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Blade of the Broken


Book I of The Runeblade Trilogy
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“When Death smiles at you, smile back… And
stab him in the stomach.” – Myvaran saying.

PROLOGUE

13 years ago…

6 months after Raven’s Field.

The black hole opened into the cliff like
the cavernous maw of a crater: the darkness tempting passersby to
come closer and take shelter from the sweltering jungle heat.
Humanoid bones lined the entryway, the skull’s mouths frozen in
their final screams. Most would have taken that as a warning.

But the Sorcerer—King Warrick Volung—found
that it was a blessing; no one would try to bar his way.

Vines and moss grew on the crumbling rocks.
The road was blocked by ferns and tall trees covered in greenery.
The wild howls of monkeys, and birds squawking confirmed that
nature ruled in this part of the dense jungle.

Warrick wiped the sweat off his brow, and
held his saber toothed lion helm in the crook of his left arm. His
black armor didn’t help much in this humid climate—he felt like he
was in a bath house. In his land, Nordgrind, the ground was almost
always covered in snow, and the weather would never get this
hot.

The scaled Chieftain of the Lizard-men,
Jarus’Atar, pointed at the opening with one of his black claws. He
spoke a sentence in his guttural tongue and walked towards the dark
maw. Warrick nodded, and smiled. The true god, Morak, had given him
the gift of translation, and he gathered that the humanoid was
saying to follow him.

Normally at home in Caer Cyrdryl, Warrick
would slay anyone that tried to tell him what to do. But only the
Lizard-men knew where to find what he sought; the Runeblade
shard.

Months ago, before the battle at Raven’s
Field against the forces of Paladins and Mages from Seran Drakis,
the group had sent a pair of thieves, one Mage and Paladin, to
steal the blade. And they had succeeded.

Warrick hadn’t figured out how they'd gotten
past the magickal safeguards he had created. It had to be stupid
luck. Without the power of the blade, he'd been beaten back to
Nordgrind. It was embarrassing.

Although the Sorcerer had lost, his mind
still ran with ideas.

A few months later, he tracked down the two
that stole his sword. He killed them, and gleaned from their minds
where the blade was kept. That was how he found out that the
Council of Mages had broken the blade in half, and hidden the
pieces at two opposite ends of the continent.

That’s what brought him to the jungles.
Morak had guided him to the Lizard-men, for they were the ones who
saw the Council hide the shard. Thankfully the humanoids were
willing to do as Warrick asked. When they had seen the King in full
armor, and leading a force of soldiers, the creatures thought he
was a god that had returned to lead them to world conquest.

He decided to keep up the charade. That is,
until they weren’t useful.

The savages had no business being alive.

Warrick grabbed the spell book chained to
his belt, his fingers flipping the yellowing vellum pages. He found
the passage and said "Letra”. A sphere of light
materialized, hovering in the darkness like a mass of fireflies.
Jarus walked into the opening, and Warrick followed the Lizard-man
into the black.

…

Warrick swore as he tried to make his way
over the slippery rocks. The Chief seemed to have no problems—his
scaled feet firmly gripped each rock as if he was walking on
grass.

"Take off your boots, my Lord” Jarus hissed.
"It’s much better that way.” The Lizard-man seemed more threatening
in the dark; the green scales glistened. Red eyes gleamed like
burning embers.

The sorcerer wanted to kill the damned
native. But he merely smiled, and nodded.

Stay patient, he thought to himself.
The time will come. To entertain himself, he deliberated
whether to burn the humanoid alive, or to flay him? Each had its
benefits, and each had consequences. He had little hope Morak would
give him the honor of killing the savage. The Demon Lord enjoyed
that privilege more often than not. But why not fantasize?

A few moments later, the tunnel curved to
the right, and as he turned the corner, the tunnel opened into an
antechamber.

There, on a pedestal in the center of the
room, he could see the Runeblade shard, shining like a polished
piece of armor. But before he grabbed the shard, Warrick sent the
light towards the back of the room to see if a trap was lying in
wait.

The light illuminated parts of the wall, but
there was a swirling black fog that refused to dissipate. Orange
eyes appeared in the center, like a burning censer.

