Darkest Nights


Catlin struggled to hold back her fears as she headed down the stairways, burdened with her tray. It was heavy for her, but she dared not drop it. The man who had given it to her piled it with the heaviest metals he could find, knowing the child’s strength couldn’t much hold such a thing. But as it may be the only food her friend would see in a while, she was determined not to drop it. 


Unsteadily, she carefully balanced it on her shoulder as she neared the bridge over the vortex. It hurt… it was so heavy. But she gritted her teeth and quickly got across and around to the prison cells. Setting the loaded tray down on the ground she crawled near the cell bars, peering into the darkness anxiously.


“Rizzen? Where are you?” had they taken him out today? She hoped not. As much as he would love to see the outside, it always came at a horrible price.


“I’m… here.” A soft, tired voice emerged from the shadows. There was a shifting sound and the scraping of metal chains. A young man slowly dragged his weakened body towards the light; his arms and legs bound in manacled chains. He stopped as the chains pulled taunt, the weights on their ends halting his movement. He sighed and took a deep breath, then grabbed the chains and pulled with all the strength he had.  The weights finally moved and he all but collapsed right before the bars. His long hair hung limp about his body, the tattered rags that could barely be called clothing, was filthy. Finally, after a moment, a pair of silver eyes shifted upwards to look at the young child and he gave her a brave smile.


Haw can he still smile in this place? Catlin wondered then pushed the tray towards the bars. “I’ve brought you some food and water!” 

She watched him as he pulled the tray through the hole at the base of his cell, going for the water first. It was warm and probably not even clean, but well it would do. In such a hellish place, no one could choose it to be better. 

“Eat slowly, you’ll make yourself sick!” Catlin chided, trying not to let the sorrow within her overwhelm her. She understood why he would stuff himself though. Any moment someone could come down here and take it from him. She sat down on her heels, watching everything nervously. Surprisingly no one came to bother him yet and that was not a good sign. 

It meant they wanted him healthy.

Rizzen pushed the tray back out towards the young girl and lay back against the wall of the cell, allowing his body to try and digest the horrible stuff. He hadn’t eaten in almost a week and his stomach rebelled against the stale breads and cast off meats. Slowly his stomach calmed down bit by bit… as it always did. Rizzen never got sick. Sometimes he wished that he would, just to think that his body wouldn’t accept this treatment. But then again… how many years has it been? How many endless days has this been going on?

Catlin heard the sound of footsteps approaching and backed away but knew there was nowhere to run to. Mortegro swept into view, the black velvet of his robes swishing about his ankles… just above the dirt upon the floor. Behind him, looming like a giant, was Rion, the tormentor. Catlin didn’t know if the huge man was truly a sadistic madman somehow deformed or a mutant construct of the mage’s twisted mind. Either way, if they were both here…

She looked about desperately for someway she could help the young prisoner, but terror froze her in her place. Helplessly she watched as Rion opened the cell door. Rizzen saw them coming, his eyes closed sadly for Catlin to be forced to witness this yet again. He expected them. They always came back. He was dragged to his feet and hauled bodily out of the cell, mostly pulled, as his legs could not keep up with the weights that bound them. Rion locked the chains to a hook within the mage circle then casually ripped off the flimsy rags that served as clothes.

Rizzen didn’t bother to shiver in the coldness that hit his bare skin. It was always cold here… always dark except for the fragile torch and candle lights. He watched as Catlin was caught and tossed roughly into a cell to get her out of the way. He waited… 

Mortegro walked around the young man as if inspecting a piece of artwork. He walked within the circle and ran his hand down Rizzen’s back, smiling at the perfectly unmarred skin. “Still the same as ever, aren’t you? Not a mark or a scratch.” He stood up and walked out to stand near Rion. “Still just as beautiful as when I caught you almost a century ago. You don’t age and you don’t flaw. Even after all this time.” 

Rion spat at Rizzen glaring at him with a black hatred even as Mortegro sat down to watch him. “So will you tell me Rizzen? What’s your secret? Why does time pass without you? Why won’t you change?”

Rizzen lay there, knowing what was coming same as always. It was almost ritualistic by now. “I keep telling you I don’t know! You ask me this over and over again… I don’t know…” he shifted slightly and the chains creaked. “But even if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you. You haven’t earned such a gift.”

