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Keo of the Sword did not expect to have to fight a demon today on his way back home from running errands in the nearby town of New Ora. Nor did he expect this same demon to announce to Keo that he was but the first of many demons and that all of Lamaira was going to fall underneath their power, and from there, the rest of the world.

It all started earlier that day, when Keo—a young man with short dark hair and skin tanned from spending his days working and training in the sun—was walking through the Low Woods, a large forest located in the southern region of the former Kingdom of Lamaira. He was heading back from New Ora, where he had bought bread, milk, and other supplies that his master and mentor, Tiram of the Blade, had asked him to buy.

This was normally an easy task, even though Keo disliked having to go into civilization for any reason. All he had to do was walk into town, go to the merchants in town, stare at all of their wonderful wares (including one merchant who claimed to sell genuine Dracone talons and scales, although Keo thought that they were probably fake and so didn't buy any), buy what Tiram had asked him to buy, and then leave. He never really talked to anyone because he didn't know very many people in New Ora, even though he had lived in the forest near the town for years. He hated being around other people anyway, except for his mentor and his friend Nesma, although he had not seen Nesma since she joined the Magical Council—the ruling party of South Lamaira—a year ago.

So Keo was usually in and out of town very quickly, and thus was walking along through the Low Woods taking a familiar rough path he had walked upon many times during his life. The trees around him were large, tall, and thick, their leaves and upper branches providing relief from the hot summer afternoon sun. Cheep-chirps—a small, red-colored bird common in Low Woods—sang somewhere above him, but no matter where he looked, he could not see their red plumage or any sign of them. But he liked to listen to their musical chirps, as it was a comforting sound he had always associated with peace and solitude since his childhood.

The air in the Low Woods was also cool and easy today, as the sun's rays could not penetrate through the thick canopy above to warm it. Still, Keo could feel the cool air already starting to fade and he knew that within the next hour the Low Woods would be not quite as hot as the town of New Ora, but warm enough to make outside chores uncomfortable. And he had many outside chores to perform back at the cabin that he and Master Tiram shared. He wasn't looking forward to it.

As he walked, Keo kept his eyes and ears open for any sign of the various dangerous creatures that lived in the Low Woods, such as the mammoth bears and knife-tooth wolves. They rarely attacked, as most of the animals in the Low Woods feared humans, but every now and then a particularly hungry or crazy beast would assault travelers through the Woods and kill them.

Keo rested his hand on Gildshine, his magical sword, which was sheathed at his side. He rarely had to use it due to the fact that most of the creatures in the Low Woods knew to avoid his master and him, but he was always prepared to wield it just in case. And he knew how to use it well, too, otherwise he would not be known as Keo of the Sword. Master Tiram had taught him how to use a sword well, so Keo was confident he could defend himself with Gildshine should he be attacked.

But today seemed like a slow, idle summer day. The chirps of the birds above seemed lazier than normal and even the merchants back in town who hawked their wares with the fervor of preachers had seemed a little more reserved than usual. It was probably because it was the height of summer and the summer heat always had a sleepy effect on everyone exposed to it, including Keo himself, even in the cool air of the Low Woods.

That was when Keo heard the crunching of leaves and branches nearby. His first thought was that it was perhaps a mammoth bear walking nearby, probably not going to attack him based on the easiness of its pace. Still, Keo kept one hand on the hilt of Gildshine, just in case he was wrong and the bear attacked.

But then Keo noticed that the cheep-chirps had stopped singing and he immediately stopped. He listened for the birds' tune, but no matter how hard he listened, he heard nothing.

Cheep-chirps only stopped singing at night, when they slept ... or when there was danger and the cheep-chirps were trying to hide from predators. Of course, what Keo had discovered from living in the Low Woods for his whole life was that anything that threatened a cheep-chirp could often threaten a human being as well.

Keo listened for anything that should not be. All he heard was the same sound of fallen leaves and branches being crunched underfoot. It seemed like the cheep-chirps had silenced themselves when they heard those same sounds that he did. He didn't know for sure, of course, because there were many predators of cheep-chirps in the Low Woods that were far quieter than whatever was walking around nearby, but without hearing anything else, he had to assume that that was the case.

Then that sound of the creature walking also stopped, but not before Keo realized that the footsteps of the creature belonged to no Low Woods beast that he knew. It sounded almost like the footsteps of a human, which was possible, but unlikely. As far as Keo knew, the only humans in the Low Woods were Master Tiram and himself. Of course, the Low Woods were located near the southern border of South Lamaira, near the country of Hasfar, and so travelers from that country often passed through the Low Woods on their way to other parts of South Lamaira. Just the other day, in fact, Keo helped a Hasfarian traveler lost in the forest find his way to New Ora (although it was hard at first because the Hasfarian tongue was very different from Lamairan and the Hasfarian himself only knew a few Lamairan words whose pronunciation he butchered).

But this part of the Low Woods was never traveled by anyone except for Keo and Tiram, and Keo knew that Tiram was currently at the cabin back home resting, which he did more and more in his old age. That meant that there was something else nearby, but what it was, Keo didn't know.

Keo lowered his bag of goods onto the ground and drew Gildshine. He contemplated using the sword's magical power, which would require him giving up half his energy to make Gildshine capable of cutting through anything, but decided against it. The thing he heard might not require Gildshine's magical power. In fact, Keo had only ever used Gildshine's ability a handful of times over the years and both times left him too exhausted to do anything for nearly a week, which was why he didn't want to use it here in case the creature avoided his attack.

So Keo listened again, but now it seemed like the source of the footsteps had vanished into thin air, because he could not hear it. The silence and stillness of the Low Woods was normally a comfortable thing, but right now it was unnerving and tense.