It was Morak. The fog deepened, and a human
body walked forward. The body was male in form, covered in grayish
skin that hung over his bones; an empty husk of a man. The Demon
Lord smiled, sharp teeth like needles in the gloom, eyes reflected
back like diamonds.

Warrick went to his knees, and bowed. He
couldn’t help but smile. Morak had kept his promise, and led him to
the shard. His revenge was closer to fruition.

"Rise, my servant,” Morak rasped. "You have
done well.” Then the Demon Lord turned to the Chieftain.

Jarus backed away, blinking his eyes, almost
falling on the ground. The humanoid looked at Warrick in confusion.
The confusion and fear quickly turned to a wicked snarl, and the
eyes narrowed to menacing slits.

"You betrayed me! And my clan!” Jarus
roared, and pointed at Morak. "We don’t serve demons!”

Morak chuckled, and stood face to face with
the Lizard-man, Jarus matching the Demon Lord’s glare. "You won’t
serve me. You will sate me.”

The Demon Lord turned to Warrick. "Thanks
for bringing the Chieftain. Now, we can take over their
command.”

"Aye,” Warrick said. "I was thinking the
same thing.”

Jarus swung his left—hand claws at Morak’s
throat. Morak grabbed the arm, punched the Lizard-man in the face,
and kneed him in the groin. The humanoid fell on his knees, and
Morak grabbed him by the neck.

Words of sorcery escaped the Demon Lord’s
mouth; words in a tongue Warrick had never heard. A part of the
King was amazed, but a part of him burned with envious rage. Morak
promised him power, but held back giving him any. Someday he would
find all the secrets and he’d overthrow his master and become like
a god.

All would bow to him then, even Morak.

The Lizard-man’s eyes bulged. The scaly skin
shriveled, and bones started crunching. Muscles became smaller,
skin and flesh became a dark gray.

Morak’s body was becoming larger. Heavy
muscle lined his torso. His arms bulged. His skin became sleek and
shining, black hair grew from his balding head. Morak was no longer
the ugly old creature he was earlier. Now he was rugged and
handsome.

The Demon Lord laughed and threw the dead
body of the Lizard-man to the floor. The flesh and bone turned to
dust, and blew away, towards the fog.

Morak turned to Warrick. "Now, where were
we?” Morak asked, his voice now deep and smooth, no longer raspy
and weak. He looked at the blade shard in the center of the room.
"Ah, that’s right; the blade.”

He said a word of magick, and the shard
materialized in his hand. The runes on the white crystal blade
burned a deep orange, like a blade in the forge.

Morak extended the shard towards Warrick.
The King reached for it and Morak pulled it away.

"The mages are cunning,” Morak whispered.
"They will move the blade more than once when they find out you
have this shard. Keep hunting, kill and torture if need be.” The
Demon Lord's eyes burned with ancient hatred, and he gnashed his
teeth together. "Don’t fail me Warrick. Prove yourself worthy to be
my servant.”

"Aye,” Warrick said. Morak gave him the
shard, and disappeared into the fog. "They will all pay.” With
their souls.

Warrick grit his teeth, and squeezed the
shard in his fist, sealing the promise with his blood.


CHAPTER 1

Present day...

The Ranger was alone and became one with the
night, a cold and relentless predator on the hunt.

A hard gust swayed the snow—laden pine
branches: the chill stabbed deep into Stefan’s veins. He pulled his
cloak tighter, to no avail: the wind kept whipping the cloak
around. Stefan’s boots sank into the snow, crunching on the icy
crust over the thick white powder. He scanned the frozen forest
ground for tracks.

Winters in Myvara were as cold as the Abyss.
It made Stefan feel like he was in purgatory, left only to walk a
path of isolation in a world that wanted him dead.

If only I had my horse. Stefan cursed
at himself for pushing the poor beast to death. The frenzied pace
of the hunt had been too much for his mount.

The barely discernible boot imprints ahead
told him he was on the right course. Stefan praised the God,
Tuireann, for the full moon. If he had been hunted, he would have
swept away his boot prints with a tree branch.

Fools.

The Ranger Guild Master, Lord Ashcroft had
given him the quest to find and apprehend a gang responsible for
the slaughter of countless villagers. So here he was, pursuing a
troll and a shape-shifter led by a Necromancer named Alric. Same
story, different day, he mused. Ashcroft knew Stefan would be
personally invested in the mission, taking advantage of the fact
that his parents were slaughtered by mad men.

