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Prophecy

Born of three worlds of fire, clay, and grace

Sewing fear into the hearts of the immortal race 

Comes the Destroyer of Worlds, to take its place

Demon of death waits to embrace, to seal their fate

By mortal eyes, thou see its face

By immortal hands, kill thee in haste

Two worlds die, and one reborn takes its place.
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TWO IMMORTALS STOOD outside Charleston’s Medical Hospital disguised as human doctors. Gabriel, the taller of the two, surveyed his surroundings with caution. With the thin frame of his vessel, his gangly arms were impossibly long for a human, except he didn’t care. His power morphed his body into precisely what he thought humans were–nothing but hairless monkeys. His grace shone through his clear eyes, making humans who noticed wary of him. Gabriel stretched awkwardly and glanced at his companion.

Ariel stood beside him, his opposite. A short, voluptuous lady with long, curly brown hair and misty chocolate eyes that sparkled in the sun. She did not exude the same power as he did, but her aura left a calmness within the hearts of those who rested their gazes upon her, a fleeting serenity that disappeared the moment they looked away. 

“Are you sure she is here?” Ariel bit her thumbnail.

“Positive. My sources say Lilith went into labor a half-hour ago,” Gabriel confirmed.

“But why in the mortal realm?” Ariel said. “She could have given birth in Hell.”

“No, Lucifer wants that monster dead too.” Gabriel grimaced, his jaw tightening. “Remember the prophecy. Be my eyes.”

Ariel nodded, plunging her hands into her white lab coat’s pockets. “Which room?”

“Two-Forty-One,” Gabriel murmured, closing his colorless eyes briefly. 

Heaven and Hell are in danger, thanks to that damned succubus! 

He shook his head and gritted his teeth as they walked through the automatic doors leading to the hospital’s lobby. Gabriel glanced in mild amusement at the humans who milled about like ants—some talking on cell phones while others yelled and cursed at the underpaid staff. The smell of blood and antiseptic lingered in the air as they slipped by unnoticed, headed for the elevators, stepped inside, and pushed the button for the fourth floor. Gabriel prayed to God that they were not too late. 

The child must not survive.

The doors opened, and both angels raced down the narrowed hall, dodging patients and doctors with swift ease. Their eyes scanned each door they rushed by, searching for room two-forty-one. Gabriel’s footfalls faltered when he spotted the two demons on opposite sides of the door. He clenched his jaw; his eyes burned brighter with rage, an emotion he didn’t have time for. He hated the fact that his essence could muster such a human response.

The two demon guards were playing rock, paper, scissors to pass the time. They looked identical in uniformed green scrubs, with coppery skin, jerry-curled black hair, and brown eyes with black flecks sprinkled within the irises.

“I knew she’d have protectors,” Gabriel cursed, stopping four feet from the door, sizing them up. They were lower-circle demons inhabiting mortal bodies stolen from the hospital.

Ariel flew by him as she charged her hands, flashing red like fire, and smashed into the demons. She brought them both crashing to the floor and landed on top of one twin, fingers tightly grasping his cheeks. Power shot through him, immobilizing his body. The host’s eyes glowed a pearly white for a second as her grace zapped the demon from within. Ariel smirked as the black specks from within his irises disappeared; the demon had gone back to Hell. 

The other demon lay frozen on the ground, unsure of what to do; his knees bent awkwardly and mouth open. Gabriel could see that he was having a tough time controlling his host and leaned against the wall, watching. He wasn’t one to touch lower-circle filth. He was saving himself for Lilith and her brat. The demon finally regained control over his host’s body and crawled towards Ariel, stringing his muscular arm around her, closing the air from entering her nose and mouth. Ariel struggled, scraping her nails against the demon’s arm frantically. Only her host had bitten the nails down to the nubs; she couldn’t break the skin. Gabriel continued to watch with indifference; no worry marred his features. Ariel was one of his best fighters. She could handle herself. 

A woman’s ear-piercing scream interrupted the fight. Their attention snapped to the closed door. 

Shit, she must be close to delivering.

Gabriel clenched his teeth; his fingers were tingling with energy. His eyes met Ariel’s, and she gathered a massive chunk of skin into her mouth and used her host’s sharp teeth to bite down hard on her attacker’s arm. The demon howled and lost his grip. She charged her hands again and twisted around in his arms to face him, grabbing the man’s cheeks and banishing the demon to Hell. The host, now liberated, slumped to the floor, curled up in a ball, eyes vacant as his tongue lay slack over the side of his bottom lip.

“Thanks for the help, Gabriel,” Ariel griped. 

Gabriel shrugged, not bothering to give a lower-heaven angel an explanation.

