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Basolam sat in the now ruined lower levels of Gadientia where the pinnacle of civilization flourished only hours ago. His dark russet hair was a mess and his head was lowered in the grief that swallowed him like an abyss. Still half-believing the turn of events, he pondered the elements that consigned him to the path he now walked—a road that would lead to the bitterest end he could have ever imagined for himself. 

He would never forget the pain of that day three months prior, when the Children of Vengeance and their leader, Ravick, were defeated on the Island of Shadows. The corpses of Collosiite soldiers and Danadorian Guardians littered the ground below the riser where the dreaded Blackout had almost been activated, and the Steward of Collosius—King Anson—fought Ravick one on one with his own sword and mortally wounded the Disciple of Skar. 

In an unexpected twist, Ravick used the last of his dark energies to attack the King, and some Majek wrought power left Basolam and the other survivors powerless to act until after Ravick vanished in a sphere of swirling darkness. 

When he was able to move again, Basolam sprinted to the gnarled tree branches where King Anson was thrown during Ravick’s final attack. All he found were material remains—the king’s gold-hilted sword and tattered uniform. Basolam could only assume the king had been disintegrated through Majek. 

While War of Darkness came to an end, the price of victory was almost unbearable. The world suffered the absence of the greatest leader to ever walk the face of the earth, and Basolam lost his best friend. 

With Ravick’s demise, Famaura was entitled to an age of continual peace. It was supposed to be a chance for the war-torn nations to rebuild their battered cities. The entire continent was blind to the fact that there was now a power far greater than a Disciple of Skar threatening the security of all.

After departing the Island of Shadows with his soldiers, Basolam returned to his home country, Colosius. His countrymen deserved a personal address from their General, and he shared in their lamentation over the king. For three months he worked with royal officials to establish a temporary government—pending a nationwide election to establish the new King. Earlier during the present day, Anson’s family—including the queen—went by air transport to Gadientia for an election celebration dinner to be held once the results were finalized. 

Out of Anson’s surviving sons, Prince Rusmont was in the lead with votes when Election Day was nearing an end, but It was at that point when Basolam received some frightening news.

The message was transmitted through video and contained numerous segments of static, but the soldier relaying the tragedy was blunt—the royal family had been murdered. 

In the middle of the celebration feast, those in attendance were attacked without warning or apparent motive. The assailants slaughtered men women and children without a care.

Multiple video transmissions flooded the security monitors and displayed the havoc and carnage that was wreaked. Civilians living atop Gadientia’s surface fled while Kajim wrought projectiles, explosions and quakes nipped at their heels. Next, the assailants ventured to the levels below and didn’t spare the technicians and scientists working at their stations. Tens of thousands had perished in under an hour

Scattered reports made it out from Lower Gadientia describing the progression of the massive assault, and Basolam had little time to develop a plan of action. The news cleaved his soul in half, but he shoved his emotions away and vowed to avenge the King’s family. 

Basolam lifted his head and snapped back to the present. He focused on an empty wall in an attempt to clear his mind. He gaped without expression while a low, gentle hum resonated from five large security terminals as they processed data endlessly. He was grateful for any noise as a distraction—and at the same time was surprised Gadientia’s operating systems were still functioning.

He turned to three men and woman who accompanied him—all waiting in silence. They weren’t the best conversationalists, not that he felt like speaking. The grief he felt seemed a mountain weighing down on his chest. Unlike him, they were garbed in the same distinct loose fitting brown and gray uniforms—deviating from the standard Collosiite blue and gold. 

The woman who had a unique streak of blonde in her long black hair, flashed him a smile with a set of perfect teeth. How could anyone find reason to smile in such a dark hour? Her name was Lorena and looked to be the same age as himself. He tried not to stare, but the woman was beautiful. It was an obvious reason the members of her team called her Jewel. He couldn’t remember the last time he thought of another woman as beautiful—his mind must have been more strained than he realized. 

Two of the men were statue-like—serene like he feigned to be. The third man was older and sported coppery hair that was graying in patches. He sat in a chair—relaxed—reading a book. When Basolam caught his eyes, he gave him a light hearted smile before burying his face in the book again. Reading at a time like this!

“Everything okay, General?” the older man asked as he peeked his head over the book. His name was Eloomar, but was often referred to as The Lead.

Basolam shrugged his broad shoulders. “Things could always be better.”

Eloomar put his book down. “Contrarily, General, things could be much worse all the same.”

How could it get any worse?

Gontham, Ethena. ... He spoke their names in his thoughts with a balanced mixture of hatred and sorrow. Then there was Arrith—the one that hurt the most. A pain so great he’d rather pull a mountain upon himself rather than bare. There was one plausible reason he could fathom for their deplorable actions other than a disease of the mind—contracted as an unknown side-effect of their Alteration process.

Kharandine was a new term coined for their particular four-person squad. It stood for ‘Altered One’. While the technology to alter the human genome had been discovered long before Basolam’s birth, it was seldom used due to ethical and moral concerns. He and his former friends were warned with the utmost caution of the risks involved when they volunteered for the Altering program. While there had been successful testing done numerous times, their genetic alteration could always result in lethality or unintended residual effects—the chief one being insanity. 

While the four of them had been born normal humans, the alteration process gave them each the ability to us Kajim—a power hitherto only available to half or full Danadorians. Their regular senses had been enhanced as well as their physical strength, on top of being able to regenerate from even mortal wounds. All to become the perfect soldiers for battling Ravick and the Majeka.

It was possible that Arrith, Gontham and Ethena suffered from a form of psychosis, but their actions in attacking Gadientia seemed too calculated for him to be sure. Whether they were sick like rabid animals or their intentions malevolent, they’d have to be put down for their crimes. He hated the inevitability of it all, but there was no choice. A Kharandine like himself could never be contained in a prison—sane or not. 