But it worked. It gave Stefan the will to
press on until the three were stopped. He hated being used by that
cunning weasel, yet at the same time Stefan would always be
thankful for learning from Ashcroft how to stop Chaos at the
source.

For a gang that had never been caught, this
trio sure made a lot of foolish mistakes…Or were they foolish
mistakes? Maybe, they were trying to make him become arrogant and
assume he could easily take them all on at the same time.

But that plan never worked with Rangers.
They were trained to fight using the shadows and surroundings.

After he went on a few miles, he heard a
crackling of flames. He looked towards the sound and saw a dull
orange light: a campfire.

Stefan drew his sword; the steel blade
hissing out of the leather scabbard. His mind ran with ideas of how
to approach the gang.

He decided to hide among the trees, luring
them into the woods with his wits, and dispatching them one by one,
with his dagger. Normally his green cloak would stand out against
snow, but since it was dark he would be concealed well.

A few moments later, at the end of a copse
he came to a clearing. A bear of a man sat by a roaring campfire. A
jacket of various animal pelts covered his bulky frame.

It was the shape-shifter called Kane. He was
alone. The Ranger stayed hidden in the trees and reached for his
dagger.

That was when Kane looked up from the fire
and started sniffing. Stefan stopped moving and held his
breath.

The man looked right at Stefan’s position
and smiled a predatory smile complete with fangs and incisors.

"Welcome Ranger,” Kane said, in a deep
voice, ancient and playful. "Please, come and sit down.”

It wasn't a request. The ranger looked at
the tracks and noticed two sets of tracks going the opposite
direction. They looked a day old.

Stefan swore, and stepped out of his spot,
still clutching his dagger and sword. If the others were gone, it
didn’t matter whether or not he stayed hidden. At least he had just
one to fight.

Stefan remained standing, eyes locked to
Kane.

"Where are the others?”

"I got hungry,” Kane said. "But come sit
down; I love talking to prey. It makes things... interesting.”

"Yeah, and I'll tell you my life story,”
Stefan said. "Where are the others?”

Kane growled. "Fine. It was Alric's idea to
separate. He reasoned that you won't survive past me. "

Stefan swore under his breath. He should
have known they would split. The necromancer most likely
manipulated the others into thinking they could split. The
necromancer was a sly fox, and would do anything and everything to
elude Stefan, and preserve his own life at all costs. A few moments
ago he felt scorn for the stupid mistakes the criminals made. Now
he was the stupid one.

Maybe he had underestimated them. No matter:
he still had a job to do. Stefan told himself to get ready to
fight.

He had a chance to stop a madman. For
good.

Stefan lifted his blade, pointing the tip
towards Kane. The light from the flames danced off it like
sparks.

"Kane, I place you under arrest. Will you
come with me quietly?”

"How about this? You come with me-in
my stomach!” The shifter’s body convulsed and Kane let
out a blood curdling scream, and charged.

In matter of seconds, skin stretched, bones
crunching and moving under skin, rolling like an earthquake. The
assorted furs that had covered his body dropped to the ground
leaving Kane naked.

"So be it.” Stefan threw the dagger. The
blade dug deep into the shape-shifter’s arm. The Ranger then ran at
Kane, screaming a battle cry.

Muscles rippled. Eyes became bright and
yellow. Fur black as night grew from naked flesh. Limbs stretched
and bent. Black claws grew out of fingers. Fingers melded into
paws. Toe nails were replaced by jagged claws. The mouth and nose
grew together, protruding like a wolf’s muzzle.

Kane roared, ripped out the dagger, and kept
running, claws slashing at the Ranger. Stefan blocked one hand, but
missed the other, and claws tore into his side, rending cloak and
flesh.

Red blood dripped on the powdery white
snow.

Stefan groaned, and jumped back to dodge
another slash, but was seconds late and the claws raked his chest.
His mind protested, screaming at him to fall and nurse his
wounds.

The cold, long—dead eyes of his family
stared at him. Accusing. Asking why he did nothing, asking why he
couldn't save them. The scent of charred meat filling the air,
throats screaming inhuman cries. The screams echoing through
his skull; the dirge of tormented souls.