She swiped at the sheen of sweat upon her host’s brow, noticing the pallor of her skin. “This host won’t sustain me for much longer.”

Another cry stole their focus, but this time, it was not Lilith’s shriek; it was the soft cry of a newborn baby. Gabriel and Ariel barged into the room, eyes spying a demon covered in black blood on the bed—three demons at its foot. An angel stood at the head of the bed, grasping the succubus’s hand; his eyes never left the floor. 

The room fell silent. 

Gabriel’s essence suddenly glowed a bright yellow, displaying his power to all in the room as he gazed at Lilith’s relaxed, slender frame on the bed. Sweat dripped from her brow, and her eyes were closed, her thick eyelashes fluttering weakly. Straight blue-black hair plastered against her damp face, cheeks red from pushing. And yet none of this deterred her evil beauty. 

Ariel stormed forward, closer to the bed, and began to search the room. She checked under the bed. Behind the door. Even behind the pale green curtains. The monster was no longer there. Ariel frowned and shook her head at Gabriel.

“Where is the monster?!” Ariel forced herself in front of Lilith, pushing two lower-circle demons to the side. 

“You’re too late. My baby’s gone,” Lilith purred. 

The succubus stretched out on the bed like a contented cat as she let out a deep throaty chuckle.

“Damn it, Lilith! Why?” Ariel asked.

Gabriel sensed fear emanating from his partner’s body as her host’s hands burned red, crackling with another burst of power. She touched the nearest demon with her fire essence and zapped it back to Hell. The host dropped to the floor, and his mouth gaped open while he struggled to breathe. His lungs could not find the air they desperately needed, and the light slowly faded from his eyes as his soul left his body. Gabriel’s eyes fixated on the spirit as it chilled and darkened the room. The apparition stared down at his corpse, then at Gabriel, with his mouth agape and eyes pleading. His wispy form turned two dimensional as black hands floated up from a dark pool that formed on the floor, snapping at the human’s soul. It pulled him down into the pool, and it slipped through the cracks in the linoleum. Gabriel knew the soul was going to Hell to pay for the sins in life. A hollow smile painted his lips.

“Where’s the beast?” Gabriel hissed as his attention returned to Lilith, cursing the witch. 

His power fizzled, and he shifted to mist, almost unable to keep his human form as terror ate at him; he squashed the emotion and regained the gangly human he had chosen for himself. 

I can’t lose control.

“You angels are such drama queens,” Lilith cackled, opening her eyes for the first time since the intrusion. Obsidian gleamed with pride as she glared at the intruders. “You will never find my child.” With a snap of her fingers, her body dissolved into black wisp and shot out the window.

Gabriel swore viciously under his breath and focused on the angel who had betrayed them. The angel’s host stood five-foot-ten with spiky blonde hair and misty blue eyes. His slim build stood rigid, skin bleached of all color. 

“How could you, Dameal?” Ariel accused, disdain dripping from her voice.

“I had to,” Dameal choked out.

“Dameal, God wants a word with you,” Gabriel’s powerful voice paralyzed everyone in the room as he stormed over to Dameal and placed his hands on the host’s arm, shocking the angel out of the human. The host slumped to the floor. His breathing was slow, confirming that the human had survived the ordeal of an immortal having taken over him. 

With the baby and Lilith gone, nothing else kept him here in his human form. He wanted to float among the clouds in purity and left Ariel behind to send the demons back to Hell while he delivered the traitor to God.
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Sixteen-Years Later

THE WIND WHIPPED CHRIS’S hair as she watched the people strolling by in their fancy suits and perfect hair. None of them spared a glance at her as she hunkered against the wall, slumping into her ratty old coat; not that it did any good. The wind found tiny holes in her jacket and pants, prancing along her skin, causing her to shake. The frozen ground numbed her bottom, but she refused to move, continuing to stare at them. The men, women, and children passed by without a care. She couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled in her throat at their naivety, and how confident they were in their safety. The streets were not safe. Tula City was more dangerous than anyone could imagine.

Her home was a battlefield.

Only the tough survived, and Chris was strong enough to have withstood the streets for six years. Her eyes dimmed as she thought of the others, or her roommates, as she referred to the homeless people. They lived in the same place, out in the open where the sun burned their skin and the cold nipped their flesh. They would beg for handouts or fight with whoever crossed their path. 

Chris smirked at the crowd, knowing she’d never stoop to begging; it was not worth her time. Ughhh... Time – how badly she hated it. It was like a demon who made the day sluggish, tormenting her to no end until night came; then, she’d sleep. At first, she wanted the night to take her as it did her roommates, yet death never touched her with its icy fingers.