Then Keo heard breathing. It was slow and wet, like someone breathing through a dampened rag. It was coming from his right, behind a grove of trees that he had passed by many times over his years of traveling on this road. Keo slowly turned to face the grove, but did not yet move closer to it. He tried to see if he could spot anything in the branches and shadows, but the trees grew together so thickly that it was impossible to tell for sure what might have been hiding behind it.

“Who's there?” said Keo. “Are you a traveler? Are you lost? If so, I can help you.”

No answer.

Keo tensed. He considered whether or not to step forward and decided that that was the best action to take. So Keo raised one foot and then put it back down on the ground.

As soon as Keo took that step, something large, furry, and loud burst forth from the trees with astonishing speed. The creature barreled toward Keo like lightning, but Keo jumped out of its way, just barely dodging it. As the creature passed, an awful stench like mud and blood followed the creature, making Keo gasp and cough as he walked backwards away from the creature, which came to a stop on the other side of the path and then turned to face him.

Keo had never seen anything like this creature in his entire life. It was large and round, almost like a ball, with two stout but strong legs and large fists with claws that gleamed like metal. The creature had a furry face with human-like features, but there was nothing human about the bloodlust in its red eyes. And it was large, easily twice as large as Keo, who was not a small man by any means.

Keo tried to remember if Master Tiram had ever described such a creature to him before, but he kept drawing a blank. This thing looked like it had stepped right out of his worst nightmares, but Keo did not run or show fear, because he had a feeling that this thing, whatever it was, would tear him apart if he showed even the slightest hint of fear in its presence.

But one thing Keo did notice about it was the sheer aura of evil that radiated from it. And 'evil' was the operative word, because Keo had never felt such a mighty aura from any creature dwelling in the Low Woods before. Most animals in the Low Woods were too mindless to have any conception of good or evil, but somehow Keo could tell that this thing was smart enough to tell the difference between the two concepts and had already made its choice about which one it supported.

And that, more than anything, was what made Keo afraid of the creature and what it wanted.

“What are you, creature?” said Keo, never lowering Gildshine. “Another inhabitant of the Lost Woods that I was unaware of until just now?”

The creature hissed loudly, but then Keo realized that it was simply that monster's way of chuckling. “No, human, I do not live in these pathetic woods. But I will rule them soon, as my master promised me.”

Keo raised an eyebrow. “Who is your master? Is he like mine?”

“I know nothing of you or your master, but I will say that my master is the greatest of them all, much greater than any human master,” said the creature. “Unfortunately, my master is unable to do anything in his present state, but worry not, because I will be the one to free him and when I do, your country will fall.”

“What are you even babbling about?” said Keo. “You still have not even told me what you are.”

The creature looked at Keo with glee in its eyes. “The true name of my people is unpronounceable in your mortal tongue, but you know of us in legend as the demons.”

Keo's eyes widened. “Demons? But demons are a myth, a scary story told to scare young children into obeying their elders. You cannot be a demon.”

“Whether you accept my existence or not, I don't care,” said the demon, shaking its head. “All I care about is freeing my people and my master. They are rising, becoming more and more powerful with each passing day, and you humans are too stupid and divided to do a thing about it.”

“How do you know if the demons are rising?” said Keo. “What does that even mean?”

The demon hissed again, this time actually hissing and not simply chuckling in a demonic way. “It means that, exactly six months from today, the Kingdom of Humans will end. It was a terrible age, one which I will be happy to see come to an end.”

Keo had no idea what the demon was even talking about. “If the Kingdom of Humans is about to end, then what will replace it?”

“The Kingdom of Demons, of course,” said the demon. “The rivers of your land will run red with your peoples' blood and there is nothing you can do to stop it.”

None of this made any sense to Keo, who had always grown up believing that demons were myths and nothing more. Still, he recognized a threat when he saw it and this demon was by definition a threat, whether there was any truth to what it said or not. That meant it had to be stopped, and right away.

“I don't know how much of what you say is true and how much isn't,” said Keo, “but I do know that you tried to kill me and are probably planning to kill other people. And I cannot allow that.”

The demon shook its ugly head. “When did I express a need for your approval, human? The invasion will start in the heart regardless of whether you like it or not.”

Keo took a fighting stance. “I didn't say I would stop this 'invasion' you speak of. I was just going to stop you.”

Keo dashed toward the demon, Gildshine gripped firmly in both hands, and swung his blade at the demon. The demon blocked the blow with its claws and tried to swipe him, but Keo jumped back out of its range and stabbed at the demon.

The demon blocked the block with both of its claws and then charged at Keo with the speed of a rampaging ox. Keo dodged it by jumping to the right, but he also took advantage of its speed to slash it as he passed him.

Thus, Keo was shocked when his sword bounced off its hide. He was so shocked that his grip on Gildshine loosened and the sword flew out of his hands and landed on the ground several feet away, leaving Keo defenseless.

The demon turned to face Keo, a malicious grin on its awful face. “Surprised that your pitiful human blade failed to cut my skin? We demons have skin as hard as iron. Your puny human weapons cannot even scratch us.”

Then the demon barreled toward him again, but Keo, as before, avoided it. He ran over to Gildshine, grabbed its hilt, and held the sword before him defensively as the demon stopped and turned to face him once more.

“Still going to try to hurt me with your sword?” said the demon. “Weren't you listening to what I just said about how useless your humans weapons are?”

Keo did not respond. He just looked at the demon defiantly, silently challenging it to attack him if it felt so brave. Of course, deep down, Keo was afraid of the demon because, if he could not harm the demon with Gildshine, then his chances of winning this fight fell close to zero. He seriously considered using Gildshine's magical ability, but at the moment he wasn't sure that he would get a chance to use it before the exhaustion kicked in and rendered him utterly defenseless.