He snapped out of those thoughts. The dead
would not control his destiny now.

The two adversaries stared into each other’s
eyes, glares like dagger thrusts. The wolf-like creature circled
around the fire; flames accented the were-beast's sleek fur and
hard muscle.

Stefan swung his sword at Kane's chest.

Kane parried with his six inch claws, then
struck out with the other paw. The claws made purchase on Stefan's
sword arm. Stefan's nails dug into his palms as he bore the pain
but refused to back down.

He then remembered something he had been
taught. Make your opponent angry. In anger comes confusion. In
confusion come mistakes.

Before Kane could come back for another
blow, Stefan slashed his blade across the shape shifter's face,
making him roar in anger.

Kane jumped at Stefan, jaws wide, ready to
tear at his throat. Stefan sidestepped, dodging the slavering
fangs, and chopped off the shifter’s right hand. Kane roared, and
Stefan took advantage of the opportunity and stabbed his side,
blade sinking deep.

Kane fell on the ground spitting globules of
blood, wheezing like an old man addicted to smoking tobacco leaf;
the shifter’s eyes burned with hate, and the beast pulled himself
up weakly and lunged, a desperate attempt wrought from mortal
wounds.

Stefan buried his blade in the beast's
chest, and Kane’s heavy carcass fell on Stefan, limp and lifeless.
The shifter's blood dripped all over Stefan’s body.

The Ranger swore. He didn’t move for a few
moments, and took in slow deep breaths. Kane’s breath reeked from
the rotting flesh of previous victims, the smell made Stefan gag on
his own saliva.

Stefan worked his arms to move the body, the
pain in his arm and side making things harder. His hands were
sticky with warm blood. The corpse made him feel dirty.

It took him a few moments, but he finally
slid the carcass off. He sighed with relief. People always had to
make things hard for him, and then he always had to kill them.

Ashcroft told him being a Ranger would
quench his personal thirst for revenge. Said it would help Stefan
face his demons. Yet, killing criminals really hadn’t made him feel
any better.

The bloody end always made him feel like he
was one with the monsters.


CHAPTER 2

The sound of rats fighting over bones echoed
in the dark alley. They hissed and snarled; tearing each other up
with tooth and claw until they bled.

The bones belonged to a beggar, covered in
rags, reeking of human excrement and death. The few things he once
had were gone, picked off clean by other street urchins. His glazed
over eyes stared at the sky, torn lips and cheeks crying out
silently to the stars for salvation.

Three men in black cloaks walked into the
alley, boots splashing in puddles of rain water. The rats scurried
away from the body, squealing like little children.

The men huddled together, staring at the
manor across from the alleyway.

Dragon statues guarded the front gate, like
ancient gods; watching but never acting.

The gate was twelve feet tall, steel the
color of midnight black. There were spikes on top, ready to impale
anyone daft enough to climb over.

The house was like a miniature castle, with
towers on each corner. A relic from the Golden Age of Havenport,
when the country of Koth was divided into separate city—states.

Its walls were the color of red brick. The
front door was made of wood from the now endangered and illegal
Blackwood tree. The door was covered in the design of the Trevan
family crest: a hawk with talons extended, which was etched in so
much liquid gold paint that the door alone was worth enough to feed
a family for years.

Dozens of windows made of stained glass
lined the stone walls; shards of colors dotted the windows like
fresco paintings.

The three men turned away from the house,
forming a tight circle. One man put on a mask that covered most of
his face and his elven features, save for a pair of startling blue
eyes that shone like sapphires.

"Ready?” he asked.

"Aye Arin,” one grumbled. The other nodded
silently.

The trio stole into the night, like wolves
stalking a deer, Arin in the lead. They passed the dreary homes and
buildings that sat like rotting skeletons decayed by time and
disuse, like the bones of creatures Arin had seen in his
Grandfather’s books. Past beggars huddled together, trying to stay
warm.

Arin threw a bag of coins in the middle of a
group of beggars, the gold clattering out of the bag and hitting
the brick ground. Enough coin to feed them for days. The elf
couldn’t help but smile at their grateful looks—they would be his
only payment.

The beggars took a second glance at the
three, then grabbed at the coins, and scattered. They didn't want
any part of what the trio was doing, for the city streets were not
as cruel as the dungeons.

