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Prologue: Other world
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Tiny raindrops fell onto the windows of the castle. It had threatened to rain for the last few days and the clouds were finally opening up. Thunder echoed across the sky as a pair of young eyes watched the night through a narrow window. 

“I don’t want to walk through that tonight.” The young man said as he cringed at the next bout of thunder cracked overhead. He wanted to put his grey hood up and cover his head until he realized he was inside. 

“We will be here for as long as we want to be, Reginald.” Another young man said as he stood near a tall statue of a knight in armor, he looked at his friend and was almost embarrassed for him, there was nothing to worry about outside.

They heard a sound coming from the corridor and stopped talking. 

The voice echoed down the corridor and sounded like it was getting closer. 

Reginald looked toward the sound and was getting nervous. “We have to get out of here; I don’t want to end up in limbo.” He moaned. Another sound went through the sitting room and down the hall, causing his friend to look down the corridor where the voices had suddenly stopped. 

“Reginald, hush, they’ll hear you.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry, Gregory... I was just worried; you don’t understand what I’ve heard about limbo and those –those.” He almost moaned again at the thought of speaking the words. 

“Reginald.” Gregory said quietly, “The hunters only hunt those who try to harm mankind the others are ignored for the most part.” But Gregory found himself alone. There was no one there, Reginald had left. 

“Gregory,” the voice belonged to a tall man in a dark cloak with a family insignia of a pair of eyes surrounded by a cloud on the left side.

He stood with a woman equally as tall and bore a regal, queen-like bearing. 

“What are you doing here? You should be in bed! I’ll check on you after the meeting.” 

Gregory nodded to his dad and left the room for the dorms. On his way out, he took a last look around for his friend. He wanted to call out for him but decided it was better not to say anything and go back to bed.

On his way to the meeting with the other representatives from the other clans, Howard of the clan of Torrey, and Gail Torrey, his wife, had heard someone talking in the sitting room near the foyer.  Howard didn’t care for this place and was looking forward to moving somewhere else. But for now, the castle in Yarborough would do nicely, although the weather was too wet and cold for him. 

Gail wasn’t too concerned about the weather. She was born in the next town and had become used to the cold. They stepped into the room the sounds had been coming from and saw their son talking to himself. 

Gail's first thought was that he was just talking to himself, or had an imaginary friend, like most of the other young children. 

Howard knew better. He was aware of spirits wandering about and had a suspicion his son had found one. Or one of the spirits had found him. 

“Son, come here please.”  Gregory hadn’t gotten far; his curiosity was unbound. His son reminded him of himself. 

When Gregory stepped in front of him, Howard looked deep into his sons’ eyes and thankfully saw only an innocent soul. Whatever Gregory had been talking to wasn’t interested in possessing him, at least so far.

“Goodnight son.” 

“Goodnight, mom, dad.”

They watched as his son walked away and he went to his meeting. The other families were there already, some were sitting and enjoying the refreshments and talking to each other.

Howard noticed everyone but one was sitting with someone, Ethan of the family no-bode was standing alone near a window and watching the rain. 

Before Howard could go and see him about why the meeting was called, three elders stepped inside, and they looked unhappy.

The headmaster of the elders sat at the head of the long table and told the others to sit. “I know the hour is late and I will try to make this as quickly as I can.”

The other clan leaders found seats and began to listen. All but Ethan sat down. He refused a seat and stood where he was. The headmaster nodded to him, acknowledging that the meeting was more-or-less about him. “We have been informed that we cannot allow the beings from the other realms to wander free between this world, the human world and their own. Therefore, we will seal them in their own realm, or in limbo as some of the elite have called it.” 

Ethan didn’t like it and nearly dropped the cup he was drinking out of in his frustration. He had an agreement with one of the dark lords. He couldn’t abandon him, but he couldn’t betray his plans either, he would need to find another way. 

He wanted power. He craved it and was determined to have it. Ethan had heard the stories about what the world of man was like long before time was recorded.  

Two kings shared the world, one was human and the other was a darkling. They ruled as they wanted and did what they wanted. 

But Urock the king of the dark lords had become power hungry and began influencing the humans from the kingdom of Urth. Urth saw this and warned the dark lords not to try to invade but Urock wouldn’t listen.

Urth contacted the guardians and they opened a gateway to the realm now known as limbo and tricked Urock into thinking something valuable was waiting. 

The kingdom of Urth spread until man was in every corner of the planet. 

And the demons of darkness were banished in limbo forever. But forever is relative when dealing with something unknown. 

Ethan had heard the stories and knew that they were more than stories.

He wanted to know what would have happened if the two kingdoms had worked together and ruled side by side. He asked and was told not to question forbidden rules. He was never one to go by the rules. He had a plan, it was simple. He would contact the dark realm and tell them he would be willing to lead them into the human world as long as they gave him ultimate power. So far it has been working. He had been speaking to the dark one called the Shadow-Keeper. 

Ethan knew he shouldn’t be contacting anything in limbo. But the idea of having ultimate power, to be a god was too good to ignore. 

