Treasure the Moment
Written by: Perry Kim

Distant sounds reached his ears as he slowly drifted back to the world of the living. As if coming from a great distance, he could hear the sounds of stone cracking and falling all around him yet, strangely clear, was the sound of a woman calling his name. 


His upper body was lying in a fairly large pool of warm water, a vaguely comforting sensation. A numbness that he didn’t even know was there slowly faded away from all parts of his body, filling up the void with a distant, throbbing pain. It seemed that there wasn’t a single part of his body that didn’t ache or throb. A low moan escaped him as the numbness faded away altogether, leaving nothing in its place but various kinds of pain. His low moan seemed to evoke a sharp interest in the woman next to him, causing her to grab his shoulders and shake him roughly. His body sang out as wounds, some new and some old, were jostled and began to cry out for attention. His eyes flipped open as he gasped and made a futile effort to ward off whoever was shaking him. 


The first thing he noticed with his rediscovered sight was that everything that he saw was red. Everything in sight was red and slightly blurry, even things that should not have been so, like the woman’s face looming before him. It took a short while before he realized that this was because there was a thin film of blood over his face and furthermore, by the thick, coppery scent that permeated the air around him, he was able to deduce that the warm puddle beneath him wasn’t water at all…
“Serin! Oh gods, please wake up, please be okay…” The voice, the one that hadn’t stopped talking for a while, was still going strong and seemed to have no intention of stopping anytime soon. At the cost of a remarkable amount of effort and pain, he lifted up an arm and gently laid his fingers against her mouth. 

Ah, blessed silence. 

The absence of the voice also forced the pounding ache in his head down to a low throb. He tried to sit up…and grunted as a fresh wave of pain ripped through his stomach and chest. Arms circled around him and caught him before he could hit the ground and gently levered him up to a sitting position and held him there as he blacked out for a moment.

With tears running down her face, she bent down and peered concernedly into his face as he came to.

“Serin? Are you okay?” He laid a hand on his throbbing head, and pulled it away smeared with blood. 

“I’m a little…confused Llyse. What happened? Are you okay?” She lifted a hand and pointed a slight ways off behind herself. Two bulky figures encased in massive suits of death black plate armor lay unmoving on the ground. The one further off  simply lay on the ground in an almost ridiculously large pile of blood while the closer one still smoldered and smoked.

“Do you remember them? The fight? Do you remember any of it at all?” As he closed his eyes, images slipped through his mind of the last little while. Images of desperately battling to keep the two creatures away from the back of the room where Llyse lay unconscious. It had been an unfair fight from the get go, not just one but two of those eight foot tall, muscle-bound creatures against just him. Of course, muscle-bound and gigantic didn’t in any way mean slow or stupid in this case. Despite their large size and animal-like appearance, they happened to be extremely intelligent and worse, knew how to wield the massive two handed broadswords that they carried. They fought in tandem as a team, one feinting a thrust to reveal a weakness, then the other jumping in from another angle to strike at him while he sought to exploit that weakness. It was an intensely frustrating battle and would have quickly turned annoying if his life hadn’t depended on the outcome. For a long while, he was doing nothing but defending, sliding aside the giant, descending blades; He didn’t dare to block their strikes head-on, doing so would probably have broken his arms. Even the glancing impacts jarred him, the shocks running through his entire body with every blow and he knew that he could not take much more of it. With no other choice, he went on the offensive, heedlessly taking hits in order to land strikes of his own. Teeth gritted in pain as the massive swords grazed him here and there, he focused his attacks on one of the monstrosities, his sword blurring as he sought the gaps in it’s armor. His strength failing fast, he gambled, as one of the swords whistled towards him, instead of fully dodging, he slipped aside just enough for the blade to cut into his arm instead of his neck. A spray of blood fanned into the air from his arm and a clipped cry escaped him but even as it did so, he took the opportunity presented him to thrust his sword straight into the face of the first one. The creature let out a deafening howl of pain as it dropped it’s sword and reached upwards to it’s face. The creature fell dead then next to it’s sword but Serin’s victory was short-lived as the second creature lashed out with a giant armored fist. As the huge fist slammed into his chest, a brittle snapping sound hung for a moment in the air and his cry of pain was cut short as he slammed hard onto the cold stone beneath him. The sword dropped from his hand as the world slowly clouded over. Dimly, as the creature stalked up to him, he could see Llyse slowly sitting up from the alter. The creature, alerted by some unknown sense turned to the still dazed woman and grinned cruelly. Alarm spread in her eyes as the creature turned back to Serin and raised it’s sword high, preparing to bring it down with all of it’s strength on the immobile body in front of it. A blinding light flashed, silhouetting the creature as Llyse saw what was about to happen and her power once more flared forth uncontrollably from her body. Her scream was easily drowned out by the deafening roar of the holy fire that blazed as an extension of her will. With the creature still standing between Llyse and himself, Serin was spared from the ravaging flames. That did nothing to stop the force of the explosion from tossing him like a rag doll against the wall just behind him. Dimly, as he blacked out with a dream-like speed, he saw Llyse running towards him…
Serin raised his right hand, his uninjured arm, and gently held his aching head with it. 