I need to get close enough to the demon to cut it, Keo thought. But its fighting style makes it impossible to get close. It attacks quickly, forcing me to dodge, and then stops well outside of the range of Gildshine before it attacks again. I need to get it to stop near me somehow.

The demon shook its head. “Never mind. I will just tear you apart piece by piece anyway, regardless of whether you own a dinky human weapon like that.”

The demon reared back, but instead of barreling toward Keo at high speeds, it launched itself through the air at an astonishing speed. Keo realized that he needed to duck to avoid it just in the nick of time, but the demon still slashed at him with its claws as it passed by overhead and cut deeply into his right shoulder, causing him to cry out in pain as blood shot out from the wound.

Staggering forward, Keo glanced at his torn-open shoulder, which stung in the cool air of the Low Woods, and then looked over his shoulder to see that the demon had landed on one of the trees. The demon clung to the tree like some kind of bizarre, monstrous spider and its head turned almost all the way around to look at him. With a chilling smile on its lips, the demon raised its bloody claw and licked the blood off of the tip of its claw.

“Delicious,” said the demon with a sigh. “It has been so long since I feasted on human blood. Maybe I will drain you of your blood first before I tear you apart, because all of this fighting has made me very thirsty.”

Keo had no response to that, because his wounded shoulder made it impossible to talk without screaming from the pain. He stepped backwards, but even he knew that there was no running now. The demon was still as strong and fast as ever, which meant that Keo had to end the fight now if he hoped to survive.

But he's still nowhere near me, Keo thought, wincing at the blood running down his arm. And I'm wounded. Wounded and alone. Not even Master Tiram knows that I'm under attacked, so I can't rely on him to save me.

That was when a new thought occurred to Keo, a new plan for dealing with the demon: He would make the demon come to him.

Gritting his teeth, Keo raised Gildshine and said, “Come on, demon. Hit me with your best shot, if you think you're so strong.”

The demon looked genuinely surprised for a moment. “You mean you aren't going to fall down on your knees and beg me to spare your pitiful life? All of the tales I heard said that humans are cowards who break down at the slightest sign of death.”

“Looks like someone lied to you,” said Keo. He wanted to scream, wanted to move, but he stayed where he was because if he moved, then his plan would fail. “We humans are a lot stronger than we look.”

The demon shrugged. “Oh well. Whether you die fighting like a soldier or on your knees like a slave, it will be very bloody and painful for you and great fun for me. Now die!”

The demon launched itself off the tree toward Keo, this time faster than ever. At the same time, Keo focused on Gildshine. Feeling his bond with his sword, he told Gildshine to take half of his energy so that it could cut anything. And Gildshine, as always, immediately complied, but Keo did not yet feel exhausted beyond help.

Instead, Keo felt Gildshine become stronger in his hands, saw its blade sharpen. And that fact made him smile, which the demon flying toward him must have noticed, because a look of confusion spread across the demon's features as it hurtled through the air toward Keo.

With a roar, Keo slashed Gildshine down on the demon when it was within his reach. In the brief second before Gildshine's enhanced blade made contact with the demon's face, Keo almost believed that even Gildshine's magic would not pierce the demon's skin and that all of his striving would be for nothing.

But in the next second, Gildshine cut straight through the demon's face and body. Both halves of the demon's body passed by Keo without touching him, although the black demon blood splattered over him anyway. The two halves of the demon crashed to the ground behind Keo, but Keo still turned around to make sure that the demon was not going to rise again.

To his astonishment, the demon's halves immediately started crumbling, turning into a sand-like substance, which sank into the earth rapidly until soon there was not even a hint that the demon had been there. It was like the demon's halves had been drawn into the earth by some unseen force, although that may have simply been the way that demon bodies decomposed after death.

In any case, Keo was glad about his victory only briefly, because a second after the demon's halves vanished, a sudden, heavy exhaustion fell over Keo. Then the pain in his shoulder became white hot and he staggered forward, barely able to remain standing.

Must ... get ... back ... to ... Master Tiram, Keo thought, his eyes heavy and his mind sluggish. Now ...

Keo managed to walk back over to his bag of goods, but before he could pick it up, he fell face-first onto the ground. The blood loss and exhaustion from using Gildshine were too much for his body to handle and he soon lost consciousness completely.
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“Keo,” said a familiar, harsh older voice above him. “Keo, you damned fool and son of a woodpecker, wake up.”

Keo's eyes flickered open. At first, his vision was fuzzy and all he could make out was a blurred, gray shape above him. He almost thought that it was the demon again before his vision cleared and he saw who it really was.

It was the face of an older man in his sixties, with a short gray beard covering the lower half of his mouth. The old man's eyes were sharp and intelligent, but also judgmental, like the old man was judging the way Keo opened and closed his eyes. Tiny, minute scars ran along the old man's forehead and cheeks, barely visible in the light of the cabin, which seemed to be coming from a nearby fireplace, based on the crackling flames he heard.

“Master ... Tiram?” said Keo. He tried to sit up. “Where am I? What happened? How—”

Tiram pushed Keo down with surprising strength for a man his age. “Lie back down, you damned idiot. Your shoulder is still healing. Unless you want to end up like One Arm Ramas, you should lie down and rest. Doctor's orders.”

Keo rolled his eyes. “You're not a doctor, Master. You're not even much of a healer.”

“Even though I've bandaged and fixed many of your injuries over the years?” said Tiram with a snort. “Ungrateful brat.”

“It was just a joke, Master,” said Keo, hoping he did not offend Tiram. “Really, you're a great healer even if you haven't received formal training in the subject.”

“I know,” said Tiram. “But I really don't think now is the time to joke, especially after I found you half-dead in the forest covered in someone else's blood. And it wasn't even human blood, either.”