Could he do what needed to be done though?

If Basolam’s current enemy was an agent of darkness he could smite their hopeless souls with ease, but two of the rogue Kharandine were his friends—the other his reason for existence. Four long years they had trained together as a tight-knit squad and became closer than family. It was they alone who wielded the power to stand against the impending darkness and defeat Ravick and his Children of Vengeance. 

Now? 

He alone wielded the power—giving him a slim chance of success—to stop the other three Kharandine from devastating the world they vowed to protect.

Why, was the question Basolam couldn’t fathom. Ethena and Gontham, he had sensed a darkness inside them during the last few months, but Arrith? The woman radiated the very light of the sun! Or was that was he was meant to see? Was everything they shared a lie? He didn’t know what would feel worse.

He missed her terribly. She had gone with Gontham and Ethena to make preparations and boost security before the royal family came to Gadientia. Maybe it was so they could prepare for their attack ...

“What are we waiting for again?” one of the young men with disheveled red hair asked while he leaned against the electronic door that was standing in their path of travel.

“The signal, Slippy,” Eloomar glared with his piercing blue eyes.

“Oh, that’s right,” Slippy flashed a sheepish grin.

Rydin—Slippy’s brith name—wasn’t endowed with the best memory or coordination. It was doubtless for the reason he was nick-named Slippy. Despite his annoying character flaws he must have been a superlative warrior. By no means would Eloomar have chosen anyone less than the best for such an important mission. 

Their group were called ‘Eboo’, a clandestine task force Basolam would never fully understand. Their unit was so top-secret that even Basolam—being the top general—only heard a vague reference regarding their existence prior to the assault on the Island of Shadows. Despite the eavesdropping and inquisitions, his ears were never graced with an honest answer concerning their members or purpose. 

He managed to learn their team was formed in BR 20. The Eboo consisted of the nation’s best soldiers and were kept unknown from anyone while King Anson was still alive. 

It was after Gadientia was attacked that Basolam had met Eloomar for  the first time, learned about King Anson’s secret army, and was offered assistance from them. Basolam was hesitant, considering only a Kharandine had any chance against another Kharandine. However, the Lead was insistent, so after a minute of debating he agreed.

A transport vessel flew Basolam and a team of Eboo to infiltrate Gadientia’s lower levels. Hopeful doubts of the magnitude of destruction inflicted by his former friends lingered in his thoughts like a pesky boil until he saw—in person—the damage wreaked even on the newest buildings. 

Then, the boil popped.

When they landed, they received a transmission—proof that the God of Light shined mercy upon the late King’s family. Prince Trent’s one year old was alive and well with his mother, Alaundra. An encrypted message stated that a platoon of Knights guarded them in a secret location, but the fear grew that their lives would be in jeopardy if the Kharandine caught wind of their whereabouts.

“What’s on your mind, General?” Jewel asked.

“Just thinking about what I have to do,” Basolam muttered and looked into her deep brown eyes. It was hard to believe she was battle hardened combatant. 

“We’re in this together,” she flashed him another smile. “You might feel alone, but you’re not.” Basolam nodded. She had a point, but he was unsure how the Eboo would fare against a Kharandine. They didn’t have any powers like he did.

“General Basolam,” said the tall Eboo with short spiked hair. His name was Tech and served as the Eboo’s electronics specialist. “I’ve received a message from Collosius.” He continued to click on a hand-held terminal.

“What is it?” Basolam asked.

“In five minutes the countdown begins,” Tech answered. “They’ve granted us an hour and a half to get the job done—then it’s launch time.”

“That’s not long at all,” Basolam muttered.

“We’re eating in an hour and a half?” Slippy asked.

Eloomar, Tech and Jewel rolled their eyes. “No,” The Lead said, “that’s how long we have before they blow this place apart.”

“Oh right, the missiles,” Slippy grimaced. “That’s not long at all!” Eloomar slapped his forehead. “I mean,” the red haired Eboo went on, “It should be more than enough to get Prince Trent’s kid and wife out of here, with us it’s a different matter. What kind of transport do we have on stand-by for evacuation?”

“Good question,” Tech busied himself at his terminal. After a minute he said, “They say it’s too risky to send Hovers since the Kharandine maybe have hacked the radar and air defense systems already. A small force of Guardians will be at the surface to Leap everyone home.”

“And what if the Kharandine aren’t dispatched before the air strike?” Slippy asked. “How do we get out of here?” If he was worried, he didn’t show it.

“We don’t,” Basolam said. “I’ve studied the schematics of this facility. When the engineers designed and constructed it, the top levels were made the weakest points and the lowest level the most durable. When the nukes hit, everything will cave in on top of anyone trapped. Whoever survives the impact, it would take centuries to dig themselves out—if they didn’t starve to death first.”

Slippy nodded. “Born to die, die to live,” he muttered. Lorena and the two men nodded— Eloomar never looking more proud. It must have been an Eboo saying, Basolam didn’t understand the meaning behind the axiom.

So they waited.

On Gadientia’s surface, Basolam opted to Leap a small team inside the underground levels while the other Eboo teams smashed through whatever entrances they could blast apart. He worried that using too much Kajim would draw the attention of the other Kharandine and press them towards more drastic defense measures. Tech found the small terminal room and Basolam leaped the five of them there to wait for the others.

An explosion banged behind the metal door and Eloomar hopped to his feet. “There’s the signal!” The older man looked thrilled. Tech clicked some buttons and the security door opened with a hiss. Five men and three women in Eboo uniform stood at attention on the other side. 

“Lead,” a woman with short brown hair saluted, “we have the main exit secured but there are hundreds of S3D-7 Bots on the loose.”