Chris’s lips turned up; her brown gaze narrowed on a tall man dressed in a black suit. He had a briefcase in one hand and a Rolex on his wrist. His long slender legs glided with determined steps. His wallet poked out from his pants pocket, beckoning to Chris. She stood and hustled forward, shouldering people to get through, making her way towards the man. She bumped his briefcase from his hand with the side of her body.

“Sorry!” Chris said as the briefcase broke open, and papers scattered everywhere.

The man grumbled, sneering at her, loathing set deep within his eyes. He got on his knees and piled the papers into one stack.

“Can I help?” Chris asked, placing her hand on his shoulder.

Again, he muttered and shook her hand off as if her very touch burned him. He straightened himself, standing tall.

“Watch where you’re going, street-rat!” he bellowed.

Chris narrowed her eyes and bumped into his arm again. Her sneaky fingers grabbed the tip of the wallet and shuffled it out of his pocket. She took off down the street and grinned for a second, pocketing the wallet in her coat, then frowned, sneering as she thought back to the name he had called her. 

A street-rat! 

Not for the first time, nor the last, would she hear that name. Chris had an array of titles gifted upon her. No one had uttered her actual name for the last six years, and if not for her memory, Chris might have forgotten it herself. Instead of shying away from those horrid names, she wore them on her sleeve like a badge. She sewed those names into her soul, making them a part of her. Her old self wasn’t important; the carefree girl who used to cook with Auntie on Sundays died a long time ago. She took the name Chris to honor someone from her past she tried not to think about. His name was the only comfort she had, but it was no use bringing up dreadful memories.

Chris turned left up the road and headed into Pegan Park; the trees bare of leaves as they slept the winter away. The sky was cloudy, and the air frigid. Chris zipped down one of the cement paths, running until she hid under a bridge’s canopy. She heard giggling from above yet paid it little mind. Digging into her coat, she retrieved the wallet and opened it, finding a lousy ten-dollar bill. Cursing, Chris threw the wallet against the bridge wall; the bang made a loud echo. The giggles above ceased.

“Jackass didn’t carry much cash,” Chris said as she pocketed the money.

Pigeons fluttered around her, pecking at the ground as her stomach rumbled. Chris couldn’t remember the last time she ate. 

Was it a week ago? 

Her mouth watered just thinking about it. She knew the perfect place. Numb and hungry, she strolled out of the park, heading uptown to her favorite restaurant. 

Chris tugged on her wool hat, covering her ears as she skipped down the street until her eyes shone with excitement as Café Monte came into view. One of the few places that allowed the homeless to sit if they bought something. Their prices were cheap, and the food was delicious. Café Monte was a run-down hole in the ground with dirty graffiti bricks. A neon sign with the C and M burned out. The window took up half the wall and was covered in green grime. Chris shuffled inside, smiling when a big gush of warm air hit her frozen face. She found a table near the back with someone else’s food scattered across the wooden surface. Chris sat, waiting, her fingers flicking old eggs onto the dirty floor beside her feet. 

Fluorescent lights hummed from the ceiling like incessant bees, glaring down onto the unswept floor. Tables of various sizes littered the café and a bar near the kitchen for singles to sit. The only other patrons were an elderly couple who sat in the booth near the window and glanced at Chris every minute with disgust written across their faces. Chris sneered at the couple as they caught her stony eyes, making them gasp before looking away. They hunched over, their heads almost clinking together, whispering to each other. Chris knew they were talking about her.
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LINDA TIED HER APRON around her waist, placed a name-tag on her purple uniform and fixed her long blonde hair into a ponytail. She grabbed a cloth and cleaned the bar as a headache itched her brain, wondering why she didn’t just quit.

Maybe I sort of... might like working here... maybe?

A whistle brought her back to reality, and she noticed an old couple signaling to her. Linda rolled her eyes at the rude gesture before forcing a smile on her lips. She strolled from behind the bar, picking up the coffeepot on her way to their table.

“Excuse me, miss?” The elderly woman asked.

“Yes?”

“Do you always let bums like him into your establishment?” She pointed.

Linda’s eyes followed the lady’s finger and sneered at the main reason she wanted to quit. 

Not this guy again! That asshole is back and in my section.

“Why didn’t I quit today,” Linda groaned under her breath. The old couple gave her an apologetic smile.

“Thank you. I’ll take care of it,” Linda clucked her tongue, “I hate when he comes in here.”

