Roses

Jaden stood alone in the meadow.  It was relaxing.  The smell of the floria rotelia was intoxicating to his senses.  The little red blossoms contrasted with the luscious green grasses.  The light breeze delighted his hair, but his emotions were in chaos.  How could he have won so many battles only to lose the one that truly mattered?  Was his effort in vain?  Mikal and Evangeline had given everything to protect their world, their people, their friend.  What did he have to offer for their sacrifice?  Nothing.  Failure.  Depression.
Jaden was about to cry.  His emotions had been swirling in him for so long that that was the only way he could express himself, but he had learned to keep it in.  He was alone, so he thought, but something in his stomach just didn’t settle right.  On more than one occasion he felt like turning back to his friends who were in a cave not too far from the meadow.  The solitude felt eerie for the first time in months.  
The relaxation he experienced only moments ago turned into a tense fear of the unknown.  He began to turn in a circle, monitoring any movement other than his own.  He felt paranoia sink in.  Then a snap.  Jaden whipped around to the noise.  To his surprise he saw a teenager.  The teen was maybe a few months younger than he was, but there was a disturbing familiarity in the boy’s clothing.
He approached the teen and recognized the familiarity.  He was wearing pajamas.  His height was abnormal for one so young, but somehow it looked correct.  These, however, were not the distinguishing features.  The sapphire eyes and the golden hair was enough to convince Jaden that he was looking at himself.  This had happened before, but he had remembered the dream in which it came from.  For some reason, he couldn’t pin point this dream.  
Something else was off.  He, rather, the other him was panting, as if he’d been running for quite some time.  
“Run!” He yelled, but it was too late and the present Jaden realized too late.  The apparition of himself disappeared.  
The breeze picked up and a hissing sound rang through the speeding air.  This hiss soon turned into a deranged cackle.  
“Look at the little puppy with his tail between his legs,” the voice laughed.  “You’re friends aren’t here to save you, prophesy boy, it’s just you and me.”
The voice circled Jaden’s being.  He didn’t know what to do.  It was as if he couldn’t tell where it was coming from.  He’d never felt so helpless in his life.  He felt exposed, vulnerable, scared.
The mere sound of the voice sent chills up his spine.  It was as if its owner was not afraid of death, rather, he was death.  But the cheeriness in it was a vain façade.  This person seemingly welcomed death and wanted to savor every flavor of it: torture, suffocation, strangulation, or any other manner of murder.  The voice itself was sadistic.
Jaden was silenced in terror.  This person was not someone he wanted to encounter, but he felt that he had no choice.
“Scared?”  The voice was right behind him.  More horrifying than that thought was the warm breath that followed it.  Its owner was standing right behind him.
Jaden turned around slowly, a knot growing larger with every movement.  The creature was unlike anything Jaden had seen.  His skin was scaly and pale.  However, it was obvious that there were multiple tones of scales on his body.  His hair was black as pitch and long.  It was slicked into a ponytail and was sitting happily on his left shoulder.  His eyes were an uncanny brown, almost black in the right light.  And planted sadistically on his face was a smile.  
This smile was unique in a terrifying manner.  His teeth were normal enough at first glance, but after careful inspection, his canines were replaced were snake-like fangs.  It also carried no sincerity.  There was no emotion.  It was as if he was merely mimicking a clown as he stared into Jaden’s soul. 
The man began to move.  He was at least two years older and looked significantly tougher.  It was as if he had been imprisoned for several years.
“Dear, dear Jaden, what do you fight?”  His question caught Jaden off guard.
“What do I fight for?”  He repeated.
“You heard me correctly.”  The snake-man was now circling Jaden.
Jaden stood there thinking.  Why did he fight?  Was it because he was expected to?
“Heh, you don’t know do you?” The man stopped. “That is the difference between you and me.”
“What do you mean?”
“I know what I want.”
“And what is that?”
“Control.  You see, I don’t see me going home anytime soon, so I figured I’d make the most of my stay.  A few battles here, others there.  Eventually, I thought, I’d even make it to Dresiud and annihilate them.”
“You? You’re Damien?”
“Don’t seem so surprised.  After all, I do have a bit of a reputation here; I naturally assumed that they would have told you, their leader, a little bit more about the person he was fighting.”
Jaden didn’t have a response.  Did they not trust him as much as he thought they did?  He felt betrayed, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being manipulated.
“Come now, don’t tell me they told you just my name.”
“No, they told me more than that.  They told me what a monster you are.”  Jaden couldn’t stand for Damien’s manipulation, but he knew that he would tell a thousand truths to sell one lie.
“Now I’m the monster?  What about you?  You treated this war like a game.  You are just as monstrous as I am.”
That remark hit Jaden square in the face.  Like a right hook from a professional boxer, that truth was one that he couldn’t deny.  He was treating lives like pawns.  That was what killed Mikal and Evangeline.  Their blind trust in him killed them, and it was Jaden that killed them.
Jaden was on the brink of destruction.  His emotions were in a tornado.  He felt sorry, angry, and hopeless all at once.  He stared into the distance, looking for something to retort with, but he came up empty.
“And they think you’re their savior.” Damien settled on these words.
Jaden looked back at Damien, “I never said I was.”
“No, you didn’t, and that is what makes them think you’re humble.  You don’t like pain and suffering.  You just care about you and your precious family.”  Damien then made his first mistake.  “Pathetic.”
Jaden was angered by this one word and fury lashed out.  He went directly for his long sword.  It was on his back one second, and the next it was clashing with Damien’s rapier.  This sword was the literal incarnation of torture.  The blade was small, but there was no way that it should have withstood the impact of Jaden’s sword, which was at least seven times as large and heavy.
Jaden’s eyes widened as Damien’s smile grew in size.  
“Surprised? My Inccanthua is enchanted, just like your Simprrentia.  This little charm is rumored to the death to even a holy sword.”  Jaden’s sword let out a sickening noise as Jaden retreated from the strike.  
He looked down only to notice the blade of his Simprrentia was displaying a large crack.  The next strike would destroy his sword.