“Good work, Jumper,” Eloomar said. “Is the main vent shaft is still accessible?”

“Affirmative. It’ll be a steep climb, but we can manage.”

“Have you made contact with Beta and Gamma teams?”

“Negative, sir,” Jumper shook her head. “I suspect the Kharandine took notice of our infiltration. S3E-10s as well as S4F-20s are engaging Gamma, and two S5-Gs are stomping over to Beta.”

“We have to act fast then, move out!” Eloomar ordered.

The Lead stayed close to Basolam and Jumper as they fell in behind the rest of Alpha Team and went down a winding corridor. The halls would normally be filled with full-spectrum beams shining down from above, but here and there lights flickered when they weren’t all the way darkened. Basolam had to squint to make sure what he was seeing wasn’t a trick of the shadows. The floor—he perceived—was littered with gears and other mangled Bot parts. 

“How did you destroy all these Bots?” he asked. “I noticed you have no weapons. ...”

The Eboo laughed out loud together in unison, as if Basolam told a funny joke. “He doesn’t know yet?” Jumper asked.

Eloomar chuckled. “He doesn’t have a clue—we’re more top-secret than even I thought.”

Their odd behavior only made Basolam more confused, but it didn’t matter. The primary objective was to get to the lower levels and extract Anson’s last living relative. Secondary to that was confronting the Kharandine and not dying in the process. His instincts told him neither himself or the Eboo were ever going to leave Gadientia, but his life mattered little when it came to the fate of the world.

Their small force entered a spacious lobby adjoined to an office complex. As the front line of Eboo set foot on the checkered tile floor, red lights flashed overhead and sirens blared. Hidden doors zipped open and out wheeled fifty or more S3D-7 Bots—their tires whirring as they rolled forward with malicious intent. These particular Bots were innocuous compared to some of Gadientia’s other defenses, but to an un-altered human? They were lethal. Their two arms acted as auto-rifles and equipped on their right shoulder was a cannon that could propel minor explosive rounds. Their circular head scanned their surroundings with an unrelenting zealousness  that could lock on to whatever target needed—back or front.

The S3D-7s surrounded them in a semi-circular fashion. “You can stay back,” Basolam said, “I can wipe them out with Kajim and even form a shield around us.”

The Eboo laughed again. “We’ll be okay, General,” Eloomar reassured. He shouted an order, “Let’s show the boss what we can do.”

Basolam Shimmered white and with Air Wisps, a shield of rock hard air wrapped around him. He summoned a Chibran of special design. It materialized in his out stretched hand and resembled the doubled bladed metallic staff the Danadorian Guardians used in battle, but was made with a more durable metal. He charged at the Bots. To his astonishment, the Eboo flew through the air as a hail storm of bullets rained—he was sure most of them got struck. To his further amazement, he witnessed some Eboo rip the Bots apart with their bare hands and others threw them at the walls with enough force to break them. Who were these soldiers?

Not paying attention, Basolam rolled away at the last second as a bomb was lobbed his way. With Light and Fire Wisps he made white balls of flame and exploded a group of Bots trying to wheel away. Two more sprayed bullets which bounced off like harmless pebbles, and he used his weapon to slice through their wiry necks. The fight was over in minutes and the Bots were left smoking and sparking heaps on the floor. Basolam noticed many of the Eboo were injured.

“Eloomar, your men are wounded!” Since his Talent was from the Realm of Light, Basolam had learned to heal sicknesses and injuries with ease. “I can patch up their wounds  with Kajim.” The Lead just chuckled, he himself bleeding from his torso.

“Just give us a few minutes,” Eloomar said. “We can heal quickly from almost any wound. Our priority is making it to Price Trent’s son.” 

Then it dawned on Basolam—the Eboo must have been genetically altered in some way just like himself! Before he could inquire, Eloomar said to Tech, “Where are we heading anyway?”

Tech raised his eyebrows and checked his tablet. “The last signal we received came from a storeroom on Level Four.

“What’s our fastest route?”

Tech clicked some buttons on the terminal and it beeped. “The main lift shaft is an option, though the platform has been ripped from the cables and fell down to Level 10.” His eyes scanned the portable terminal some more. “The stairs are out of the question. Sensors indicate the temperature has fallen to negative two hundred and the steps are covered in ice.”

Arrith ... Basolam winced. Her Talent was from the Realm of Ice. Had she been somehow coerced by the other two? Controlled?

“We jump then,” Eloomar said with a shrug. 

Basolam shook his head. A jump like that had to be well over a hundred feet.

“One more thing,” Tech looked at his terminal again, “the motion sensors detect hundreds of small non-organic life forms and two big ones in the vicinity.”

“What are we waiting for?” Slippy said. Eloomar nodded and ordered them to run.

As they ran to the main lift shaft, Basolam asked, “So you are no different than me. The Eboo are Kharandine as well?”

Eloomar nodded. “We were Altered decades ago—believe it or not—though it was similar to the procedure that enhanced you, I’m sure. However, our purpose was to be used for eradicating Nauks instead of Majeka.”

It all made sense now. The strength of the Eboo matched—if not surpassed—that of the soulless creatures of darkness. They moved like the wind and could regenerate, what better purpose than to fight the undead?

They paused at the giant, empty shaft. There was a never ending blackness below, and Basolam could feel a tremendous amount of Wisps were channeled a short time ago. He shuttered at the thought of the other Kharandine slicing apart the cables holding the lift and sending hundreds of innocents to their deaths. A move like that was too cognizant for someone without a sound mind to perform. It led him more to believe his former friends had turned to evil.

Gamma and Beta teams had met them at the shaft and reported to the Lead that their tasks were finished. It was decided Basolam would jump first and break open the door to Level 4 before the Eboo followed.