Keo looked down at his body. He was lying underneath a wool blanket, but he could tell that his old clothes had been stripped off him, probably to be cleaned. He was wearing some pants, but had no shirt on, and the reason for that was obvious: His right shoulder was heavily bandaged to the point where he could barely move his right arm.

“Tell me,” said Tiram as he sat back. He folded his large arms over his chest. “What happened out there? Mammoth bear? Knife-tooth wolf? Really angry cheep-chirp? The footprints and claw marks I found in the ground and trees looked nothing like any animal I know of in the Low Woods, so what was it?”

Keo tried to remember, but it was difficult for some reason. He suspected that the blood loss and exhaustion must have messed with his memory, but soon he remembered the demon's smiling face and shuddered.

“I was attacked by a creature,” said Keo.

“Very specific,” said Tiram. “I can see that all of my years of showing you how to identify the various animals of the Low Woods have paid off well.”

Keo scowled, but continued speaking. “I mean, it was a creature that claimed to be a demon.”

Tiram's smirk immediately vanished underneath his beard. “Continue.”

Keo did not like Tiram's sudden change of tone. That always meant that Tiram knew something that Keo did not, something that wasn't good. He wasn't so sure that he wanted to keep talking now, at least until Tiram explained why he suddenly looked so serious, but Keo remembered how Tiram never explained himself unless he wanted to, so Keo continued his story.

“I was walking along the path home after I left New Ora after buying the things you asked me to get,” said Keo. He put one hand on his forehead because his head was starting to hurt for some reason. “I was walking by myself when this strange creature that looked like a furry ball with a head and limbs jumped me. It claimed to be a demon and tried to kill me.”

“Is that all it said?” said Tiram. His tone was dead serious now.

“No,” said Keo, shaking his head. “It told me that its fellow demons were going to rise out of the 'heart,' whatever that is, and that the Kingdom of Humans is about to end and be replaced by the Kingdom of Demons.” Keo looked at Tiram curiously. “I didn't think much about it, but now I wonder what it meant by that.”

Tiram stroked his beard. Keo suspected that Tiram knew exactly what the demon meant by all of that, but he was obviously not going to share what he knew with Keo, at least not yet.

“How did you kill the demon?” said Tiram. “Or did it run away? I didn't see it anywhere when I found you.”

“I killed it,” Keo said. “I used Gildshine's magical ability to cut it in half.”

“Gildshine is a pretty sharp sword by itself,” said Tiram. “Any reason you had to use its magical ability? That seems pretty foolhardy to me, especially in your wounded condition.”

“I had no choice,” said Keo, shaking his head. “The demon's skin was impervious to Gildshine's normal blade and the demon claimed that normal human weapons can't hurt demons. I was forced to use Gildshine's ability just to survive.”

“Ah,” said Tiram. “Now I understand.”

Keo raised his head and looked around the cabin room, searching for Gildshine. He saw the sword in its green leather sheath leaning by the front door, which made him sigh in relief, as he had worried that Tiram might have left it behind. He then lowered his head back onto his pillow and looked at Tiram, who now seemed lost in thought, looking more like a Monk of the Old Order at the moment than a master swordsman living by himself in the Low Woods.

“Master, you know what that demon was talking about, don't you?” said Keo.

Tiram looked at Keo suddenly. “What?”

“I said, you know what the demon was talking about,” said Keo. “You didn't say that the demon was fake or that demons are just scary stories meant to frighten young children. You know that demons are real, don't you?”

Tiram looked highly reluctant to talk about this subject. Keo could tell because Tiram rested his hands on his knees and was looking around the room, which was a habit of Tiram's that Keo had come to recognize as what his master did whenever someone asked him a question about a subject he didn't want to talk about. That habit always contrasted sharply with Tiram's usual confident and tough self, which was why it always stood out to Keo whenever Tiram did it.

Finally, Tiram said, “I have heard ... legends of the demons. My own parents, well before you were born, told me stories about the ancient times of Lamaira, about the times before the rise and fall of the Lamairan Royal Family, and before the Restorationists, Divinians, or Magicians existed. They said that in those days, demons ravaged Lamaira, stalking the land, killing humans and Dracones and any other species they found. Their power was unmatched and no one could stand against them, at least not for very long without suffering a horrible death.”

“I have never heard those stories before,” said Keo. “You told me the ones about the demons scaring little children, but never those ones about the past. Why didn't you ever tell me about them?”

“Because I never believed them and didn't think they needed to be remembered,” said Tiram. He shuddered. “The stories my father used to tell me were always bloody and horrific. While I've never tried to hide the ugly side of life away from you, Keo, these stories were awful. They always ended with the demons brutally slaughtering—and in some cases even raping—their human victims. Just awful stuff, even for a hardened swordsman like myself.”

“But what happened to the demons?” said Keo. “How were they defeated, if they were so powerful?”

“Well, according to my father, the demons ruled Lamaira until a human known as the Good King arose and challenged their rule,” said Tiram. “He was the first human to kill a demon, and he did it using a powerful sword known as Shadowbane. This demon's death shocked its fellow demons and created hope in the hearts of every other human and Dracone in Lamaira. The Good King taught these humans and Dracones how to make their own demon-killing swords and soon rebellions rose up all around the kingdom, with demons dying in droves every day at the hands of the people they had oppressed for so long, despite the demons' best efforts to crush the rebellions before they got too big.”

“So the demons were eliminated, then?” said Keo.