“Yeah, I remember it now.” She shook his arm gently and finally, he noted the rising panic on her face. 
“Serin, we’ve got to get out of here, can you move?” His frazzled mind suddenly made the connection with the urgency in her voice and the dim crackling sounds of stone all around him. Glancing upwards, he saw a fine layer of dust sifting through various thin cracks that laced the stone ceiling. 
“Shit, what happened?” She warily eyed the ceiling with him.

“It was me Serin, I still can’t control it very well but that doesn’t matter,” her eyes dropped down to meet his own. “We’ve got to leave…NOW.” Closing his eyes, he slowly rose from sitting on the floor to his feet, gritting his teeth against the screams that threatened to escape him. Tears fell from her sky blue eyes as she watched him struggle to rise against his injuries. She supported him as best as she could, helping him to rise to his feet and stand.
“Are you going to be okay?” With his eyes still closed, he spoke softly.

“No…but it doesn’t matter now.” He pulled in a deep breath, ignoring the stabbing sensation of his broken rib and sought the calm center within. 

“Llyse, please, my sword.” She bent to the floor and grasped the ancient blade, grimacing at the sight of all of the blood that covered it’s once shiny length, and helped him sheathe it. Serin took another deep breath and prepared himself. 

“Let’s go.” His left arm hanging uselessly by his side, his side a piercing ache, and using Llyse as a moving crutch, the two of them slowly made their way out of the room as it slowly fell to pieces…
They traveled for what seemed like an hour, through the labyrinthine corridors of the temple, stepping over the dead bodies of hundreds of soldiers, both enemy and ally alike. It was when they hit the first floor and the grand hall that lead to the main entrance that they ran into problems. Leaning with his back to one of the large pillars supporting the room, Serin poked his head out to one side and quickly scanned the main doors.
“We’re not getting out this way.” Llyse took a peek and saw a large group of acolytes looking at each other with alarm at the trembling of the floor beneath them. 

“Shit,” Llyse muttered. “You’d think that they’d be more worried about getting out of here instead of guarding the damned door.” Serin bit his lower lip as he thought before pulling away from the pillar.

“Come on, there’s another way we can try, it’s a small entrance by the back. With all the commotion I made coming in and all that happened downstairs, the two guards they usually post there will probably be gone. We can sneak out that way.” 
“And what if it’s still guarded?” Serin leveled a steely gaze at her.

“Then we’ll just have to deal with it Llyse. There’s no other way.” 

“With you the way you are now? How would we deal with them?” She snapped. “You’re almost too weak to walk on your own and you’re talking about killing more of them?” Reaching out, he grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a firm shake.

“Llyse, we have no other choice.” Her eyes slipped to the side, still unwilling to accept it so he shook her again and continued. “We can’t get through the main doors so we can’t get out that way and if we stay here, this place is going to fall down on our heads.” 

“But you can’t fight!” A sigh escaped him.