“Good luck,” Jewel flashed him a smile.

“Thanks,” he said. Was he blushing? He hoped not. He wasn’t giving up on Arrith until the bitter end.

Basolam Shimmered White and leaped into the chasm below. With Fire and Light Wisps he made spheres of light that followed him. After dropping passed the doorway to Level One, sirens blared and red lights flashed. He gazed upwards when he heard a buzzing noise. A group of S23-As were heading towards him. They resembled the S3D-7s, except they had spinning blades on their heads that allowed for flight.

As bullets zipped through the air like fiery metal raindrops, he made a shield of air. He acted fast and sent ribbons of white to scorch the flying Bots, but they evaded his attempts to counter with rapid maneuvering. His apprehension grew when he passed Level Three and was approaching his exit. 

“Agh!” Basolam shouted when a Bot ejected a cable and it coiled around his legs. Another one spat a cable around his left arm. The automatons began pulling him passed Level Four and further into the darkness below.

Only another hour, he berated himself for being clumsy and wasting time.

His mind cleared and he focused. In slow motion, the metal bands wrapping him were unraveled. His chibran materialized and he hurled the weapon—boosted with Air Wisps—at his captors. The blades tore them in half. While the Bots hissed and sparked, he snatched his weapon from the air, and with his free hand used Air Wisps to catapult the mangled Bot pieces at the remaining Bots and they crashed into the wall in flaming explosions.

Basolam flung himself to a wall and concentrated until his hands and feet stayed glued. Air Wisp powered, a gust blew him through the air a few feet higher and he stuck to the opposite wall. He continued in that manner the rest of the way up to Level Four. On a narrow platform, he pulled in Fire and Light Wisps and channeled it on the door, searing a hole wide enough for two adults to pass through with ease. He sent a stream of white sparks to signal the Eboo he was ready.

The Eboo fell down one by one, deftly landing on the narrow platform. Except Slippy—he careened off and disappeared in the blackness, but in a minute climbed his way back to the platform

“Not much time left,” Eloomar said to the Eboo, “we fight in the True Form now.”

The Eboo nodded, though the order was something that Basolam was oblivious to. 

Then something happened. 

The Eboo groaned in pain as their skin rippled like boiling liquid. In seconds, the men and women had turned into grayish brown beasts that stood on their hind legs like people.

“I apologize, General,” the  Eloomar beast growled at him. “No time to explain.” Basolam was more curious how their clothes didn’t rip to shreds than he was about them changing shape.

Basolam peeked into an area that was once a recreational hall used for sporting events and other gatherings. Tech was right—the place was crawling with Bots.

The smaller contraptions could be dealt with, but would eat up precious minutes. His chief concern were the two S5-Gs. They resembled giant spiders and had enough firepower in their arsenal to fight a war on their own. “We have to take out the S5-Gs first,” Basolam said to the Eboo. He sighed. There were too many. ...

“Do not despair, General,” one of the beasts growled. Even in that form he somehow knew it was Jewel. “Tell us your plan.”

Basolam nodded. “I can take on an S5-G solo, but I’ll need a small team to focus on the other. If I know these Bots like I think I do, once we make our presence known they’ll. ...” and he went through the strategy.

The Eboo all had their assignments and were ready in position. Basolam gave the signal. In a flash of brown and gray, the Eboo charged into the room howling like a pack of wolves. The Bots spun their direction and pumped their rifles, but to the Eboo, the bullets were no more than pebbles. Basolam began clearing a path to the S5-G he was to take out. A fire ball here, a fire ball there. He fell to the floor when an S3D-7 rolled in front and deliberately tripped him. Angry, he summoned back his chibran and sliced it in half. Two more that tried ramming him suffered a similar fate.

He reached the feet of the great spider bot. It fired an anti-personnel missile and the explosion threw him into a wall as well as two Eboo caught in the shockwave. Luckily for him he was shielded. He charged at the S5-G like an angry lion. It stomped towards him and he sliced off part of a leg. It went again to smash him with an intact limb and Basolam rolled out of the way. It’s sharp foot smashed into the floor with a sickening crunch. Basolam used a stream of Air Wisps and leaped through the air and to land on the giant Bot’s back.

Several auto-rifles popped out of concealed compartments and began to spray metal slugs. After a few swings he sheered them right off the Bot’s back. The thing tried to buck him off by shaking violently, but Basolam stuck his feet its metal hide and made his way to the green power core. With a quick thrust of the Chibran, the core exploded in a burst of electricity and glass.

The Bot flailed and stepped in a haphazard pattern, slowing as it’s energy was depleted. Basolam held to the severed nub of an auto-rifle so he wasn’t thrown off. The Bot hissed and billows of smoke filled the room as it collapsed to the ground. He hopped off the Bot and saw most of the smaller ones were heaps on the floor. A cloud of black arose from the second SG-5 as well. As he walked away, he heard a screech and saw the S5-G about to tackle him. A brown flash ran into its head and killed it for good.

The Eboo reverted to their human form. It was Jewel who saved him from getting trampled and she grinned. “These ones have a secondary power source, General.” She laughed. Only the Eboo would laugh when somebody narrowly escaped getting crushed.

“Thank you,” Basolam made a bow, “I’ll have to remember that.” Maybe he didn’t understand the machines as well as he thought.

They walked to the metallic storage door that held Prince Trent’s wife and son. Tech clicked on his Terminal and the door slid open. Fifty wide eyed men in the Collosiite uniform pointed their auto-rifles.

“It’s me, General Basolam,” he shouted before somebody got hurt. “Lower your weapons!”

A short balding man with an auburn mustache hobbled to the front. “General! It’s about time, I didn’t think we’d last another minute!”