“A good chunk of them, according to the story I was told,” said Tiram. “But then the Arch-Demon, also known as the King of Demons, rose from the very depths of the pit that the demons were said to have come from and fought against the Good King in an epic battle that was said to have lasted seven whole days. The two fought to a stalemate because the Arch-Demon's armor and strength matched the Good King's own, so the Good King, in a final act of desperation, cast a spell to banish the Arch-Demon and what remained of his followers back into the pit from which they came. Thus, all of the demons were banished from Lamaira, supposedly for good.”

“What happened to the Good King after that?” said Keo. “Did he die of the injuries he sustained from the fight?”

“No,” said Tiram, shaking his head. “The story goes that the Good King was the first King of Lamaira. He founded the Kingdom of Lamaira and his line ruled for one thousand years until the recent death of King Riuno, which as you know splintered the kingdom into the three warring factions that fight over it now.”

“And the demon said that the demons were going to rise again,” said Keo. He sat up, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. “Then we have to stop them.”

Tiram's old but firm hands grabbed Keo's chest and shoved him back down again. “Sorry, kid, but those legends are just that: Legends. They don't mean anything. They're probably cobbled together by bits and pieces of other stories and history and likely don't have more than an ounce of truth between the whole lot of them.”

“But this thing was an actual demon,” said Keo. “It could not be harmed except by Gildshine's magical power and it claimed to be a demon. I think that means that the legends you just told me are true.”

“They may have some truth to them, but I don't think they are true overall,” said Tiram. “Besides, you are getting too excited and you need rest if your shoulder is going to heal.”

“The demon said that its brothers would rise in six months,” said Keo. “That means that the demons are close to breaking free again.”

“The legends also state that demons are liars who are not to be trusted,” Tiram said. “Even if this creature that attacked you was in fact a real demon, it might have just been saying that in order to scare you.”

“I don't think so,” said Keo, shaking his head. “You weren't there when it spoke to me. It sounded confident that its fellow demons were going to rise in six months. And it said they were going to attack all of Lamaira and attempt to destroy it.”

“But why?” said Tiram. “Why are the demons rising again, if that is indeed the case? The seal that the Good King was said to put on them was supposed to be unbreakable. How did this demon escape?”

“Who knows?” said Keo. “Maybe the seal is weakening and this demon managed to slip through. Or maybe there is someone else in Lamaira who let it out somehow. All I know is that we must stop them before it's too late.”

Tiram laughed. “By 'we,' do you mean you and me? Because the two of us, even together, aren't much against an army of demons, you know.”

“No,” said Keo. He looked at the ceiling. “The two of us by ourselves are too outnumbered to fight off the demons. But maybe, if we had an army of our own, then we could defend Lamaira against them.”

“And just where do you intend on finding an army, of all things?” said Tiram. “They aren't exactly sold at the market in town, you know.”

Keo thought about that for a moment. He hated to admit it, but Tiram had a good point. It would not be easy to find an army, but then, perhaps Keo did not need to make his own. An idea occurred to him that he decided to share with Tiram.

Looking at Tiram, Keo said, “Master, I think that if the three factions were united under one banner, with all of their armies and resources working together, then we could defeat the demons before they become too powerful or at least be prepared to fight them ourselves if they rise again.”

Tiram slapped his knee and laughed again except this time it was a much longer and harsher laugh. Keo felt flustered, but he didn't think that it was a bad idea and he didn't understand why Tiram apparently thought it was so dumb.

“What's the problem?” said Keo, as Tiram continued to laugh like he had heard the funniest joke in his life. “Don't you think that could work?”

It was a couple more minutes before Tiram managed to get control of his laughter, although he still chuckled every now and then. “In theory, maybe, it would work. The three factions, taken together, certainly do have enough power to form a formidable army. No doubt there.”

“Then what is to stop us from informing the factions about the demons so they can get prepared for the attack?” said Keo.

“The three factions hate each other's guts,” said Tiram. “They've been at war for a little over twenty years now, which is about as long as you have been alive, and every attempt at establishing peace between them has completely and utterly failed. I thought you'd know that by now.”

Keo frowned. “Well, it's not like I keep careful track of national politics. That was Nesma's job, before she left.”

“But you understand why your plan won't work,” said Tiram. “Right? You would need to convince the factions to put aside their differences and reunite after twenty years of separation and war. That's about as likely to happen as the Dracones returning to Lamaira.”

“But it's also our only option,” said Keo. He tapped his forehead. “As far as we know, no one else in Lamaira knows that the demons are about to return. Therefore, it is up to us to spread the word as far and wide as possible so that everyone will know and have time to prepare for the attack.”

“I'm still not convinced that this 'attack' is going to happen or that the demons are actually going to return,” said Tiram, shaking his head. “Even if you were in fact attacked by an actual demon, that doesn't mean anything. Maybe the seal isn't perfect and so the occasional demon is able to slip out into the world. Doesn't mean that any other demons are going to start following it through.”

“Unless the seal breaks,” said Keo. “What if there are multiple demons that have escaped and are working together to free their brethren? The demon didn't mention any other demons working with it, but I think it's possible that it wasn't alone, otherwise it wouldn't have acted so confident that its brothers would rise.”

“Well, that would certainly be kind of those demons to save their friends, but I consider it unlikely,” said Tiram. He scratched his chin. “And anyway, that still won't make it easier for you to convince the three factions to work together. You're not exactly a well-known or respected figure in Lamaira, you know. They'll just see you as a kid from the middle of nowhere who is saying crazy things that may or may not be true.”

“You're right,” said Keo. Then he brightened up. “But what about Nesma? She went to go work for the Magical Council, the leaders of the Magicians. She's my friend. She'll listen to me and help me get my message to the Magical Council itself. And from there, it should be easy to get audiences with the leaders of the other two factions.”

“You haven't spoken with Nesma in a year, though,” said Tiram. “Right? How do you know she will listen to you? What if she's too busy?”

