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The Savage Rat Lord 

by: Michael Magistro


Life Before Czar

Conner Andrus stood behind the greasy counter of Burger Barn, the din of the kitchen and the smell of burnt oil clogging his senses. The store clock inched toward closing time, but the order screen kept blinking, each new ticket more annoying than the last. The fry station hissed angrily, mirroring Conner’s mood as he dumped another batch of fries into the vat. 
“Last order of the night!” Carla shouted, tossing a damp towel over her shoulder. “I hope.”
Conner rolled his eyes but forced a grin. “Better be, or I’m diving into the fryer.”
Carla snorted, but he wasn’t entirely joking. Every shift felt like an eternity—trapped in a loop of reheated burgers and nonstop complaints. Outside these fluorescent-lit walls, he was just a nineteen-year-old guy with a dead-end job and a fading dream of doing something that mattered. Something bigger than spatulas and timecards.
Sometimes, while scrubbing the flat-top or filling orders, he’d stare through the streaked front window and imagine being somewhere else. A battlefield, maybe. Or the deck of a spaceship. Anywhere but here, where his apron clung to him like defeat.
His thoughts drifted as he grabbed the trash bags and headed out the back. The alley was silent, save for the faint hum of the flickering dumpster light. He hated this part of the job. The stench of garbage mixed with the constant scratching from the shadows always put him on edge.
He hauled the first bag toward the dumpster when sudden movement made him freeze. A cluster of rats darted into the light, their bodies unnervingly large, their eyes glinting red.
“Gross,” Conner muttered, edging around them. One of the rats hissed, baring its teeth. Conner stumbled back, nearly slipping.
“Okay, okay, you win,” he said, dropping the trash and stepping away. But as he moved, his heel caught the edge of the dumpster. He fell backward, his head whipping toward the pavement—except the pavement wasn’t there.
A swirl of purple and silver light consumed him. Weightless, he tumbled through a roaring void. He tried to scream, but no sound came. His chest burned as the world twisted and folded like a collapsing star.
Then—impact.
Arrival in Czar

He groaned, rolling onto his side. The ground beneath him was soft, damp, and cold. Definitely not asphalt.
The alley was gone.
Before him stretched a vast expanse of glowing hills beneath a massive pale-blue moon. The air was sharp, clean, tinged with a metallic tang. Strange trees with silver leaves swayed in the breeze, their trunks an iridescent black. The breeze brushed his skin like cool silk, tingling with electricity.
The sky above looked like a painted ceiling, speckled with stars that shimmered and danced. He could see two more moons in the distance—one green, one a deep crimson—hanging low on the horizon.
“What the . . .”
Conner sat up, rubbing the back of his head. His uniform still reeked of grease, but everything around him was utterly alien. Dreamlike. But too vivid to be a dream.
He stood slowly, eyes scanning the surreal landscape. The air buzzed with distant insect chirps and strange calls—animalistic, yet musical. The ground beneath his feet was soft like moss, yet shimmered faintly with every step.
“Who goes there?”
He flinched at the sharp voice. A group of figures emerged from the shadows, armed with crude spears and axes. They were short—no taller than his chest—but stocky and muscular. Their braided hair framed sharp features, and their tight leather garb gleamed in the moonlight.
“Uh . . . hi?” Conner raised his hands slowly, unsure whether to run or stay put.
An older man stepped forward; lines etched deep into his face. “You are not of Czar,” he said, gravel in his voice. “Yet you are no beast. Who are you, and why have you come here?”
“I don’t know,” Conner admitted, heart pounding. “I just . . . fell.”
The man’s gaze swept over him, lingering on his height. “Taller than our strongest warriors. Perhaps a gift from the gods—or a curse.”
“I’m just a guy,” Conner said, trying to steady his voice. “I don’t want any trouble.”
The villagers exchanged wary glances. At last, the elder nodded. “Come. If the night finds you here, you will not survive to see the dawn.”
Life in the Village

The village of Arin was nestled in a quiet valley, ringed by steep hills and thick woods. Homes of stone and timber glowed softly with embedded crystals that pulsed in the night. Smoke curled lazily from chimneys, and the air was rich with the scent of burning wood and warm bread.
Conner was led to a modest hut near the center of the village, where a couple and their young daughter waited. The man was broad-shouldered and weathered, his face a study in stern lines. The woman had kind, welcoming eyes. Their daughter, no older than six, peeked shyly from behind her mother’s skirt.
“We will house him,” the woman said, her voice gentle but firm.
The elder nodded. “Very well. But watch him closely. If he brings misfortune, it will fall on your heads.”
Inside, a small fire warmed the hut. The walls were adorned with woven tapestries, glowing softly in the firelight. Simple tools hung near the door, and dried herbs dangled from the ceiling beams.
The girl’s curiosity soon overcame her shyness. She tugged at Conner’s sleeve. “You’re so tall! Are all your people giants?”
“Uh, no,” he said, crouching slightly to fit beneath the low ceiling. “I’m just . . . average.”
She giggled. Her parents remained serious.
“Listen carefully,” her father said, voice low. “Do not go outside after dark. There are creatures here—monsters that hunt the night. If they find you, they will tear you apart.”
Conner swallowed. “Got it. Stay inside.”
And he meant it. But that didn’t mean sleep came easily.
His mind raced. He tried to process everything—falling through a hole in reality, waking up on a different world, being called a gift or a curse by spear-wielding strangers. He lay on the edge of the straw mat, staring at the ceiling, where shadows danced like spirits.
Outside, the wind moaned through the trees.
He pulled the rough wool blanket tighter and told himself he’d figure it out tomorrow. Sleep tugged at his mind, dragging him toward uneasy dreams filled with shadows and silver leaves. Just before consciousness slipped away, a child's laugh jolted him awake.
The sound came again—high and carefree. Conner blinked, pushing himself up from the straw bedding. Through the small window, he caught movement in the moonlight. The little girl, her face bright with joy, chasing something across the village clearing. A ball, rolling toward the trees.
His stomach clenched. The father’s warning echoed in his mind: Do not go outside after dark.
He was on his feet before he realized he’d moved, stumbling toward the door. The night air hit him like a slap, cold and sharp. The girl didn’t see him, didn't hear his hissed warning. She kept running, closer to the tree line, closer to the darkness beyond.
And then the first shadow moved.
The Night of the Rats