“It’s good to see you too, Knight Captain Pierce,” he tried looking behind the soldiers, “is little Ira doing well?”

“Yes,” Pierce said, “and, the rest of the royal family?”

Basolam shook his head. “Prince Ira is all that’s left. We need you to evacuate. Now.”

“Transport will be awaiting?” 

“On the surface,” Basolam said and pointed to Eloomar. “This is Eloomar, leader of the elite Eboo force. Follow his orders explicitly and anyone he assigns as an escort. Whatever you see or hear from them, know that they had the full trust of King Anson—as well as myself.”

The Knight Captain looked confused but nodded. “Very well,” he turned to Eloomar. “What would you have us do?”

The Lead sent a third of his men and women to guide Anson’s last living relative to the surface. Jumper was chosen to head the evacuation party, and soon Alaundra and her son were led out to safety. 

Eloomar turned to Tech. “Any idea where the Kharandine might be”

Tech fiddled with the terminal for a minute and shook his head. “The facility is so large I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

Basolam closed his eyes and focused. “Scan Level Ten,” he said.

With a few clicks and beeps, Tech’s eyes lit up. “General, Lead, the Tenth Level is full of large and small organic life forms, but three specifically are next to the Blackout’s chamber.”

It would be impossible for anyone living to activate the thing, yet somehow, Basolam sensed they were going to try.

With Ravick gone, his Majek wrought machine was seized and brought to the lowest sector of Gadientia for safe keeping. Basolam had tried to destroy the cursed thing, but his powers were unable to put a dent in it. To keep anyone from being able to activate it, he engineered and placed a security parameter which combined technology and Kajim. It was an act of genius and brilliance. Others had complimented his construction as such, but he agreed with their observation nonetheless.

It was a test more than a shield, ensuring that one with pure intentions would be the only soul able to bypass the defenses. He also learned from a text Ravick had written himself, that only the full strength from the Realm of Fire and his own blood could make it work.

Vengeance fueled Basolam’s determination now. The other three Kharandine were bent on activating the Blackout! The very thought sickened him. The whole purpose for their Alteration was to stop Ravick and keep the Blackout from operating. Now they planned to use the very weapon they vowed to destroy, on the world they swore to protect.

The Kharandine didn’t have a chance to activate it but they needed to be stopped  regardless—and fast. Basolam sprinted through the heaps of Bot parts and aimed for the busted Lift. Eloomar and Eboo followed close behind, their boots crunching on the metal. 

At the shaft, Basolam pulled in half his strength in Kajim and leaped to the darkness below. 

A slew of S23-As perused when the alarms sounded, but he obliterated most with Wisp induced constructs. As he approached the mangled remains of the lift at the bottom, he guided Air Wisps to slow his fall, as well as the speed of the falling Eboo. They were able to regenerate but there was no time for bones to regrow right then.

At the bottom, Basolam melted a wide hole into the doors of Level Ten.

He was familiar with that particular Level the most. It was the section of Gadientia where he was reborn in a sense due to his Alteration. It also required the highest level of security in the whole complex. Genetic research and highly sensitive experiments were conducted at all hours of the day, but it was also the brain of the entire security and operating network that made Gadientia come alive.

Inside, his eyes fell upon broken doors and smashed lab equipment. Worse, the cages that housed new animal life created during experimentation were wide open and the cells empty of the occupants. Many were small and harmless—more or less—but other specimens were mutated beasts the size of houses. He only hoped luck shined on them and they didn’t have to fight off monstrosities as well as the Kharandine.

They ran down a brightly lit corridor and entered a room where there were hundreds of empty terminals and desks. It was in that room his former friends would have been able to seize control of all the Bots in the facility. He ran through trying ignore the bodies of all the technicians that were slaughtered

There they stood—as he suspected. 

Ethena with her long blonde hair, looked astonished to see him, and wasted no time getting the others’ attention. The bulky Gontham was surprised, but when Arrith turned she wore a smile, as if expecting him to show. “Greetings, General,” she said. She never called him General. ...

“Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is,” Basolam said, trying to hold back the rage and sorrow inside, “have you all contracted some unforeseen mental disease due to the Alteration? I might be able to help heal the damage.”

Gontham smirked. “We don’t need any help, our actions are our own!”

Fire burned in his eyes now. “You swore to protect! Our purpose was—”

“To defeat Ravick and his Children of Vengeance,” Ethena interrupted, “and we fulfilled our end of the bargain.”

“We sacrificed our lives, Basolam!” Arrith said. “We volunteered our bodies to science in the hopes Ravick would meet his demise. We served the world and succeeded. Now? It’s about time we served ourselves.”

“This is ... madness!” Basolam shouted. There couldn’t be clemency at this point. 

Arrith ... her blue eyes would radiate a divine light in the darkest of chasms, but there was something different to them now. He could feel the darkness inside Gontham and Ethena, but with Arrith it wasn’t clear. He loved her. He wanted to spend the rest his life with her by his side, but now it was a future that could never happen. Not with all the blood they spilled that now cried for justice.

“How did you plan on operating the Blackout?” he really was curious.

Arrith raised her eyebrows. “So you figured it out, huh? We will find a way passed your defenses eventually. With the three of us channeling Fire Wisps we can activate it—in theory anyway.”

“And Ravick’s blood?” Basolam asked.

“King Anson’s sword,” Gontham said, “we managed to lift blood samples off it.”

So they planned this even back then. ...

“And once you activated the machine it would hamper your biggest threats,” Basolam nodded. He had to give them credit—they thought out their rebellion well. 

“Listen, Basolam,” Arrith said, “we are the most powerful beings in Famaura now, perhaps we even rival the strength of the God of Light! We are the rightful rulers and the world should respect us as such.”