“Nesma is my best friend in the world,” said Keo with a huff. “Of course she'll listen to me and do whatever she can to help me get my message in front of the people who need to hear it most. I just need to travel to Capitika and find her there. She'll be happy to see me, especially since it's been so long since we last spoke.”

“Capitika is a long ways away from here, though,” said Tiram. “Not to mention that I still haven't given you permission to go.”

“Permission?” said Keo. He propped himself up on his elbows and looked Tiram in the eyes. “Master, I am an adult. I don't need your permission to do anything. And besides, I won't be gone forever. I'll be back by next month, after I convince the three factions to unite against the demons.”

“That's incredibly optimistic,” Tiram observed. “You do realize that convincing sworn enemies to put aside their two decades of accumulated differences will probably take more than a mere month to do, right?”

“You don't know that,” said Keo. “I just need to visit Nesma and let her know and then she can let the leaders of the other two factions know, too. And I am going whether you approve or not.”

Tiram clearly did not want Keo going anywhere, but he stopped arguing the point. He just shook his head, muttered something too low for Keo to hear, and then said, “All right. Do what you want. I'll hold the fort back here while you are away. But don't leave until your shoulder is healed, at least.”

“I won't,” Keo promised. He winced at the pain in his bandaged shoulder. “But I still have to leave as soon as I can. There's no time to lose.”

“Right,” said Tiram. “I'll help you get your supplies ready so you can be ready to go as soon as you feel better. For now, you should rest.”

Keo nodded, even though he wanted to keep talking. Still, he was starting to feel drowsy again and so closed his eyes and drifted into sleep then and there, although he was still making plans for his journey to Capitika even as he fell into a deep sleep.
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​​Chapter Three
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It took Keo's shoulder a week to recover, mostly because the cut had done a lot more damage than he had thought. Thus, Keo spent most of his time in bed, letting Tiram bring him meals and allowing his master to change his bandages once a day. It was frustrating because Keo wanted to leave right away, but it was always unwise to travel long distances with a wounded shoulder and so Keo did not want to lose the use of his right arm just because he was too impatient to wait for it to heal. Tiram certainly didn't seem to mind the fact that Keo could not go anywhere right away, but that was obviously because Tiram did not want Keo to leave.

Keo understood why. Aside from Keo, Tiram lived entirely alone in his little cabin in the Low Woods. Although Tiram had raised Keo ever since he found Keo abandoned as a baby on the now-overgrown road in the forest, Tiram had no other family or relations that Keo knew of. Tiram didn't even have any friends. Anytime Keo asked Tiram about his family, Tiram would always change the subject or give exceedingly vague answers that always left Keo wanting more.

As a result, Tiram had grown to rely on Keo for many things, such as running errands in town and the like. Keo was aware of the rumors from the people of New Ora who liked to paint Tiram as some sort of crazy hermit who hated people and ate children, but he knew those were false. Master Tiram could be eccentric and cranky, sure, but he was a good man at heart and an even better swordsmen, having taught Keo everything he knew about swordsmanship, as well as giving Keo Gildshine in the first place.

No doubt the reason Tiram wanted Keo to stay was so that Tiram would not have to do as many chores about the cabin or run errands into town. Keo did not mind doing these things for Tiram, who he saw as both a mentor and father figure, but right now Keo had far more important things to do than split wood for the winter or buy supplies in town, and he hoped that Tiram understood that, even though Tiram still seemed skeptical of the possibility that the demons were going to rise again.

At the end of the week, when Keo's shoulder had fully recovered from the wound, Keo slung a pack full of food and water over his shoulder and attached Gildshine and its green sheath to his side on the front steps of the cabin. Tiram stood in the doorway of the cabin, of the only home that Keo had ever known, watching him with annoyance and worry in his old eyes.

“Are you sure that you still feel all right?” said Tiram. “That shoulder wound was very deep and bloody, even after I cleaned it. If you want to stay and rest a little while longer—”

“No,” said Keo, shaking his head as he stood up, having finished tying the laces of his old hunting boots. He then patted his shoulder, which no longer hurt. “It feels fine. You know I'm a quick healer, master. That sort of injury might have incapacitated a normal person for a month, but not me.”

“I know,” said Tiram. “Still, Capitika is a long way away from here. Are you certain you'll get there in a week, like you said?”

“Yes,” said Keo. “I know the way there. I'm going to go stop by New Ora, pick up some supplies there, and then take the old roads to the city. If the ancestors are feeling kindly toward me this week, then I should hopefully avoid any bad weather that could delay me or even force me to stop for a few days.”

“But you've never gone farther than New Ora before,” Tiram said. “Are you sure you will be able to get all the way to Capitika before the demons return?”

“Yes,” said Keo. He gestured at the path leading from the cabin to the woods surrounding them on all sides. “Lots of people go from New Ora to Capitika and back on a regular basis without any trouble. Besides, I know some shortcuts that some of the merchants in town have told me about, so I can use those to cut down on traveling time. Maybe I will even arrive early. You never know.”

“Well, I'll be asking our ancestors to protect you anyway,” said Tiram. “Just to be safe.”

“I appreciate that, master,” said Keo. He readjusted the straps of his pack one more time, just to make sure that it would not fall off, and said, “Well, this is good bye, then. I will see you in a month, master. Take care.”

“You, too, Keo,” said Tiram, waving at Keo. “Just don't do get yourself killed, all right?”

Keo nodded, turned, and walked down the steps toward the forest. He didn't make it very far down the path to the woods before Tiram called, “Keo?”

Stopping before the old wooden gate that separated the cabin from the rest of the forest, Keo looked back at Tiram, who still stood in the doorway with his own sword, Soulheart, sheathed at his side.