Mortegro smiled pleased. It was the same answer as always. He was stubborn as all hell as usual. “Rion… perhaps you can convince him to talk.”

Catlin moved to the farthest corner of the cell, trying desperately to escape what she knew would come. She didn’t even make it to the back when the first brutal cracks of the barbed whip echoed throughout the dungeons. She tried to block it out, but the pained cries wouldn’t stop nor end. Finally with tears of horror she started to count them. Ten… twenty… more and more the whip continued to fall. She had been forced to witness it once. The frenzied glee on Rion’s face, the sweat of his labor as he furiously seemed determined to lash the skin off the young man’s body…. Only to know it wouldn’t make a difference. He beat him as if offended by his very existence, and perhaps that was the whole truth of the matter. Twisted, disfigured Rion… outraged because Rizzen’s mysterious power would heal him just like always and there wouldn’t be a mark on him. 

Catlin couldn’t stand it! Would they never stop?! Rizzen had long since stopped giving a choked cry and the silence broken by nothing but whip against flesh. She ran to the bars of her cell and forced herself to look down the hall towards the wizard’s circle. All of him she could see was his leg, stripped from the whipping and covered in blood. Steeling herself she screamed out with all her might. “Leave him alone!!!”

Mortegro slowly turned and glanced back at the young girl, his eyes devoid of any sympathy or emotion; merely a fading curiosity that sparked a cold smile on his face. He watched her a moment, the lifted his hand absently.  Rion stopped, huffing with exertion and glaring down at the figure at his feet. The man glanced at the wizard a moment.

“Put him in his cell?” he asked after a while.

“No.”  Mortegro turned back around. “He hasn’t earned that.”  He smiled and started to walk away. “Hang him up.”

Catlin gasped, sickened as Rion grabbed the unconscious figure by its long hair and dragged him over to the chains. Rizzen’s back and legs were nothing but a criss crossed tree of red branches. Fiery wounds that dripped even as he was tied with iron chains and hung up, naked in the center of the dungeon. Tears fell from the child’s eyes, her mind unable to comprehend the cruelty. She collapsed to the ground and sobbed herself to sleep.

It was an hour later when the sound of voices in the dark stillness broke through her slumbering mind. She was almost afraid to open her eyes. Scared that this time Rizzen’s power didn’t hold. But the sound of splashing water got her attention and she cracked them open to see a few of the castle guards throwing buckets of water on Rizzen’s body, washing the blood off. He was whole… unblemished and perfect as ever but still unconscious.

“Kinda pretty ain’t he?” one of the guards whispered thickly, pushing Rizzen’s face this way and that.

“Yeah. Sorta freaky doncha think?” the other whispered back. “I mean, they beat ‘im into a bloody pulp every day and not a mark on ‘im! Must be some sorta freak o nature!” 

“Too bad Mortegro won’t let us have ‘im a few days. We’ll break ‘im fer sure.”

“Don’t even think it. Wizard’ll use you for his next experiment!”

The sounds of footsteps jerked the men away from the hanging figure, but they could not have left before Mortegro and Rion reappeared. The black robed mage glanced at the two men briefly, then at Rizzen. It was easy to detect their embarrassment… so easy to see the interest. He smirked and considered his prisoner. 

“Get out of here.” He said and the guards ran off quickly. He looked at the young man. “Wake up Rizzen.” 

No response came to him.

Mortegro’s eyes narrowed in dark anger. He started to chant softly in a voice that muttered outwards then rose in a cresting wave. The mage circle beneath Rizzen’s body flared into light…

Catlin’s eyes widened and she raced to the back of the cell even as the crackling lightning burst up to shear against the youth’s bare flesh. She pressed her hands to her head, but she couldn’t block out the sudden jolted cry of pain. The water he had been splashed with only made the pain worse as it crackled through him.

Silence suddenly dropped… as did the darkness. The light of the spell faded into nothingness.  Catlin shivered and after the long void became too much to bear, she moved back towards the front of the cell. They were taking him down. Sensing her eyes Mortegro smiled darkly at the child. 

She stood up shakily and glared at him. “Why must you do this? Just leave him alone!”

