



Sylvia

Saga



Sylvia Saga

By Justin Fraser

Copyright 2022

Justin Fraser


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Sylvia Saga

Desperation

Redemption

Invasion

Remorse

Amour

Rescue

War

Reborn

Evil

Revelry

Chaos

Dreams

Funeral

Doubles

Future

Ending

Epilogue

The

Dedicated to the true fighters, their justice,

and the robots who aid them.

Stalemate

“Arthur! Arthur, I know you are here! I have not come to kill you! There is nothing to fear!”

The woman appeared from somewhere in the recesses of the castle walls. Tears trickled past golden strands of hair that had been plastered to her slim face during a midnight flight through the cold rain. Panic drove her to the mountains, to the safety of abandoned stone, terrified by her pursuer. Now a cold fear filled her, but she stood tall and delivered herself before the speaker, striding into the light of the courtyard. In the early morning sun, the mists gave the castle a grim appearance. The hunted woman considered that she preferred grimness to this ceaseless pursuit. Senses ablaze, she focused on the hem of her light-blue dress scraping the stone of the grounds in rhythm with the clacking of her footsteps. She clasped her hands, wringing them roughly while staring solemnly at the ground. As she turned to face the hunter, a sword, an extravagant epee, could be seen clasped to a sash on her waist. She lifted her head to meet the monster.

“Sylvia Duncan-Arthur, are you prepared to do battle?”

Her lower lip trembled. “Never, Dalmer.”

“You are so afraid. You know I will not kill you.”

“There are some monsters that do not have to kill. It is your kind by far that are the worst.”

Sylvia Duncan-Arthur wept as she took sword in hand. She braced herself unsteadily. The creature before her was seven feet tall, powerfully built, stood with spread wings, feathered like an angel's. The face of the thing was a mask; metallic, golden, empty-socketed except for a piercing, golden glow, deep within. There was a machine quality about it, like a robot out of a science fiction story, plated with gleaming metal.

Despite this, and despite the clear advantage it had, the hunter's first blow was deflected with ease by the frail Sylvia. It struck blow after blow. Sylvia was forced back, parrying every thrust. There wasn't a swing of the great, heavy broadsword that Sylvia did not swiftly and easily throw off with barely a flick of her wrist.

And with every blow, she staggered more. A howling cry of despair escaped her lips. Never once did she lunge forth. Never did she sink her blade into the open chest of the hunter.

“I cannot! I cannot, Dalmer, I cannot!”

“And I cannot cease my hunt, Arthur. End this. End the war that is ending mankind.”

Finally, Sylvia lashed out and struck, again, and again, stepping in and testing the mighty broadsword, easily tossing the enormous blade this way and that with barely a tap.

The sword of Dalmer was dashed away in no time. The blade of alien metal clattered to the cobblestones and slid away. Sylvia Duncan-Arthur stood victorious. The tip of her sword held steady at the breast of her enemy.

But her arm start to shake. The strength to stab the hunter through failed to manifest. She trembled as a child and collapsed to the ground. Dalmer watched her succumb, his expression betraying little hint of emotion.

“It is only a great warrior such as you that can destroy me, Arthur.”

Sylvia wept into her dress. “Even the most heartless of men were never able to kill a Dalmer. I was never a warrior, Dalmer, I'm just what is left.”

Dalmer stood stoic, patient. The woman could do no more today, he knew. The problem seemed so simple. She picks up the sword, aims the killing blow, and ends the war. This was fate. All the Dalmer were designed for this.

“There must be a way.” he said, and perhaps that mechanized voice was the only thing about Dalmer that Sylvia did not find overwhelming.

“No.” She choked back some tears, looking upon Dalmer with despair. She was sure those glowing eyes held a grain of pity. Sprinkles of rain pelted her face, and as the droplets started to fall faster, Dalmer stepped forward, stretching one wing over the woman to keep her dry.

“Dalmer,” she said, quietly, knowing this conversation had taken place a dozen times before, and would a dozen times hence, “it is as hopeless as ever. You are programmed to die in battle before a great warrior. Nothing about you should be frightening. It is not you that we fear, truly, for we have seen the charade of your kind. A handful of the Dalmer could wipe out the human race! What a mercy that would be! Yet you choose to fall before our weak flesh.”

“We cannot kill. We cannot destroy you. We only seek battle. Death in battle to the greatest warriors of your kind.”