“No!” Basolam shouted. “Our gift was meant to serve Famaura! What you acted out was cold 

blooded murder! You slaughtered the royal family! I will not allow this any further.”

Arrith stepped forward. Even witnessing the murders and destruction she did on video she was still the most beautiful sight in the world. “I didn’t want you being a part of this,” she said. “I knew you wouldn’t participate. I didn’t want you harmed in the process either.” She took another step forward. “I remember all those late nights together after a hard day of training. Staring up at the stars just you and me ... I saw the real you then. I fell in love much with you much sooner than I realized.” She looked him in the eyes. “We can be together—forever. All you have to do is help us.”

Basolam had felt pain in the past. He had been burned, sliced, shot, but there was no pain in the world more great than the inferno her words scorched him with. “I love you, Arrith,” he shook his head and fought the tears, “but even that can’t stay my hands.” He glared. “I will never join a cause for Darkness. I live by the oaths I make.” His chibran materialized in his hands. “For King Anson!”

Arrith glared back, but he could see the pain his words caused. “If you aren’t with us you will be destroyed with all who oppose.”

Basolam Shimmered white and pale flames surrounded his body. “So be it.” 

The other three Kharandine Shimmered as well. 

“This is my fight, Eloomar, but if I fall you know what to do.” Eloomar nodded and folded his arms.

Arrith Shimmering a dark blue, pulled Ice and Air Wisps and sent a storm of piercing  shards. Basolam formed a shield of air around himself and the Eboo. He stretched his hand forward and sent the ice projectiles to the wall. Gontham charged at him with a sword of unbreakable earth, but Basolam forced him back and sent a barrage of white fire balls. His skin was scorched and he healed within seconds.

“This is pointless!” Arrith laughed. “You can’t defeat us and we can’t defeat you.”

“That’s what you think!” he released his Kajim. He stretched his hand forward and disarmed all three with an invisible force. Ethena sent flaming arrows his way, but with a wave of his hand he sent them back and wounded her in the process.

“How ... how are you doing that?” Arrith asked in shock. “You aren’t using Kajim.”

Basolam had hoped one of them would realize. “You haven’t learned anything about yourselves.”

“You trained with us!” Ethena said, looking insulted. “We are just as strong in Kajim as you, and more talented than the Danadorians.”

“But you haven’t learned,” Basolam said again, “where our real power lies. It’s something that wasn’t taught because it’s impossible to teach. It can only be learned.”

They looked baffled. Gontham went to strike at him again with a newly made sword. Basolam put his hand forward and held him in place. Gontham went wide eyed. “What ... is this power?”

Basolam laughed as he lifted Gontham into the air. “As you can see, I don’t need Kajim to do these things.”

He had spoken with one of the top scientists while he stayed in Collosious. During the Alteration process, certain functions of their brains were sparked to life in a sense, giving them the potential to do many things normal humans couldn’t. The more Basolam learned about the mind, body, space and time, the more strength and power he would gain. It would take ages to reach his full potential, but the fraction of knowledge gained was enough to give him an edge.

Basolam slammed Gontham into a wall. “This chibran isn’t made of Kajim either,” he said. “I have another secret.” He focused and tossed it toward Ethena. She was slow and earned a gash on her shoulder. The weapon obediently returned to his hands.

“What good was that?” Ethena asked. “I’ll regenerate in a few—” She winced in pain and held her shoulder. She doubled over, coughing  and looked in respiratory distress.

“What did you do?” Arrith shouted.

“The late king had a secret I discovered after the Island of Shadows,” Basolam spoke as Ethena convulsed on the ground. “There were precautions taken before any of us were Altered. Each of us were given a weakness in the form of an allergy. Smart thinking of King Anson, wouldn’t you agree? In case we turned our backs on the world there would be a means to stop us.” Ethena was blue and her struggle ceased.

“She’s ... dead!” Gontham stared in disbelief. 

“Quite so,” Basolam said with no compassion. “It’s a true death because of her malicious actions. She will Pass into the Land of the Dead and suffer for eternity, as will you two.”

“And what’s that weapon you carry?” Arrith ignored his threat. “Something you’ve kept secret even from me?”

“I call it Slayer,” Basolam said. “I hadn’t the chance to tell you about it. The blades are made of a synthesized metal called Germanidine. It’s indestructible and never rusts. It’s our bane and a single stretch will kill.”

“Threaten all you want, Basolam, I’m not afraid of you,” and she turned around towards the vault door and pressed a button. An alarm sounded and hidden doors hissed all around and Bots flooded the room.

The units were alien. 

Basolam had helped design the defenses in Gadientia and the Bots wheeling out weren’t in any known schematics. Two large door opened on the east and west walls and out came two Bots over ten feet tall. Each was humanoid in structure. There were two cannons on its shoulder, one arm was a giant sword and the other a six barrel auto-rifle. 

Arrith laughed as she Shimmered blue and produced a shield of air around her and Gontham.

“I’ll need some assistance now,” Basolam said to Eloomar.

The Eboo morphed into their True Forms. “Same plan of attack, General?” Eloomar growled. Basolam nodded.

While Eloomar picked a squad, Basolam ran at one of the giant Bots. It rotated its head as he approached—likely advanced sensors—and one of the cannons shot a beam of light. Basolam moved out the way fast enough and turned to see the floor scorched black. Basolam was familiar with lasers as they had many applications, but as a weapon? That was unheard of. He theorized if it hit him there would be nothing left of him to regenerate.

He continued to dodge the laser cannons and found an over turned desk to duck behind. With his mind, he hoisted it several feet into the air and then launched it. The desk hit the Bot right in the head and it fell to the floor with a loud bang. He knew it was only stunned for a moment.