“Don’t you think I know that? But I’m not the one that’s needed, don’t you see? You’re all that matters right now. If I have to, I’ll distract them and you will run while they’re busy with me.” She pulled back and gave him a horrified look.
“I’m not going to run and let you get yourself killed for me!” In an attempt to lighten the mood, he shot her a crooked smile as he tottered off towards the second exit. 

“Then you’d better hope that there’s nobody there…” With a shake of her head, she strode after him.
They were in luck, the side entrance was actually unguarded. Moving quickly, they quietly snuck into the door and the tunnel beyond which lead to freedom. They traveled for a time, stumbling onwards through the dimly lit hallway, hoping to see the light at the end of the tunnel. They stumbled on in silence, neither of them wanting to break the unspoken silence that had fallen between them. Strangely enough though, the silence wasn’t very uncomfortable, rather, it spoke volumes eloquently that could not have been so well expressed in plain words. 
Serin fell. They had been traveling for a while and the further they went, the more and more that he leaned on her for support. This worried her, but she kept quiet and made no mention of it, hoping that they would reach the exit before it became something to worry about. Obviously, this was not the case as she bent down to where he lay groaning on the cold floor. 
“Serin! Are you okay? What’s wrong?” His voice, when he responded, was thick with pain.

“I just need to rest for a little while.” She gently helped him up until he was sitting against the wall. 

“Shit Serin, you can’t leave me now! We’re so close…” A small grin formed on his lips despite the pain that tore at him through his wounds. 

“I’m not gone yet Llyse…I just need…a little rest…” With a small sigh, she slowly sank down next to him and lay her head on his shoulder. 
“We’ve come too far Serin…it can’t end here.” Whispered words carried in the still air and slowly sank into his heart, reaching him even past the pain within. Lifting up an arm, with closed eyes, he gently brushed her cheek as they sat.

“Don’t worry Llyse…I’m not going to leave you.” She pushed closer against him, lightly laid an arm across his chest, and they stayed that way for a time, treasuring the moment together despite the situation that they had found themselves in. Eventually, far too soon, they found that the rumblings of the stone around them grew just a bit too loud and ominous to ignore. With Llyse’s help, Serin forced his battered body to rise, leaving a bloody mark on the wall where he had leaned. They stumbled along together, hoping more and more with every step that they would soon reach the exit and be able to rest. Finally, they saw it, a small but bright light at the far end of the tunnel. She smiled in relief and turned to him as hopeful words rose to her lips…and died there when she saw the cold, set expression on his face.

“Serin what’s…” she began to turn towards the direction that he was facing, “…wrong…?”  
A man stood at the center of the tunnel, between them and the exit. He was dressed in a full, formfitting outfit of a soft, black material that seemed to absorb the light around him, shrouding him in perpetual shadow. A deep hood hung over his face, and beneath it, where a face should be, only the faint outlines of a mask of some sort could be seen. In his hand, held relaxed at his side, was a slender blade. The sword itself looked relatively normal, but the blade was curiously black. Furthermore, it wasn’t just the simple black of inks and paints but a black that was qualitatively different, darker and more absorbent of the light. It was as if some unimaginable being had torn off a section of the night and folded it into the shape of a sword. The figure seemed to be waiting, and waiting patiently, for them to make the first move. 

“Serin?” She asked turning back towards him. “Who is that?” A tremor or trepidation ran through her as she took in his hand around the hilt of his sword, his clenched jaw, and the unbridled hate in his eyes. 

“You bastard.” He said quietly. “You were here waiting for me the whole time weren’t you?” The being tilted its head slightly in agreement. In a smooth motion, Serin drew his sword free from it’s sheath and leveled it at the being. 

“Whatever happens here…whatever the outcome, she goes free!” The figure tilted it’s head slightly again and spoke.

“Provided that she leaves now, before our duel begins, I will not harm her.” It’s voice was the sound of the lengthening shadows just after sunset or of dark clouds that pass over a full moon. “My interest is, and always has been, in you Serin. Her fate concerns me not.” Serin glared at the figure for a moment longer, trying to convey the extent of his hatred with one look, before turning back to Llyse. However, even before he could open his mouth, she took the initiative.