The three went around one of the buildings,
weaving through back alleys until they were behind the manor, near
the guard's housing, and the quarters for the various servants,
gardeners, and others.

"Reck, get the steel cutters. Vance, you
take watch,” Arin said.

"Aye,” Reck said.

Vance nodded, and pulled a battle axe from
his back harness. The Myvaran blade gleamed silvery in the light of
the winter moon.

Reck went to work, grunting as he cut the
iron bars one at a time with the shears. The enchanted blades cut
through the bars without making a sound. But it still took time.
Every minute that passed felt as if hours were being wasted.

Arin kept his fingers on the handles of his
daggers, clenching and unclenching, palms sweating. The waiting was
the part the elf hated about thievery. But the reward was what
always made him come back.

Vance kept looking around, hands squeezing
the axe haft, knuckles turning white.

"Got it,” Reck sighed. He put his cutter on
his back, and put a hand over his rapier hilt.

One at a time they slipped through the gap
in the iron fence, moving with haste towards the entrance of the
guard house. The lamps inside were on, flickering flames danced in
the window. The soft strumming of a guitar filled the night
air.

Arin swore under his breath. Everyone was
supposed to be asleep! No matter, it was only a minor
inconvenience.

"Change of plan,” Arin whispered. "We go
through here.” He pointed towards the guard house door.

He wouldn't go to the dungeons because of
someone who happened to see him. Failure was never an option.

Reck and Vance nodded.

The two stood on either side of the door.
Arin moved his hands away from his daggers, and drew the throwing
stars, purchased from a merchant from the Forbidden Lands. The
stars could spin faster than a throwing knife, were more accurate,
and could do much more damage.

The merchant even claimed to have seen one
victim decapitated by the bright points.

"Go!” Arin hissed.

Reck and Vance kicked in the door. Three
guards sat around a small table playing cards, one guard sat
playing a guitar in one corner, and another was in the other
corner, kissing a woman.

"Who——” Before the guard dealing the cards
could finish, a star tore into his throat. One. The other
two players tried to draw their weapons, but they too were felled
by throwing stars. Two…Three.

The woman screamed.

Reck ran in, rapier drawn. The thin,
needle-like blade pierced the guitar playing—guard's eye, and slid
into his brain.

Vance took out the guard with the woman; the
guard's head flying off his shoulders, as the axe tore through his
neck bones. The woman backed in the corner, trembling in mortal
fear, face and hands covered in blood. Vance went towards her, axe
ready to strike.

"No.” Arin said. The elf drew a throwing
star. Not like last time. Last time, the axe man killed
three prostitutes just for fun.

Vance had always been prone to urges, not
always thinking before acting. But, the big man was a great asset
in a fight. Arin prayed he didn't have to kill the warrior.

Vance glared back. He knocked the woman
unconscious with his fist. Not good, but better. They would
have to work on that.

Arin ripped his stars out of the dead,
opened the next door, and the three ran down the hall.

Two guards wielding halberds stood in shock.
Before they could react, and follow with their eyes, Arin drew two
more stars, and got one guard in the throat and the other in the
head. Vance and Reck grabbed the guards before the clanging armor
and weapons woke up the main house, then dragged the guards into
the guardhouse and gently closed the door.

The three kept moving. It wouldn’t take long
for the bodies to be discovered.

The hallway turned to the left, leading into
another hall, one with paintings of the Trevan family line. The elf
hated their eyes, examining his soul, judging his looks.

"Two more halls!” Arin said. The map he had
taken a look at yesterday played through his mind. The map had cost
him more than he could easily afford, so it was a relief that it
was accurate.

"The architect must have been drunk,” Vance
muttered. Reck chuckled.

They went down the next hall, which had oak
doors on both walls.

The last hall was different. It led to a
large pair of double doors, heavy oak boards carved with scenes
from various fairy tales. The tale of the Wolf and the Hooded
Child. The office and library of Lord Trevan. The tale fit
well for a seller of false hope, and a manipulator of men.

"The library.” Arin said, child-like grin on
his elven face.

Reck and Vance exchanged a confused
look.

"What use are books?” Reck said, face
starting to get red with fury. "You said we were looking for a
treasure! Not bloody books!”