He ran through the wreckage and saw an Eboo named Smidgen bleeding on the floor. He was the smallest Eboo. “What’s wrong?” Basolam asked, and knelt.

“The bullets,” he said with a frown, “can’t ... regenerate from the wounds.” Basolam looked and saw other Eboo lying prostrate and their eyes lifeless. Basolam Shimmered and placed his hands on Smidgen. The wounds closed and he got to his feet. “Thanks, General!” And he ran off to get himself killed. The Eboo were a fearless lot he realized, and reckless. It was for a good cause, he supposed.

Basolam used Slayer and Kajim to destroy everything in his way as he went to wounded Eboo. He had saved many before he heard thumping of metal behind him. It rained bullets with its auto-rifle, but his shield of air protected him. An idea sprang to mind and he taunted the Bot to give chase. When the sword was in reach of hitting him, he used his mind to sever Arrith’s connection to Kajim. Basolam ducked and the sword passed over him and pierced Gontham’s side.

As Gontham toppled over, Basolam used his Germanidine blade and slice through the Bot’s arm with ease. Before it could react, Basolam soared into the air and got to the base of its neck. One slash and its head rolled to the ground and ceased to move. He watched Gontham struggle for air and convulse just like Ethena did before Passing.

It could only mean the Bot’s  blade was made of Germanidine as well. The Bots, they were designed for one purpose—to kill the Altered. He didn’t have any hard feeling against Anson for keeping those secrets even from him. The king was wise and knew the hearts of man. The specialized Bots would have been the only defense Famaura had if Basolam had chosen darkness as well.

He pointed the Chibran at Arrith. “Was it worth it?”

Basolam was surprised when a gust of wind swiped him off his feet as Arrith Shimmered. The Chibran was pulled from his hand and Air Wisps carried it to the her. Wisps moved around him, becoming cords of hardened air and held him in place. He didn’t think he’d be able to cut her Kajim off again so easily

“You’re not as strong as you think,” she said, and used an air whip to slap his face. “Always over confident—your one and only flaw. Other than that you’re the perfect man.”

“What are you waiting for?” he asked. “Kill me.”

“I don’t want you dead,” she said. “I ... love you. I couldn’t bare to live in a world absent of you. I know you won’t kill me either. You slayed Ethena and Gontham first, when it could have been myself at anytime.” She used Wisps to press a button and the Bots deactivated. “We don’t need to fight each other.” She blinked and shook here head. Looking around the room, she frowned. “I ... might have made a mistake.”

A sudden realization swept across her face.“Oh ... Basolam!” she shuddered. “I ... remember killing people! Innocent civilians! I see myself doing these horrible things but not being in control. What ... happened to me?” She dropped to the ground. She released the Kajim holding him in place.

Basolam stood still, assessing the situation. “Arrith, is there chance Gontham and Ethena did something to you?”

“I ... I don’t know,” she sobbed. “Everything I felt was so real! I ... I killed Princess Deandra and her children. The queen! I laughed while it happened!” She groaned in agony now.

“I don’t believe you could have done this on your own,” Basolam said. “I don’t sense the darkness in you like with Gontham and Ethena. You and I can leave and go someplace else, just the two of us! The world has no need for Kharandine any longer, we can forget any of this ever happened.” 

Could he? Even for her?

“No!” Arrith shouted and stood. “I don’t deserve to live after what I did! It doesn’t matter whether or not my actions were my fault!” She looked at Slayer.

“Arrith,” he stepped forward, “please ... don’t do this. Do you realize what torture living in a world without you would be like?”

“Don’t make this more difficult!” she winced in pain. “Even now, it’s almost impossible to fight the urge to slay you. To operate the Blackout and rule the world!” Tears filled her eyes now. “You said it yourself. We made an oath to protect Famaura, even from ourselves. I intend to fulfill that oath while I’m still me. For King Anson!”

It happened so fast. 

Air Wisps flung a large chunk of metal at his head and knocked him off his feet. An invisible web stuck him to the ground and his head spun too much to do anything for a few moments, but that was all the time Arrith needed. She looked at him with a weak smile. “I love you.” With Air Wisps, she pulled Slayer straight into her torso.

Basolam tried to call out, shout at her to stop, but she gagged his mouth. When the Kajim binding him vanished he knew she was dead. He ran and held her in his arms and couldn’t stop the tears from coming. He would spend the rest of his days without her—loving her every moment but separated forever. He didn’t know what made him feel worse—never knowing whether or not her she was in control of herself or thinking it didn’t matter.

He wasn’t sure how long he stayed there for, but red lights flashing overhead stole his attention. He carefully laid her to the ground and saw the Eboo watching him. He wiped his eyes. “I ... I apologize for—”

The Lead came up and embraced him. “I’m sorry for your loss. None of us realized the true battle you came here to wage, and what you intended to sacrifice.” Basolam was at a loss for words. “My opinion?” The Lead pulled away. “The world might remember Arrith as a villain, but all of us here witnessed her heroism in giving her life for the sake of the world.”

“Thank you,” Basolam said.

Some of the Eboo had died, but many survived. Basolam healed everyone who would accept his offer. He still had duties to fulfill. The speakers overhead announced foreign objects were approaching and to take shelter.

“Did Prince Trent’s family make it to safety?” Basolam asked Tech.

Tech looked at his terminal. “The Collosiites say they’ve arrived and are well.”

“So what now?” Slippy asked.

“There’s no point trying to escape,” Basolam sighed and sat on a chair by a broken desk. It looked in better shape than he felt. “In a minute the surface will be a radioactive inferno. Perhaps we could survive the blast and radiation, but I think our chances are better down here.”

The whole foundation shook as atomic missiles pounded the complex. Even at the lower levels parts of the ceiling caved in. Basolam and the Eboo sat in silence until the earth stopped quaking. None of them seemed to particularly mind being stuck there the rest of their lives.