And those warriors were all gone, Sylvia knew. She wasn't especially good at fencing. It had only been a hobby during her childhood. When the Dalmer appeared in the skies like wrathful angels, mankind was awed at their supremacy, and they came and did battle with powerful men around the world. Each had defended himself from the Dalmer after heated combat. However, thinking himself the victor, each man realized his doom in the final moments.

“We were not made for each other, were we, Arthur, the humans and the Dalmer?”

Sylvia Duncan-Arthur shook her head. In the years she had spent fleeing Dalmer, fleeing her selection as one of the hunted warriors of Earth, no answer had come her way. There was no trap to lay, no scheme to imagine, and no way to press her hand to that final act of violence.

“You are programmed to die in battle, Dalmer, but it is wretched fate, wretched fate assuredly, that the mind of man has a fatal program as well.”

Thunder boomed across the courtyard in this dreary moment of confession. Both had said it at one time or another, but where the Dalmer would chase Sylvia again and again, ceaselessly bound to follow the final directive of his artificial race, Sylvia could only run, try to hide, try to escape beyond the Dalmer to a life without this impossible confrontation. And like all before her, Sylvia knew she would go mad before long. No one had escaped that fate. Sooner or later, she would no longer be seen as a warrior to the Dalmer, and she would be forgotten, left to die in reeling insanity. Another would be chosen, and another driven mad.

“Humans find us far to beautiful to kill.” Dalmer said.

Sylvia nodded. This wasn't just a matter of pleasant appreciation. Sylvia had, as all before her, tried and tried to make that final stab; to destroy the Dalmer and end the chase once and for all. No one could break through the final barrier. None could follow the thought of killing a Dalmer to its physical conclusion. Attempting to kill one of them instantly triggered something in the human brain that prevented the act. She could not murder Dalmer by violence, by scheme, by any known method. Even attempting to set a trap was enough to cause a mental breakdown. There were perhaps five hundred Dalmer, all hunting their warriors across the planet, all programmed to meet death at the hands of those who could never destroy them.

And every time a human being thought of killing a Dalmer, the horror of the act, just the imagining of it, drove the chosen hunter a little more crazy. Just as the Dalmer were slaves to their programming, so did it seem the human mind contained one piece of coding that defied free will. Resistance to this instinct was punished with insanity.

No one had lasted very long.

“Sylvia Duncan-Arthur, I know what this does to the human mind. I know you find this fate abominable. I understand why you think me a monster. To me, it is terrifying that I will never find a human to strike me down.”

Sylvia lifted her head. Even laying eyes upon the beautiful Dalmer was enough to spark that fire of madness. They were truly too beautiful to imagine destroying, yet here she sat, duty-bound to try.

The robotic voice continued. “We must find a way, Sylvia Duncan-Arthur. There is time again. Run away, Sylvia Duncan-Arthur. Soon, I will have to give chase again. The Dalmer consider many things  during the chase. I will consider how to die by your hand. You must consider how to make that happen. Before your mind is destroyed, we will find an answer.”

Sylvia nodded, standing slowly. She was tired of the chase, tired of the battle. Physically, she was fine, but the taxing despair of her circumstance left her legs shaking. A sickness formed in her gut. “The only thing not beautiful about you, Dalmer, is your desire for death. To think, our world would know peace if we overcame this one obstacle. If you had no reason to die and we had no reason to fight, why, I doubt any of the true monsters among men are left. Peace through stalemate.”

Dalmer again appeared to pity her with those glowing eyes.

Resting a weary head in one hand, Sylvia said, in a voice without hope, “But there is nothing so monstrous as the beauty of the Dalmer, demanding its own destruction.”

“Find a way, Arthur. End our monstrosity.”

Sylvia nodded. “I'll find a way.”

There was little conviction in her statement.

Sylvia Duncan-Arthur picked up her sword and turned her back on the beauty of the Dalmer, a great effort in itself. The Dalmer watched her drift away into the misty rain, beyond the courtyard, exiting the castle through the open archway. Who knew where she would run next?

But nothing escaped a Dalmer. He stood patiently, motionlessly, waiting for the moment when his programming would again command him to pursue his chosen warrior. In these brief moments of peace between the hunting and the battle, he often considered the human race. Something beyond his programming made him wish they could live together as Arthur suggested.

“You are also beautiful to the Dalmer, Sylvia Duncan-Arthur.”
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Time was crucial, and those willing to help the hunted were never in short supply. Once the madness took over, they were less inclined, and in any case, few of the afflicted lived for long. She was extremely aware of this fact, and while she felt the creeping touch of insanity growing barbed roots within her mind, Sylvia held it together and formulated a terrifying plan indeed.