"The treasure is what is hiding among
the books,” Arin said, irritation lacing his voice. He got so tired
of these illiterate buffoons sometimes. Then again, if they were
literate they would probably try to kill him.

"What are we waiting for?” Vance said.

He lifted up his axe and was about to start
hacking at the door until Arin grabbed his arm.

"I have a key.” the elf hissed. "I need you
to keep watch, not wake the whole house!” Arin pulled a key out of
his belt. Vance frowned and backed away, face red with anger. Reck
smiled at the big man, and patted his shoulder.

"You can open the door next time Vance.”
Reck said. "Leave it to the little guys this time.”

"Shut it.” Vance hissed, fingering his axe
blade.

Arin frowned at them, and opened the door.
Reck nodded, and he and the elf went into the office. Vance turned
his back towards the door, and watched for guards.

There were hundreds upon hundreds of books,
some shiny and new, others old and rotting. The temptation to crack
one open, and read for hours to gain more knowledge ate at the
elf’s mind. Not today.

There was also a desk, the front carved with
the Trevan crest.

The desk of Lord Trevan. Arin’s hands
trembled in anticipation. This is what made his job fun.

The desk was covered with scattered books
and yellowed vellum scrolls—maps of various areas in the city. Some
of the books were on the history of Koth. Others were pocket books
and other business related tomes.

"Who has time to read?” Reck said. "When
flesh is more intriguing?”

"A man who has all the time in the world,”
Arin whispered. And all the money.

Arin went behind the desk, opening drawers,
pulling them out, contents dropping all over the wooden floor. But
no gold.

"Where is it?!” Arin shouted.

He had seen the caravan with his own eyes.
He even saw the Paladin give the box to Trevan! He had to find it
fast, or they would all hang.

The elf threw a drawer against a book shelf.
The wood broke apart, and a key fell out.

"A key!” Reck said.

Arin went over and picked it up. If I
were Trevan, where would I put a lock? he thought. The door
maybe? No, too obvious. Wait! What about...

"The desk!” Arin said. He went over to the
desk, and grabbed a lamp. He shined it in the spaces the drawers
were kept in. No key holes. Only one place left to look...

"Reck, help me flip the desk.”

"Aye.”

With a grunt, they flipped the desk on its
side. There, under their noses, was a key hole.

"Ha!” Arin said.

The key slid into the lock with ease, a
panel opening under the desk. In the compartment was an oblong
black box about three feet long. Arin pulled it out, and placed it
on the floor. The elf's hands trembled.

He opened the box, wood creaking against
wood... But inside there was no treasure.

Just a broken sword.

He looked down at the hilt. The handle was
covered in the deathly dark skin of a manta ray. On the pommel was
a black, rectangular stone, held by a silver hand.

The value of the piece was almost nothing
without the whole blade, no matter how intricate the pommel
was.

Arin kicked the case and swore. It was all a
ruse! He had been outsmarted!

He pulled out a cloth and string, wrapped
the ancient silver sword, and stuck it in his belt. Grandfather
can tell me what the blade’s worth. If I’m still alive.

"This is all we came for?!” Reck exclaimed.
"A broken blade!”

Vance stuck his head in the door.
"Archers!”

As if on cue, a crossbow bolt ripped through
Vance's chest. He put his hand on the arrow's feathered end, and
pulled it out, his face contorted with pain. He threw the arrow to
the floor.

"Leave!”

Vance saluted Reck and Arin, then raised his
axe and threw it. In response, a man screamed in agony out in the
hallway. A second bolt ripped through Vance's throat, blood
spraying all over the floor. Another went through his eye. Two more
went through his chest.

Vance fell over; dead.

"We need to go!” Arin said.

"No!” Reck said, and put his hand to his
sword hilt.

Arin grabbed him abrasively by the shoulder.
They could grieve later.

"Don't be daft!” Arin said. "Let’s go!”

Three crossbow men stood in the doorway.
They aimed and let loose their bolts.

"Duck!” Reck shouted.

Arin and Reck dropped, the bolts sunk into
the book shelf, instantly rendering aged book spines into dust.
Arin looked around for another way out of the room. The windows at
the back of the manor were clear, rather than stained. And they had
clasps to open and close.

"Through the window! It’s the only way!”
Arin
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