“Yes, master?” said Keo. “What is it?”

Tiram bit his lower lip and looked like he had a lot to say to Keo, but then he shook his head and said, “Nah, never mind. I just wanted to tell you not to be an idiot, but I figured you already knew that. Just leave and stay safe.”

Keo could tell that Tiram wanted to say something else, but whatever it was, Tiram apparently thought better of it. Keo was tempted to go back and ask Tiram what he really wanted to say, but then he remembered that he only had slightly less than six months left before the demons returned, which meant that he had no time to lose if he was going to get to Capitika and find Nesma in time for the Magical Council to stop the demons in time.

So Keo simply nodded, waved good bye at Tiram one last time, undid the hatch on the front gate, and soon was gone, heading into the Low Woods, fully intending to get to New Ora before lunch, because it was early morning at the moment and it would take him a few hours to get there from here, assuming that he did not run into any obstacles along the way.
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As Keo expected, he ran into no major issues on the way through the Low Woods to New Ora. Still, he kept his eyes and ears open at all times as he walked, expecting another demon—or maybe the same one from last week, if the demons could return from the dead, as he suspected they could—to attack him to try to end his quest before he got a chance to tell anyone about it. But he was not attacked by any demons along the way, although he did run across a wounded wood wolf that he had to put out of its misery.

Despite that, Keo did not feel safe until he emerged from the Low Woods and onto the main path leading to New Ora, which was located in a nearby valley. He could even see it from his current position, a town of about one thousand people and a few hundred houses and buildings. Rising from the center of the town was a Magician's Tower, where the local Magician lived. It was the fanciest building in the town, with its silver rooftop and golden exterior, but Keo did not consider stopping by to speak with the local Magician, a grumpy old man named Skran, who he had never gotten along with and who had always distrusted Tiram and him whenever they entered town anyway. Besides, Keo knew that Skran would never believe his story about the demons or help him get to the capital, which was why Keo had to go to Capitika and tell Nesma about it himself.

So Keo went down the road into the valley and soon came upon the walls surrounding the town. The gatekeeper, a portly but strong man named Kima, sat in the guard tower near the gates, looking a little tired, as he always did, because Kima usually got the night and morning shifts. Still, Kima had always been a lot politer and friendlier to Keo than most of the inhabitants of New Ora, so Keo did not feel any reservations as he walked up to the gates.

“Good morning, Mr. Kima,” said Keo, waving at the guard as he stopped in front of the closed iron gates. “Can you let me into town? I have to pick up a few things and I would like to do it right away.”

Kima peered out the window of his guard tower at Keo, a frown visible under his silver mustache. “Back again? Weren't you just here last week? I thought you only came to town once a month.”

“Yes,” said Keo, nodding. “But I'm back again because I am going to Capitika and I need to pick up a few supplies before I head out. It's going to be a long trip and I just want to get some bandages and medicine so I can treat any injuries I might get on the way there.”

“Capitika?” Kima repeated, sitting back in his chair inside the small tower. “Why are you going all the way out there by yourself?”

Keo considered telling Kima about the demons, but he did not want to worry the old man unnecessarily, nor did he want any rumors to spread about something even he didn't quite understand all that well.

Keo simply said, “I'm going to visit a friend of mine who moved there a year ago. It's been a long time since I last saw her and I miss her greatly.”

“Ah,” said Kima, nodding in understanding. “I got some friends in Capitika, too, who I haven't seen in years. Would love to visit 'em, but I'm not as young as I used to be, so I can't. Well, anyway, if you're going to come into town, you have to give me your weapon.”

Keo frowned and glanced at Gildshine, which was sheathed securely at his waist. He already knew about this law that Skran had enforced on the town. Skran had decreed that anyone traveling into New Ora had to relinquish any and all weapons they carried—ranging from tiny daggers to huge broadswords—to the gatekeepers for the duration of their stay in the town, unless they were soldiers in the army or were granted a written exemption from Skran or Magical Council.

While Keo always complied with the law, he didn't like it because he always felt a lot less secure without Gildshine. True, Master Tiram had taught him some hand-to-hand fighting techniques in the past, but the fact was that a sword was almost always a better weapon for self-defense than a fist. Of course, most people in New Ora were friendly and Keo had never actually been attacked while unarmed in town, but he still didn't like giving up his most prized possession, not even just for a few minutes.

But Keo knew there was no way he could get into New Ora without first relinquishing his weapon, so he nodded with reluctance, detached the sheathed Gildshine from his waist, and handed it to Kima. Kima took the sword gently and carefully and then placed it out of sight below his desk, where he kept all relinquished weapons until their owner returned to retrieve them.

Then Kima pulled a lever and the gates creaked open, allowing Keo to enter. Keo nodded at Kima in thanks and then passed through the open gates into New Ora itself.

As it was now mid-morning, most of the inhabitants of New Ora were awake and walking around the town, going about their daily work or running errands. Most paid him no attention, which was fine because Keo did not like it when strangers stared at him. And most of these people were strangers to him, even though he visited New Ora fairly often, because he didn't interact with most of them very much except for business purposes. He passed by a couple of kids playing some sort of game with rocks and sticks, several older men arguing about some of the finer points of magic, and a messenger—identifiable because of the red cap he wore securely on his head—who flashed past Keo on his way to deliver a message to someone.

Keo had one destination in mind: The open air marketplace, where he would buy some bandages and medicine to take with him on his journey to Capitika. While Tiram had provided him with some medical supplies before he left the Low Woods, the truth was that Keo believed he would need a lot more than what Tiram had given him, so he was going to get what he could afford here and then leave. He did not intend to stay very long. If possible, he would be in and out of Capitika in under an hour, if not quicker.

