of taking it for myself.  Should no one have the power, there would be no one to threaten the overall peace of our world.  I do not regret leaving my task incomplete.  It was not fated to be my task.  So be it.

Salaam al'eq um.

My story ends here.  As was once said, “All ends end with a beginning.” Thus, where my story ends, Arisath's begins.