“No.” 

“Llyse…” 

“Serin, I won’t leave.” She angrily gestured at his still bleeding arm and waved at his chest area, indicating his broken rib. “You’re in no condition to fight right now and I won’t let you.” 

“Llyse…”
“No…” A muted roar shook the tunnel, sending fine layers of dust sifting down from the roof of it. Time was running out. He sheathed his sword again and reached out to grab her arm.
“…Listen to me!” He shouted in her face angrily. “We don’t have time to argue, this isn’t a game anymore…it stopped being a game a long time ago. Now one of us is going to get out of this alive and well…that person is going to be you.” She gave him a horrified look. 

“You’re asking me to leave you here to die!” He shook his head with a sigh.

“No…no, that’s not it at all. I’m asking you to do what’s right.” She shook her head in denial at that.

“How can this be right?” Serin hardened his voice, sensing that he would have to hurt her to get her to leave him behind. 

“And if both of us die here, would that be better?” 

“No, but…” He shook the arm he was holding.

“Llyse, we only have two choices from here. You can stay and we’ll both die, or you can go now and live.” Tears welled up in her eyes as she spoke, refusing to meet his eyes.

“I can’t just leave you like this Serin…” 

“You must. There’s no other way.” 

“But you just promised me…” A tear fell from her eye, tracing a glistening path down her face. “…you just promised me that you wouldn’t leave me…” He swallowed the lump in his throat as he reached out and pulled her to him in a strong embrace. He lowered his head and spoke softly into her ear as she cried into his shoulder. 

“Don’t you see Llyse? I’m not leaving you…I need you to be strong enough to leave me…and to do what you know is right. Your family needs you Llyse…go back to them.” With soft words she responded, her voice muffled slightly against his shoulder. 

“But I need you…I love you.” He closed his eyes against the tears that threatened to fall and lightly laid a kiss on top of her head. 

“I…I love you too Llyse, I have for a while now…but it doesn’t change what must be done.” She sighed then; a small, heartbroken sound that went through him like a knife. Slowly, he brought his arm back to his side, hand on the hilt of his sword and pulled away. 

They stood apart then, in a moment that seemed to last forever and was over before it begun. She stood there, hands crossed tightly across her chest, with tears falling from her eyes, still bright in the dimly lit tunnel. She took a deep breath then, composing herself slowly. After a time, she looked up and met his gaze directly. There were still tears in her eyes, but they had ceased to fall.
“Goodbye Serin.” He kept his eyes locked onto hers, keeping them there despite the pain. 

“Goodbye Llyse.” Their gaze held for a moment longer before she broke it off, turned towards the mouth of the tunnel and began to walk away with a straight back and smooth, even strides. As she walked past him, Serin bowed his head, closed his eyes and whispered two words.

“Live well…” Her steps faltered for a moment and her eyes widened, as if in pain, but she quickly recovered and continued towards the exit. 
He watched as long as he could, right up until the moment that she broke into a run and vanished into the wall of light at the end of the tunnel, before he let out a sigh, slowly drew his sword and faced his opponent once more. The figure in black might as well have been a statue for it hadn’t moved at all but now that Llyse was gone, it faced Serin and raised the tip of it’s sword to it’s forehead before shifting into a fighting stance. A duelists salute. 

Serin mimicked the motion and fell into a half-hearted version of his normal form, his mind was a million miles away. There was a loud rumbling as cracks raced through the ceiling of the tunnel like lightning bolts but Serin disregarded all of it and charged towards his enemy instead. Eager to fulfill it’s purpose at last, the creature keened with delight as it slid silently over the ground to meet his rush, blade first. 

An instant, an eternity, it was all the same in the end. Time ceased to exist for him as he rushed forward amidst the falling fragments of the stone ceiling to meet his fate…
If tis my fate to die,
Without hearing your voice once more…
Without the chance to gaze into your eyes one last time…
I will meet my fate and die happy,
Knowing that you loved me…