Thus, when Keo arrived at the marketplace located in the center of the town, near the Magician's Tower, he was surprised when he saw a huge crowd of people gathered near one of the stalls. They were all shouting and cheering, their shouts occasionally punctuated by the sounds of metal clanging against metal. The crowd was too thick for Keo to see through, but he knew that he would have to pass through them because the merchant he was thinking of who sold medical supplies always set up shop on the opposite end of the marketplace. Keo dreaded going through the crowd, though, because he hated having to push past other people, despite being a fairly big guy himself who was stronger than most people.

But a part of him was also curious to learn about what the crowd was watching, so he walked up to the back of the crowd and stood on his tiptoes to see over the heads of everyone else and find out what was going on. Unfortunately, he could not see much except that there were two people facing each other in the center, so he asked one of the people in the back of the crowd, “What's going on?”

The person he asked—a teenager with a sack full of beets slung over his shoulder—turned to look at Keo and said excitedly, “There's a duel going on between this Wanderer from out of town and Merchant Yasfa. It's pretty amazing so far.”

Keo knew who Yasfa was. Yasfa was an immigrant from Hasfar, which was south of the border and beyond the Low Woods, who sold Hasfarian goods to the people of New Ora. Keo had bought a few things from Yasfa in the past, but he had never thought of the merchant as being particularly violent or prone to dueling.

So Keo asked, “Why is Yasfa fighting the traveler? Did the traveler attack him?”

“No,” said the youth, shaking his head. “I only just got here, but I heard that the Wanderer insulted Yasfa's wares and insulted him. Yasfa challenged him to a duel and the traveler accepted. It started just a few minutes ago.”

“But how are they fighting if you aren't allowed to carry weapons beyond New Ora's walls?” asked Keo.

“Yasfa's got this weird stick he's using as a weapon,” the youth explained. “You know that walking stick he always carries? He's treating it like a spear and a club combined. And the Wanderer doesn't have any weapons, but he's pretty skilled with his hands, so he's been getting some good hits with his fists.”

Keo was about to ask who the traveler was when he heard a sudden thump from the fight and the crowd started shouting and chanting again. From what Keo could tell, the crowd was divided between those who supported Yasfa and those who supported his opponent. That was not too surprising, however, because while Yasfa had been a regular seller of Hasfarian goods in New Ora for some five years now, there were still many who did not like him due to his contempt for the native Lamairans, who he tended to treat as inferior despite having moved to the country a long time back, although he was always happy to take their money in exchange for his goods, of course.

But despite Yasfa's arrogance, Keo had always liked him, because Yasfa's Hasfarian wares were always of interest to him. He decided to find out just who this Wanderer was who was fighting Yasfa, which he would have to do anyway if he was going to reach the merchant who sold medical supplies.

So Keo pushed through the crowd until he got to the front, where he saw that a large space had been cleared out so that the two fighters could have space.

Yasfa stood closer to Keo, his short, ratty hair hanging down on his shoulders as he held out his staff in a defensive position. Yasfa had dropped his usual green Hasfarian robes in favor of wearing nothing but his brown pants, displaying his shirtless chest for all to see. Although Yasfa was older than Keo, the man looked just as fit as a man half his age, which surprised Keo because he had never thought of Yasfa as being a very fit man. Then again, he had not thought that Yasfa could fight, either, so there were clearly many things that he did not know about Yasfa.

Standing opposite Yasfa was a man who Keo had never seen before in his life. The man looked to be between Keo and Yasfa in terms of age, although his hardened and battle-scarred face made him look older than he probably was. The man wore a worn-looking leather jacket and a black tunic underneath, and he, too, had taken up a defensive position, holding his fists up before him like a trained fighter. The man had red eyes, an unusual sight if Keo ever saw one, because most of the people in New Ora had either brown or black eyes, sometimes green. The man looked much like a Wanderer, which was a type of person in Lamaira who had no home and belonged to no faction, simply drifting from place to place without any thought as to where he was going.

In any case, both Yasfa and the Wanderer were panting. Sweat gleamed off of Yasfa's chest, while sweat disappeared into the headband around the Wanderer's head. Even though the two of them had not been fighting for very long, it was clear that they had been going at it with everything they had. The Wanderer's right arm had the impression of Yasfa's staff on it, while Yasfa had a fist-shaped bruise in his face.

Nonetheless, it was clear that neither one was going to back down, despite the beatings that both of them had taken. Keo looked around, but did not see any of Skran's Enforcers around to break up the fight, although that did not surprise him because Skran around here typically did not break up these kinds of fights or duels because of his contempt for the commoners unless the fight turned into a riot of some sort.

“Well, well, red-eyes,” said Yasfa suddenly, speaking in that same Hasfarian accent that made his speech hard to understand at times. “Ready to give up yet or do you want another beating?”

“I don't know,” said the Wanderer. His voice was a lot softer than Yasfa's, but that did not make him look any weaker or less dangerous in Keo's eyes. “How much more can Hasfarian sand crawlers like you take?”

Half of the crowd gasped and looked around at each other when the Wanderer said that, while the other half laughed. While Keo was no expert in these issues, he knew that 'sand crawler' was typically considered a derogatory term for Hasfarians. And while Keo was rarely one to take offense for other people, he found himself liking this Wanderer far less than he had before.

Yasfa scowled and spun his staff. “Sand crawler? That is as much an insult to my god as it is to me. But I will take that as a 'yes,' so prepare for a beat down, you pale-skinned freak.”

Yasfa charged toward the Wanderer, swinging his staff at him. The Wanderer, however, did not move. He simply stayed where he was, watching as Yasfa drew closer and closer to him, which made Keo wonder if the Wanderer was just going to stand there and let Yasfa beat him or if he had a plan to defend himself.

Right when the
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