Two battles previous with Dalmer – for all Dalmer were named Dalmer – Sylvia Duncan-Arthur decided she would make a grand effort. She did not, at the time, know what she was going to do, but a visit to some defunct university libraries pushed her in a very strange direction.

Now she found herself bundled in thick clothing and a heavy jacket, imitation fur surrounding the hood that kept her face from freezing in the Siberian cold. A touch of madness was exactly what it took to interpret the true meaning of cryptic messages in those dusty, leather-bound books. They were warnings, in the most extreme and dire sense, but Sylvia found the situation very dire. If even half those warnings were serious, Sylvia did not wish to involve the team that had helped her with this expedition. Obviously they were happy to help with anything that might put an end to the Dalmer. None of them wanted to be hunted either.

They wouldn't even let her pay for gas. And they left her a truck to drive back to the village, still visible in the distance. Sylvia thanked them and waved as they drove off.

All the work was done. Ropes were prepared with three separate stakes, so if anything went wrong with one, Sylvia would have two more lifelines, in the truest sense. The drill that opened the shaft had not needed to go deep before breaking through to the cave, so there was nothing claustrophobic about the descent as Sylvia slid down and dangled, heavy tools strapped to her belt and stretching her frail frame mercilessly. She wasn't a great climber, but the clips held, and she managed to work her way down to the floor of the cave with ease.

There was a considerable amount of exploring, but it passed uneventfully. Sylvia felt a chill in her spine, but fear of the Dalmer consumed her far more than the possibility of what lie ahead in this cave. It was a testament to how far she was now driven by the Dalmer that she actually became impatient and demanded, in the bright light of her electric lantern, “Well? Do you exist, or are you just a story?”

The shadows seemed to stretch instantly, and a voice responded.

“Who comes seeking so eagerly? Why, you must be mad.”

The voice had an echo, perhaps from the cave, but the speaker could not be seen.

“That could be. It's very possible. That's why I'm here. I'm desperate.”

A sound of movement from somewhere caused Sylvia to turn, but there was nothing nearby. The lantern lit the whole section of cave, and most of the rooms between various passages she had explored were large, open spaces with nowhere for anything to hide.

“Desperate?” came the voice.

Sylvia nodded. “I found things written; transcripts that were passed down for ages. Some of the writing wasn't in any known language, but what could be read spoke of you. Warned of you. Demon? Maybe. I gathered that you might have come from somewhere else, long ago.”

The voice responded, sounding quite amused. “Has humanity come this far already? Are you reaching to the stars?”

There was certainly something to be afraid of in the way the voice mused. Sylvia felt that chill in her spine, this time because of what she was dealing with.

“We came close, but we had visitors, and that has changed everything. Perhaps you know them? They are the Dalmer.”

The voice remained quiet, except for a steady breathing. Then it answered, “I know of no such creature. But I am old, so old, and I have been here since men gnawed the bones of their quarry from the safety of their caves. Tell me, interesting man, what have you come for?”

Sylvia steadied herself. Her will to go through with this remained, but the more she heard this voice, the more she felt a different kind of madness forming in the back of her mind. It would be best to get this over with.

“I need to kill the Dalmer. There is no force in this world I know of that can do so. Mankind is cursed. We are prevented from killing Dalmer, or even thinking about it. The Dalmer are persistent and wish to die in battle against us, but they have only succeeded in driving us mad, destroying the minds of our strongest and bravest, our most capable, and civilization is falling. I sought you because you may be the only force on Earth capable of killing the Dalmer.”

“Intriguing. Very intriguing.”

Sylvia waited, sensing the hidden creature considering the request.

“Tell me, Sylvia Duncan-Arthur...”

It knew her name...

“...Would you really risk the fate of mankind in dealing with me?”

“I believe we all would. Eventually. We would all find ourselves insane enough, sooner or later.”

“And would you,” it asked, and Sylvia could feel a wicked smile in the question, “risk your soul?”

Sylvia took a deep breath, the chill intensifying. She dropped her hood back. “Never. That's a price I would never pay, would never ask anyone to pay. Sooner would I suffer the Dalmer. If that is the price, leave me to my fate.”

Sylvia turned and started to walk away.

The voice called out. There was nothing about its tone that implied eagerness, anger, or even a real interest. Merely amusement as it said, evenly, “Wait.”

Sylvia stopped. She didn't turn, as there was no direction to face. The voice came from everywhere, as if it was the cave itself.

“I do not ask that price
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