A low growl rolled through the air, primal and deep. From the edge of the woods, a hulking form crept into the moonlight. It was massive—easily the size of a wild boar—with coarse, matted fur that glistened like oil. Its eyes glowed red, and rows of jagged yellow teeth caught the moonlight as it snarled.
Conner froze. His pulse spiked. Another shape emerged behind it. Then a third.
Three of them.
His breath caught as the creatures moved with unnerving grace, tails whipping behind them, claws digging into the frozen earth. Their gaze locked on the girl.
She hadn’t seen them yet.
“Run!” Conner yelled, his voice tearing through the silence.
The girl turned, eyes wide with fear, but her legs didn’t move. The closest rat lunged forward.
Conner bolted.
Every step felt like it took too long. The lantern swung wildly in his hand, casting twisted shadows across the trees. His boots pounded against the frozen dirt. He reached her just in time—scooping her into one arm and pivoting to place himself between her and the rats.
They stopped.
For a moment, all three rats crouched low, baring their teeth, their breath fogging in the cold air. Conner could feel the girl shaking in his arms.
“Stay behind me,” he said. He set her down gently, positioning himself in front of her as the creatures began to spread out.
One to the left. One to the right. One straight ahead.
He spotted something out of the corner of his eye—a pitchfork leaning against a fence just twenty feet away.
Think fast.
He took a deep breath and ran for it.
The Battle

The rat in the center charged.
Conner lunged toward the tool, fingers outstretched. His hand closed around the wooden handle just as the rat slammed into him.
He twisted, using the creature’s own momentum. With all his strength, he jammed the pitchfork forward, the prongs sinking deep into the rat’s ribcage.
It screamed.
A hideous, high-pitched screech tore through the night as the rat writhed on the end of the fork. Conner pushed harder until the creature collapsed in a shuddering heap.
No time to breathe.
The second rat barreled into him from the side.
They both hit the ground hard. The lantern slipped from his grip and smashed, glass and oil spraying across the dirt. A flash of flame burst briefly, then fizzled out, plunging them into darkness.
Claws raked his left arm, slicing deep. He screamed in pain and kicked upward, catching the rat’s belly and rolling free.
The pitchfork had broken in half during the fall.
He grabbed the jagged handle and spun just as the creature lunged again. With a snarl, he drove the broken shaft upward into its throat. The beast let out a gurgling cry, blood pouring down its chest. It twitched violently before crumpling.
Only one left.
The final rat paused at the edge of the trees, its eyes locked on Conner. Blood soaked the ground. Conner stood panting, shaking, one arm limp at his side. He met the creature’s gaze.
A silent standoff.
Then, with a snarl, the rat turned and disappeared into the shadows.
The night held its breath.
And then it exhaled.
Conner dropped to one knee, the cold earth biting through the fabric of his pants. His lungs heaved like bellows, each breath ragged and sharp. His wounded arm throbbed in time with his heartbeat, blood trickling down to his fingertips. The broken shaft of the pitchfork slipped from his grip and fell to the ground with a dull thud.
His body trembled—not from the cold, but from the sudden flood of adrenaline wearing off. Every muscle in his frame screamed from exertion. His knuckles were raw, his side bruised from the impact of the second rat’s charge.
He stared at the mangled bodies before him, barely recognizing them as anything from Earth. The stench of blood and burnt oil from the shattered lantern clung to the air, mixing into a nauseating fog.
The girl. Where was—
She stood behind him, motionless, her eyes glassy with shock. Conner reached out with his good arm and gently touched her shoulder.
“Hey . . . you’re okay. It’s over. I’ve got you.”
His voice cracked. His throat was dry, and every word felt like gravel.
She blinked, then threw her arms around him, sobbing into his chest.
Conner let her cry. He held her tightly, his own tears stinging at the corners of his eyes. Not from pain, but from something else—some raw, unfamiliar mix of relief and horror and disbelief.
What just happened? What was he now?
Not a cashier. Not a fry cook.
He had killed.
Survived.
And in doing so, saved a life.
The Villagers Rally

A shout broke the silence—a man’s voice, laced with alarm. Then another. Footsteps thudded against the earth as villagers spilled from their homes, drawn by the sounds of battle. Their torches flared in the night like tiny suns, pushing back the shadows.
Men and women armed with hoes, axes, and crude spears surrounded the scene. They took in the bodies of the slain rats. Blood pooled in the dirt. The air reeked of death and smoke.
One of the villagers pointed toward the woods. “There! It flees!”
A chorus of roars rose as a group of them gave chase into the darkness, their war cries echoing like thunder.
Conner stood slowly, cradling his injured arm. The little girl still clung to his side. Her parents rushed toward them—her mother falling to her knees, sweeping the child into her arms while her father’s gaze locked with Conner’s.
There were no words at first.
Only the silence of recognition.
Then, the father stepped forward and gripped Conner’s uninjured shoulder.
“You saved her,” he said, voice thick with emotion. “You saved my daughter.”
Conner gave a slight nod, unsure what to say. He was lightheaded now, the pain in his arm intensifying. His legs felt like stone.
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