Ryan paced impatiently in the damp cave.  A small fire cast uncanny shadows as nerves danced in his gut.  
“Jaden should be back by now.”  He said on more than one occasion.
 “He blames himself for the death of who knows how many people,” Jack defended.  “The kid’s hurting, bad. I haven’t seen him like this before.”
“That’s the thing.  I have seen him like this, and last time it was my fault.”
“Nothing is your fault, Ryan.” Olivia quickly chimed in.
“I know, but I can’t shake the feeling that something’s wrong.”
“I know what you mean.” Jack agreed.
Ryan began to pace around once more.  He was contemplating what his plan on action was going to be.  Eventually, he bent over to grab his twin blades.
“I’m going after him.”
“I agree.” Jack said, using his broad-sword to stand.  “Olivia, you stay here just in --.” 
“Not a chance,” Olivia cut in.  “Jaden’s my friend too, and I’m not going to wait for you guys to come waltzing back with him.  If he’s hurt, I need to be there.  I’m going.”
Jack wanted to argue, but there wasn’t time, so he settled on, “Okay, but stay close.”
She stood up, prepping her dagger and short sword.  Of the three, she looked the most dangerous, but her face turned soft and understanding as she finally realized, Jack cared.

Jaden was panting. Air was beginning to betray him just as his emotions had.  Damien, however, looked just as composed as when he began.  
“Getting tired already?” Damien laughed.  
Jaden didn’t answer.  He couldn’t.   His sword was broken and his only means of defense was his speed.  He was concentrating on any slight movement of his enemy.  It meant life or death in this situation.
Damien made a decisive forward thrust of his sword and Jaden decided to turn it into an opportunity.  Instead of side stepping, he dropped to all four limbs.  He waited and charged his sadistic enemy.  He hit Damien right under his rib cage and kept going, eventually running into a tree at the edge of the meadow.  Damien gasped as the air was forced out of him.  
Jaden backed off before the enemy had a chance to recover.  He felt something closing in. He began focusing solely on Damien.  He began to give in to the animal instinct.  He felt a low growl begin in his throat and turn into a threatening roar.  The terrifying resemblance to his favorite land animal was incredible and horrifying.  Jaden was becoming a wolf.
Damien recovered from the hit and began to hiss a response.  His fangs were now dripping with venom.  The both charged as if choreography, their instinctual battle began.  Jaden swatted with his knifelike nails and Damien tried to bite him in several places.
Ryan, Jack and Olivia were closing in on the meadow when they saw the situation.  The two were fighting like wild animals would over a meal.  The tension was high.
“Jaden!” Olivia cried.
Jaden turned to this new voice and Damien struck.  His huge fangs began to sink into Jaden’s back and he did the worst thing.  Jaden turned to get out of the attack.  He suddenly rose from his front limbs and stumbled backward, directly into a rose bush.
He collapsed into the long thorns of the beautiful flowers, and Damien approached.  Ryan didn’t waste a second.  He was right in front of Damien before his could get close to the fallen hero.  
“Leave him alone.” Ryan warned. 
“I have no intention of killing him before my venom does its function.  Tiger snake venom is among the most deadly in your world.  I wonder how long it will take for it to kill you’re dear friend and leader.” Damien began to let out a deranged cackle.  “It truly is ironic that he would die in a rose bush.  The beauty is deceptive.” 
He laughed as he turned away.  Only a few moments later, the sadist was gone.
Ryan turned around and picked Jaden out of the rose bush.  Jaden was twitching violently in his arms as the venom began to flow through his system.
“Olivia,” Ryan pleaded. “Do something.”
“At this point, I need more than what I have.” She was tearing up.
Ryan had to increase his grip on Jaden as he began to struggle.  His eyes opened sharply and his wolf persona was trying to get to safety.  With the twitching and the struggling, Ryan was being hit in several places.  Jack stepped in front of Olivia as Jaden’s knee and elbow hit Ryan simultaneously.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]The impact was too much for him to handle and he had no other choice but to drop Jaden.  The wolf-boy flipped over to all four and began to stampede into the vast forest, seemingly to accept death, and all his friends could do was watch.