Linda placed the coffeepot back on the warmer at the bar and studied the bum—dirty baggy jeans, and a long brown coat hid his skinny body. Her lips twitched down when he played with the chair, rocking it back and forth as the right leg was shorter. Linda crossed her arms and grumbled under her breath. She knew he was trouble; he dined and dashed the last time. Not that Linda could blame him. When he first came into the restaurant on her shift, she treated him to a meal, feeling sorry for him. That was until the asshole started harassing her, asking for more freebies. When she said no, he dashed after finishing his meal. She caught him half-arched out of the Men’s bathroom window, ready to jump. She had called for help, but in the end, that meal came out of her tips. Plus, the little fucker liked playing tricks on her, untying her apron so it would get caught between her legs, tripping her and other childish antics.

“I wonder how old he is?” Linda sighed, judging by his sunken cheeks and pointy chin, hard eyes. A black cap hid the boy’s hair, so she couldn’t tell what color it was. 

Eighteen? Nineteen? 

She shook her head and stormed over to his table. Linda got the bum’s attention by clearing her throat loudly. 

“You gonna pay this time?” Linda got straight to the point.

Her small nose wrinkled from the rotten vegetable smell of the street-rat, and her eyes narrowed.

“You’re too pretty to work in this dump... Linda,” he read her name-tag.

The bum smirked and winked at her while picking up the menu from between the salt and pepper shakers. Linda tapped her foot impatiently, scrutinizing the bum as he studied the menu. She huffed, knowing that he always ordered the same thing. 

Cheeseburger platter with a pop.

Linda’s foot tap increased as he fidgeted in his seat. The leg rocked to the right, eyes glued to the menu. Linda had had enough.  

“Listen, you creep! I’m in no mood for your crap today,” Linda clipped through clenched teeth, pointing her index finger at him.

The bum’s brown eyes hardened to coals. “Cheeseburger platter and a pop.”

Linda didn’t bother to jot down his order. She spun around and stormed behind the counter.

“Hey, Gary! That guy’s back,” Linda announced through the small window into the kitchen.

Gary’s head popped up with grease and sweat splattered all over his meaty face. A hairnet hid his red hair. 

“Which one?” he growled.

“The guy who is always harassing me and dined-and-dashed last time,” Linda whined, wishing Becky were on so she could serve the bum; luckily for her, she had the day off.

“That asshole is back? Make him pay before giving him any food,” Gary sneered, his face crimson.

Linda chuckled, remembering when Gary-the-Sasquatch, as she liked to call him behind his back, stormed out of the kitchen with a butcher knife and chased after the ragtag teen, but Gary never caught him. She hid the laugh by faking a yawn.

“Can’t we just kick him out?” Her shoulders slumped in defeat. She didn’t want to serve him.

“Well, if you didn’t give the gutter-pup free food, he wouldn’t be back, begging for a bone. It’s your fault. Besides, it’s against the rules,” Gary barked, ducking from the window.

A thought graced her mind, and a smile puckered her pink lips. She knew the bum had no cash.

She danced over to him and chuckled, “Pay first.”

The bum scrunched his nose and slammed down a ten. Linda jumped back two steps.

“Happy now!?” He fumed.

With her heart crammed into her throat, Linda inched forward, snatched the money, and made change by slapping a five on the table. She quickly scampered away, frowning. “I bet he stole it.”

But to her disappointment, he had paid, and thanks to company policy, he could stay in the café and eat. 

Damn that bum to Hell.

She gave Gary a nod to make the cheeseburger platter for the sleazeball, a pet name she had given him. 

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

CHRIS CURSED, “THE nerve of her, making me pay before getting my food.”

Chris’s mouth watered once her food plopped ungraciously on the table. Charred meat on a soggy bun with blackened fries; ketchup and cheese oozed around the burger. Chris shoveled the fries into her mouth, smacking her lips together and humming in delight. She finished her meal within seconds, then sucked on her fingers, wanting another one, but thought better of it. The leftover money had another purpose. 

While sipping her pop, Chris wanted to torture the waitress for making her pay first. She saw the disgust in the blonde’s eyes. It scorched her soul. Besides, a prank wouldn’t hurt anyone, and Chris needed to teach Linda a lesson. Smiling, Chris slipped three ice cubes out of the now empty glass. She waited until Linda walked by and dropped ice down her back. The blonde screamed and dropped the coffee cups; they smashed to the floor as she jumped around, her hands reaching behind her, trying to grab at the ice like a dancing monkey. 

Chris slowly clapped; the sound echoed off the walls, and giggles spewed from her lips as she watched Linda’s face turn red, eyes shooting daggers at her. If looks could kill, Chris would be dead; but it only made her smile broaden.