Whatever the future held, part of him could rest easy now that Famaura’s biggest threats were gone. He’d have all the time in the world to grieve the loss of his true love—an agony he might learn one day to cope with. Maybe in a century or two he could learn to relax and live a normal life, albeit at the bottom m of Gadientia. 

Whatever the future had in store for the outside world, it would have to happen without him. The world had no more need for a Kharandine.

“Hear that?” Slippy asked. Basolam didn’t hear anything.

“Sounds like a cry for help,” Eloomar said.

Basolam stood. “I can’t believe it! Maybe some of the technicians and other scientists survived!”

“We have nothing better to do,” Eloomar said. “Since we’re going to be down here forever, we may as well add more to the party. What do you say, General?”

Arrith would have wanted it. Basolam nodded. “Let’s go!”
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Chapter 1:The Harbinger’s Message

[image: ]


༺═──────────────═༻

––––––––
[image: ]


Month of Agosta, 5th Day, AR 4003

Unknown Ravine
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The high noon sun showered its bright orange rays over a desolate ravine enclosed by thousands of house-sized boulders. Dominated by arid soil and rotted trees, the valley’s base somehow provided a minimal amount of nutrition for scattered patches of yellow grass that managed to thrive under the harsh conditions. Besides the scanty vegetation, life seemed to have forsaken the uncharted waste long ago. No creatures howled or chattered. No melodious bird chirps graced the air. Allestra found her current surroundings dreary compared to the noisy, lush green forest she departed from moments prior. 

However ... the barren patch of land hid a person she had hunted with little sleep for the last two years At least, she sensed he was there.

Allestra stood attentively aside a withered oak tree, her silvery hair like fine threads of silk swaying in a breeze. Her gray eyes scanned and scrutinized every detail in the ravine, determined to unearth the young man before his clever tricks evaded her careful watch again. Minutes later, Allestra’s keen vision spotted an inconspicuous lump of gray a quarter mile north. If not for a chance whisper of the wind raising blonde strands of hair from the gray mass of clothing, she would have thought it to be just a plain rock covered in long dead moss.

She couldn’t suppress the grin that followed. It must be him! 

Her thoughts were nothing but ecstatic. Of all the places in Famaura she scoured multiple times seeking the boy, Malzaken lay unconscious in a barren hollow. He was alive—for which she was grateful—but she sensed he was weak. What sort of trouble did he he run into even he couldn’t handle?

Seeing that whatever danger might have been in the area had vanished, she charged full speed towards Malzaken, determined not to let him flee again. “Ouch!” She cried out when twenty feet from the boy a dull pain struck her whole front side. She smashed into what felt like an invisible wall of stone. To her luck, a soft circle of grass cushioned her fall. 

In a slight daze, Allestra stood up and acted as if she expected it to happen, to at least retain her outward dignity to anyone watching—somebody else had to be there. With a few gentle strokes she brushed off clinging blades of grass from her silver cloak and blue dress. She looked in the direction where Malzaken laid and was surprised by what she saw. 

As if appearing from the air and dust, a tall figure garbed in black robes towered over the young man, a gold hilted sword in his left hand. She guessed the person was a man based on the height and broad shoulders, but Allestra couldn’t know for sure since a thick mist of shadows blanketed his face in darkness.

Even without her extra sensory perception, through a quick observation of the scene she could tell he and Malzaken had a skirmish. Apart from smudges of dust sullying sections of the man’s robes and a thick layer making a home on Malzaken’s back, fresh made human sized indentions marred nearby patches of grass, and footprints riddled the dirt. It was obvious the mysterious being was the victor, but if he intended to vanquish the boy, why hadn’t the final blow been delivered? He had time and opportunity.

The robed man was still as a statue, hinting no signs of movement save for his robes flapping in a sudden breeze. Allestra felt safe enough to utilize a gift she was born with called Reading to dive into the man’s history and discern his identity along with his intentions—just or malice. She closed her eyes and focused deep within her mind. 

What should have happened, didn’t. When Reading, events from the subject’s past and future would flow through her mind like a river of visions waiting to be prodded. It took mere seconds to glean whatever useful information could be found. With the robed man? Nothing happened. She concentrated with more vigor and closed her mind to everything else. Again, not even a spark of a thought or simple memory. Allestra shivered, and not because of a cold breeze. For her power not to work would mean the man had no past or future—a frightful thought. 

“Having trouble, Allestra, Daughter of Gadientia?” His voice sounded more dark than a starless night and more frigid than an arctic winter—but that wasn’t a bother. Nothing scared her aside from her powers not working. It was troubling that he knew her name—a piece of privileged information only her most dangerous enemies knew, aside from the two closest things she had as friends in all of Famaura. 

Daughter of Gadientia? What did he mean by that? She was familiar with the name, it was  an ancient city lost to time. She had parents, didn’t she? If she did why did she not remember them?

She shook the thoughts away. 

Whoever he was, fear wouldn’t best her. He was an obstruction between Malzaken and herself to be removed. Assuming he was responsible for the solidified wall of air and Malzaken’s weakened state, he was a threat.

Allestra closed her eyes again to focus. A pale blue glow emanated from her body, a normal occurrence anytime a Danadorian Kajimite channeled their inherent gift, Kajim. The air around her rippled and gradually stiffened into a spherical mass. A wave of her hand and the hardened globular collection of air molded itself to her clothing, becoming an impenetrable body shield similar to the one she stumbled against earlier. Her eyes better focused, the invisible barrier came into view—Wisp made. The man must have been a Kajimite as well. Another wave of her slender hand and the wall rippled, dissolving into a clear vapor.

Allestra thrust her other hand, striking the
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