Besides, he thought, if the Shadow-Keeper got out of line he would destroy him. Just like that.
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The demon Herol watched as the battle progressed across the black realm. His forces were almost decimated by the combined might of the astral gods and the humans who were allowed to be here by magic. He could see his forces from the tall structure. 

They were all at least as tall as he was, and he was eight feet tall. His dark scales covered most of his red skin. 

He was feeling betrayed. He had met with a human days ago who had promised him and his kind the teachings of the book of knowledge. It was a book made by the guardians and the gods of magic. They would share this. 

They all lived together until they were taken to this cursed place. Just when they attempted to leave, war broke out. He decided to climb the tower where the book was held and steal it.

He and his brethren fought the war to allow them access to the same things the others in other realms had, such as knowledge and the very right to exist. It looked as if they might lose but he didn’t care. 

He was almost at the tower of knowledge. It was a sneak attack. While the forces on the ground fought, he would climb the tower and take what by rights belonged to them all. 

His clawed feet left deep scrapes in the stone stairs as he climbed higher and higher. He looked down only briefly and could see the battle was almost done. He would be the last of his kind, the last in an awfully long line of Shadow-keepers.

The deep dark clouds in the sky were beginning to scatter and soon he would be destroyed when the sun touched him.

But if he could get to the top and take the book, he would recite the spells and become the most powerful of his kind. The sun began a slow climb right behind his heels. 

He could feel the heat building behind his legs and a curse escaped his throat as he moved his feet. The beams passed where his feet had been. He wasn’t sure if it was his imagination or if a wizard was manipulating the sun. He wouldn’t be too surprised if it was a wizard. He muttered a curse to them too. 

He glanced up, unsure if he had heard a sound or just wanted to see if he were at the top yet. He saw one of his companions standing, already at the top grinning. 

“You shouldn’t have climbed all this way, Herol.” 

Herol was puzzled, frowning.

“How you got here before me, Nukon?” he asked as he took the offered hand. He wasn’t complaining. In fact, he liked the idea of having someone with him in case he needed backup. 

Then he noticed they weren’t alone. 

Several astral gods were standing around the book of knowledge. Its pages looked like they were on fire. “What are they doing?” Herol asked and was surprised that he was allowed to step closer.

“They are sharing the book with a chosen few, so we can stop the war.” Nukon said as he stepped inside, his dark red scales looked black in the dim light. As the astral beings began their ritual the light got brighter and Nukon raised a webbed claw to his small eyes. 

Herol couldn’t see through the light either. He didn’t trust the humans. He was older than Nukon and knew to be skeptical.

The gods began chanting and the pages flew from the book like leaves in a tornado and spinning so fast they couldn't be seen.

He did see a bright light and a few of them entered it and disappeared. 

“They’re abandoning us to this place!” Herol tried shouting over the maelstrom but he couldn’t be heard over the howling wind. They were tricked into coming here to this realm, far from the human world. Herol was right about not trusting the humans, but it was too late now. 

He wanted to warn his friend and the troops far below, but he couldn’t see Nukon anywhere and the troops were most likely dead by now. 

The wind that nearly pushed him from the tower began to throw the rest of the tower into chaos, tables and chairs and books which were on shelves so high they could crush you were now moving around.

A large section of table flew past Herol, who had to duck to keep it from killing him. It nearly severed his long-curved horns on his narrow head. 

The wind howled like the giant beasts that dwelt in the caverns far below, most of them were slain by him and the others who lived in the netherworld.  

He tried to see through the storm and realized they were the only ones still on the tower. 

At least that’s what he thought. 

Someone in a cloak was standing where the book had rested, the table was gone the room was a mess and he stood as of nothing were going on.

“What are you?” Herol shouted he couldn’t hear his own voice above the wind. 

“I am a Custodian, a guardian of the realm.”

Herol heard something heavy fly by and a grunt of pain from somewhere behind him, he wanted to check but he wanted to know what had happened first. “Where’s the book?” Herol asked.

“There was no book,” the Custodian began to laugh. It was a laugh that unnerved Herol; he thought the human in front of him was treating him like some infant.

“It was all an experiment to see if your kind was civilized enough to take your place among the leaders of the realm.” 

“You are not worthy to live in the human realms; this world will be your home.” the Custodian continued. 

“It was a lie, all of it.” Herol was shocked. He looked down at his clawed feet and bloodstained armor and began to laugh too.

“All of this for a... a test?” Herol wanted to attack, to tear the Custodians’ arms off and throw his broken body down the thousands of flights of stairs and watch as he bounced off of each step.

The Custodian smiled as if he knew what the creature was thinking and nodded. When he raised his arms, the wind stopped and all of the objects in the air floated down to the stone floor like feathers. He watched the giant creature for a moment to see what it would do. This was a test as well and the Custodian could produce a wind tunnel that would sweep the creature hundreds of feet into the air before throwing him half-way across this desolate world - all before it could strike at him. 

A sound caused the creature to turn around. It was showing compassion for a fallen comrade. The reaction was not expected, and he stepped away from the area. He was about to leave but hesitated, wanting to see what would happen first.