Mortegro chuckled and the sound scared her more than the cries of pain. “You don’t like it? Then give me the key, child. Give it to me and I’ll let him go.”

Catlin clutched at her tunic. Embedded within her chest was a large key. She’d had it forever it was always told to her to never give it up. She felt horrible, but even then… she would have to save him. However….

“I don’t know how! I keep telling you that! It won’t come out at all!”

Mortegro’s eyes narrowed. “Bring him Rion… and the child.”

Catlin was already on her feet by the time the huge man got there, Rizzen draped over his shoulder like a broken toy. He was barely conscious. The two were taken up the stairs and out into the courtyard where Rizzen was re-hung up out in the cold air. There were lots of people there, the members of Mortegro’s mercenary group… Dominion. 

Catlin squat down by the pole that Rizzen was hung by. Even she could see the lewd stares of men and women who had no morals or sense of justice. They could care less who either of them were… they were merely enjoying the show.

Mortegro could see the looks in their eyes. He watched as the sudden burst of fresh air and the conflicting warm breezes against the mountain air started to awaken the youth. He was beautiful. The wizard considered that he could have tossed him chained to the crowds like meat to a pack of dogs. It wasn’t that he hadn’t been humiliated thousands of times, his spirit and body battered beyond the scope of human endurance. Somehow though, Mortegro got a thrill watching the fear of that possibility grow in his eyes. He never allowed any of them to touch the young man… but he could see the nervous fear in Rizzen as if he expected to happen any moment. 

Briefly Mortegro wondered if that would finally break him. How he managed to hold on this long…? No matter.  The mage left him there, hanging by his arms bare to the world. He would come back for him later.

Rizzen was exhausted. He… hurt. Everywhere just hurt. He had healed up, but the strained and abused muscles of his body were angrily sore. He felt eyes all about him, people coming and going. He hated this most of all. Eyes that stared at him, but didn’t care who he was. But it wasn’t the first time. Dully he gazed back briefly at faceless multitudes that would stand mere feet from him and stare and make gestures that left no question as to their thoughts. He couldn’t stand it! 

Mortegro returned to see the anguish on Rizzen’s face. This was as it should be. He would be stripped of every ounce of self-worth until there would be nothing left of him but obedience. He would be shamed until there would be no fire of defiance in him, abused until self-doubt and fear are in the forefront of his being. This had been a long, long process. Almost a century it had been… Mortegro beat Rizzen towards total submission. The wizard battled time in his own way, but this infuriating young man… this man child with his beauty and healing ability would never change! 

Once again rage against Rizzen burned in the mage. His spirit was wounded, yes… greatly wounded but not broken. After all this time!! 

“How sad,” Mortegro said, which drew the strange, silver eyes to him. “We can’t have you lounging about all day now can we?”

Rion appeared and took him down, tossing some off-hand clothes to him. Rizzen gazed at it emotionlessly; it really didn’t matter now did it? Still he put them on gladly. 

Mortegro made a motion and he was hauled to his feet and dragged off towards the back of the castle. Catlin who had been watching this whole time, ran after them at a distance. Not that the wizard wouldn’t know she was there. Just that she didn’t concern him now. Rizzen was taken to a ledge above a large pit. His eyes widened and he found enough strength to struggle a bit against Rion’s hold.  This sparked a light of interest from the mage.

“Still have fight in you after all do you?” he whispered even as the large weights were manacled to Rizzen’s arms and legs. “Well then. Since you seem to have a second wind, lets see you get your exercise!”

The weights were kicked over the side and they hauled Rizzen down the ledge at an alarming speed. Desperately he dug his fingers in and slid to a stop at the end. The weights dangled off the side and if his strength failed, he’d be pulled off into a pit far below and probably left there for days. His arms shook, trying to hold onto the side of the rocky ledge. It was sheer, but not so much so that he couldn’t hold… if his strength didn’t give out.

He’d been beaten, hit with lightening and hung out twice today. His body wanted to stop… wanted to give up. 

{We are one in the same. So I’ll always be with you…}

That voice…. 

{I’ll come back and find you. I promise…}

Rizzen’s eyes opened. Why did this always happen? That voice, speaking to him with a face that he could no longer see. A person he knew. Mortegro was always angry with him, furious that he would not curl up and die. He wouldn’t break because when things got their worst, He would speak. 

{Don’t forget… okay?}

“Atrius….” 

The voice had a name… a memory. Even though Rizzen couldn’t exactly picture the face for some reason. So much had happened… so much time had passed. But Rizzen knew that somehow this person was telling the truth. He’d come back somehow and set him free. Rizzen couldn’t fully remember… but that person was so desperately important to him. Enough that he would endure anything to hide the name from Mortegro. But still, until the day the mystery person arrived…

Rizzen had to live. He couldn’t die here.

{Never give up…}

“Can’t… does not…exist…” Rizzen whispered harshly. His throat was so dry. But he reached up against the weights of cold iron upon him and started to climb. Slowly, bit by bit, he started to climb back up. He ignored the pain, the sting of his scrapped fingers, the cold.

{Believe Rizzen….}

“I will…” he softly answered the voice within. The climb became full of meaning now. He was going to get up no matter what! 

Mortegro almost turned away, figuring Rizzen had tumbled off the side of the ledge. But the scrapping sound of the weights drew his attention and he looked over the side. Those eyes… the fire that burned in them. The relentless determination… almost… peace.  How?!  How in the hells can he still…?

Furious Mortegro ordered a bucket of water to be thrown over the side, making it horridly slick. Rizzen slipped back down several feet. But he gritted his teeth and started to climb right back up again. He dragged the weights behind him and they scrapped against the sides of the rock. He crawled over the sides only to be grabbed by the throat and held up by Rion. Mortegro’s cold eyes meet his for a moment, then Rion dropped him onto the ground in a heap.

Catlin was very happy to see that Rizzen made it over the top. But she could also see the rage in the wizard’s face. She knelt down, not knowing what she could do to help him. No… there was nothing she could do. Helplessly she watched the mage issue order after order to Rion. She watched as he was kicked and beaten for the sin of succeeding. Rion’s face was of manic glee. She couldn’t take this, she couldn’t take this!!

“STOP!!!!!!”  Catlin screamed out and the key flared brilliantly from under her shirt. 

Rizzen, huffing to try and regain the breath that was knocked from him gazed up at her. “Don’t give it to him, Catlin. I’ll be okay…”

Mortegro kicked the youth himself for that one. “Give me the key!”

Catlin clutched the spot knowing that this was only making things worse. “I can’t!”

Rion’s fist landed on Rizzen several times more.

“Give me that key!”

Catlin shook her head desperately. “It won’t come out! I told you and told you!”

“Rion!”  

Catlin fell to the ground and screamed in tears as Rion proceeded to batter Rizzen’s right leg with one of the weights until the limb protruded out at fractured angle. But still he refused to cry out. Sweat beaded on his forehead and he choked, clutching the broken leg. Mortegro started to speak again but movement caught his attention and he saw the bones knitting back together. In moments the leg would be whole again. 

“Damn you!” the wizard grabbed the long black locks of Rizzen’s hair. “You want to be so perfect always. You will have NOTHING when I’m done with you!” he took Rion’s knife and proceeded to chop off the long hair until he was all but bald. 

Catlin was horrified and she grabbed a bunch of rocks and started chucking them at the mage. Rion took after her and she ran away from him. Mortegro started to get up, almost satisfied with the stunned look on Rizzen’s face when he saw the hair fall away. But…. even as he watched… it was growing back!  Just as fast as it was taken, shining new hair, stronger and healthier than before.. black as midnight, flowed down to Rizzen’s waist. 

Mortegro’s face flushed red in hatred. A scream from Catlin told him the child was caught. “I’m tired of waiting. I’ll carve the key out of your body!”

Rizzen looked up and struggled to his feet. She had tried to help him, he wouldn’t allow this! With all the strength left in him, he grasped one of the weights and swung it hard! Rion was caught in the stomach with it and he was knocked back a good 20 feet! Rizzen collapsed as it pulled him down when it fell, but he crawled over and put himself before the terrified child. 

“So… you want to play hero now?”  The wizard couldn’t believe the damnable fire in this boy! Well, fire he’ll get!