He would contact those who sent him here and tell them these things were not as mindless and bloodthirsty as they assumed. 

The Custodian felt the others in his mind. They were watching them with interest. 

“It shows compassion.” He said to them. 

“They want destruction and chaos, they are not to be trusted, and this is where they belong.” They said.

“Will this place be destroyed?” he asked. 

“The tower will fall once you return to us. These things will stay here forever.” A voice said.

“Your service to use has been useful and we thank you.” Said another. The voices ceased and the Custodian disappeared.

Herol saw his friend in a corner barely hanging onto the edge of the tower. If the wind had continued, he would have fallen from the tower and possibly killed.

Herol looked at the Custodian and growled, “I will not forget this.” He wanted to throw something at the Custodian but thought it wise not to antagonize someone who could create tornadoes.

“It doesn’t matter, creature!” the Custodian shouted as the demons began to climb down. “Tell as many of them as you wish! This realm will be closed off from the human world forever and so will all of you!”

Herol helped his friend down the tower steps and saw the sky begin to darken. The field where the dead lay opened and the blood of the dead flowed out of all of them until it looked like a lake. Nukon opened his eyes and looked around at the sight. He could feel and smell death in the air. “What happened?” 

“It was a test, brother.” Herol said as he walked down the steep stairs. 

“I take it we failed?” Nukon asked. He didn’t need an answer. He knew.

He could feel something beneath their feet.

“The tower is falling apart. We need to keep moving.” 

It was a perilous march down the steps and onto solid ground. Bits of the tower began falling, hitting the steps, and loosening some of them. 

They couldn’t avoid everything and Nukon fell when a large stone struck him in the back. He yelled in pain and rolled to a stop a few feet away. Herol heard a roar behind him and instinctively turned around to see an avalanche of stone coming at him. He rolled away and began clawing his way through the steps and under the structure where he found a crevice barely big enough for him to fit. 

Soon darkness filled his small tomb and the chaos was finally over. He could see where he was but was unable to move.

He was half-buried in the rock; his legs and feet were crushed but he could press his hands to the side to test how close to the sides of the crevice he was.

He reached for the rocks nearest him and wondered how long it would take before he would starve to death. He knew he couldn’t have been the only one still alive. The powerful gods could have destroyed the entire realm and ended the madness, but they kept it here for a reason. 

So, he would stay alive for a reason, too. 

He scraped along the rocks and found a spot he could lean against. He began using his claws to write on the rocks in front of him. He had nothing else to do but write the story, all of it. He reached out with his hand and began scratching symbols in the rock in front of him. He didn’t know if it would be found and read by anyone but if there was a chance, he would take it. 

The stone was rough, and his nails weren’t as strong as when he first started. 

It would take an effort to finish if he finished at all. He had all eternity and that was too much. he glanced upward into the deep grey sky and wondered if he should end it by picking a fight with one of the guardians, they would destroy him completely. He shrugged and went back to work.
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The sea of the lost spread out so far and wide the figure standing on the edge couldn’t see the other end. It held the souls of countless thousands who were too evil for heaven and too sick for hell. 

Beings of every size and description had been dumped here, evil things were sent into this place for centuries.  

The current Shadow-keeper has been here for at least eighty years and knows about his heritage and what happened over a thousand years ago. 

He knew none of them could cross over to the human realm at that time. However, over time, small cracks between this world and the human world could be found if you knew where to look, but those were hard to find lately. It seemed the beings that were sending these dark ones, demons and sick twisted things here had a name. 

Hunters. 

These hunters knew how to find and capture those who slipped through the cracks and send them back – then seal the crack so that passage could never be used again.

The Shadow-keeper smiled through rotted teeth. He was one of thousands who dwelled here in the place called limbo. 

It was located between life and death, a place where hunters sent their prey until they eventually died or were judged by the reaper. 

The figure stood and waited. He wasn’t waiting for death. He had lived a thousand lifetimes and influenced souls in the living world for millennia. Most of those souls waited for him in the pit in front of him. He could hear their voices in the deep chasm. He could see something beyond the veil of deep yellow which covered the sky, a globe of blackness over a world of the living and knew what it meant. It was time to prepare; a full moon was rising soon, and it would help open a gateway to the living. He needed a portal to peer into the other world just out of reach.

Of all the beings in the realms, humans were the easiest to feed off of, and were corrupt.  Others were harder, more of a challenge. He enjoyed it when they finally swayed. It was inevitable; the weak-willed were easy.

He kicked a small rock-like object into the pool and laughed as something cried out for him. 

A minion named Slug had been assigned to locate a portal to the living world, at one time there were many – shortcuts from this world into the living one was as easy as stepping into another room. 

But that was before the hunters. He didn’t know just when they came into existence, he guessed during what living world called the dark ages, when magic and tapping into a world of the unseen, a world the things called humans were barely aware of. The Shadow-keeper smiled again remembering that time, torture, mayhem, disease. 

It was a time when his very name was whispered priests would run. “The keeper of shadows, Malik
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