Rion got up and snagged Rizzen before he could try to move again. He was hauled back into the darkness of the dungeons and chained to the wall. Rizzen couldn’t imagine what would be in store for him now. He had never seen the mage in such a fever of rage!

“Fire in your soul… a fire that won’t die! What is giving you the strength to resist!” he demanded of no one at all. “Why won’t you change!”

He glared at the youth…. this boy with his eternal beauty. He started to chant wildly, his words building to a rising crescendo. A ball of red light formed before him, the heat on his face even before it was completed.  Rizzen looked wide-eyed as the ball of fire grew bigger and bigger. Sorrow filled him. So he finally did it… it had made the wizard angry enough to kill him.

Mortegro’s anger added to the white-hot flames. He wouldn’t lose to a mere child and youth with some strange power!

Rizzen couldn’t remember exactly what happened when the fireball hit him. He felt a blast of horrible pain that went through his whole body… then nothing. It was silent and he felt so detached.   

So I’m dying….

{I’ll come back and find you. I promise…}

Atrius… I failed…

{How so? You are and me and I am you.  We’re one in the same, aren’t we?}

Rizzen could feel nothing… hear nothing. He was always stronger, Rizzen… thought so. 

{Believe Rizzen…}

That voice. Calling to him. 

{I’ll come for you. Don’t forget…}

Visions started to come to him of another time, another place. Who was this? Suddenly it hit him! Like the final piece of a puzzle, in this darkest hour, he remembered! 

Atrius!  My brother… Atrius!

{I’ll always be with you…}

Once again Rizzen remembered. He couldn’t die here! How would his brother find him if he died here?  No… he won’t give up. Atrius never did and he wouldn’t either. Not here… not now!

Mortegro watched as the chains on the body melted off, dropping the blackened form to the ground.  There were ashes all about. Suddenly he didn’t feel vindicated. He had lost a valuable experiment all in a fit of rage. He let loose several curses, his mood more than fouled. 

“Lord Mortegro!”  

Rion’s astonished voice turned the wizard’s head.

“He’s moving!”

What?  Mortegro saw his shadow start to stretch out before him as a blue light started to grow behind him. He whirled around to see the black corpse glowing in a faint blue light. Crackles of energy snapped occasionally about it. It shifted once and they both gasped and backed away. What was this?  Catlin peered out from her cell wide-eyed as they were, wondering.

The right hand slowly balled up and the dark crust flaked off revealing perfect, cream-colored skin underneath. Rizzen shifted and more of his previous shell fell away in dark flakes. His skin was flushed from heat and stress, but whole… whole and perfect as before. Dizzy, he didn’t exactly give a sign of knowing where he was or what was happening but he leaned back against the wall and slowly tried to stand on legs who’s muscles had been newly reformed. He shook his head and the case fell away, unleashing the long mane of black hair.

“Impossible…” Mortegro stared. Would he not die! 

Rizzen collapsed, not seeing the here and now. He was seeing a face he faintly remembered, a time long past. The figure was leaving.

Atrius… come back!

Rion and Mortegro watched as wings started to rise up from Rizzen’s back. Black wings! They beat feebly as if he was trying to go somewhere, but was too weak to do much of anything. 

“Gods of all….” The wizard whispered. This was the answer! This was it! He was… one of them. A living child of the ancients! 

Rizzen passed out, his wings splayed out in a wide span around him. Rion didn’t want to go near him but Mortegro ordered him to be taken to one of the tower rooms. He awoke hours later. Every inch of his body shot through with agony at each movement. But he saw sunlight and fresh air came through a window. He was clean and his hair brushed carefully… new clothes was on him.

Was he dead? But… why the pain if he was dead?

Catlin came into view and looked at him anxiously. “You okay Rizzen?”

“I… think so.” He looked around. “What happened?”

“You grew wings! So Mortegro said to put you up here.”

Wings? Rizzen couldn’t remember and there was no wings on him. He struggled weakly up and dragged his aching body to the window. Well, he was alive for now. Though that seemed more a punishment than blessing.  Still for whatever reason, the wizard was treating him differently.

{I’ll come back and find you…}

Rizzen smiled. He knew. 

And I’ll be alive and waiting…