“Out!” Linda pointed to the door.
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CHRIS CURSED AS THE sun lowered over the horizon as the sky darkened, and snowflakes drifted to the ground; she hated winter and pulled her coat tighter to keep the wind out while heading home. ‘Home’ was such a powerful word; only it held little meaning. Most people considered it a place with four walls, a roof overhead, running water and food in the fridge. To Chris, it was a brown smelly damp fridge size cardboard box two alleys from the café. No running water unless you count the melted snow and rainwater from the gutters.

Chris blew in her hands as she walked by two brown-haired prostitutes, one male and the other female, looking no older than seventeen. The girl shivered in a tight purple dress, barely covering her butt and ripped stockings. A cigarette pressed between bruised lips. Her male companion’s eyes were vacant. He wore a thin white t-shirt and tight blue jeans, showing his slim body. They catcalled to her, but didn’t move from their perch on the corner.

Prostitution among homeless women and adolescents was high.  They did it because they wanted a warm place to stay and food in their bellies. Not once had pimps or gangs tried to adopt her. Chris made damn sure that would never happen.  

The wind played with the snow as it cascaded onto the sidewalk covering the concrete and forcing Chris to hustle her steps into the alley between Jake’s Pizzeria and Kwan’s Marketplace. Her ‘home,’ along with many others. An old man sat on the chilled ground at the entrance, his clothes dirty and ripped, face pale and ashen. A whiskey bottle lay in his slack right hand. Rats skittered over his thighs and into the alley. Chris stepped over the drunk’s legs and submerged herself in the bleakness of her home, passing by druggies shooting heroin, leaning stone-faced against the dingy red brick wall of Jake’s Pizzeria. A green tent covered in a light dusting of snow loomed ahead of her, making Chris smile as she jogged to it, stopped by the flap, and tapped on it twice. Bright curly red hair poked out of the folds a few seconds later. She flashed her off-white teeth at Chris as she grinned.

“Hey, Beth,” Chris greeted her.

“Well, hi, Chris. You’re back late.” Beth tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Well, I had things to do. Have you eaten yet?” Chris inquired, hearing noises from within the tent.

“Found two dollars in cans. I could only afford a package of hotdogs,” Beth said, “Where are my manners? Chris, come in.”  

Sweeping snow off her shoulders, Chris entered the semi-warm tent. Four candles lit the cramped room, giving off a soft yellow glow. They flickered twice but didn’t die as the wind swept into the tent. Chris quickly closed the flap to keep the candle’s lights steady, took out the remaining five, and handed it over to Beth. Her eyes caught sight of another curly red-headed girl, no older than two, hiding behind Beth.

“Chris, I can’t,” Beth attempted to give it back.

“It’s not for you. It’s for the kids,” Chris said.

Beth tucked the money into her pocket; her green eyes sparkled in the candlelight. She pulled the two-year-old girl from behind and sat with the small child on her lap. Chris sat near the flap, not wanting to intrude further within the cramped space. 

“Carol, say hi to Chris.” Beth ran her hand through Carol’s soft curly red hair.

Carol looked at Chris, opened her mouth to speak, then changed her mind, popping her thumb, and the tip of her oversized blue sweater into her mouth. Dirt matted the child’s rosy cheeks, yet her eyes lit with happiness. 

“Sam.” Chris’s eyes traveled to the other child who sat in the corner by one of the lit candles.

Sam nodded back and held a baseball bat tight against his chest. His green sweater fell loosely around his small torso. Sam’s left hand played with the holes in his dirty grey jeans that frayed at the bottom. Grease and dirt littered his hair, and there was a wildness in his hard blue eyes. Chris sighed; she had seen that look before. It was the look of a kid about to break, yet he hid it by acting tough. Chris knew it too well because she saw it every time she stared into a mirror as she fought off starvation and depression out here on the streets.

“Thanks again, Chris. We have a hotdog left. Do you want it?” Beth offered.

“Nope,” Chris waved her offer away, “I’m full.”

Chris watched Beth tend to the children, and Auntie popped into her mind. Both women shared the same flame colored hair, but Beth’s was brighter, even with the dirt caked into the strands. The only difference was their eyes. Beth had sea-green eyes, unlike Auntie’s grey ones. 

With her slim figure and cherub face, Beth was one to turn heads, and her appearance worried Chris. Life on the streets as a woman was hard, watching out for pimps and gangs. Chris imagined the kids would be drug runners while Beth stood on the corner selling her body in the cold, just like the prostitutes she spotted earlier. That wasn’t a life Chris wanted for them and was why she watched out for them, making sure her worries were unfounded. Beth was too naïve to be on her own. 

“Any troubles?” Chris pumped, noticing a nervousness in Beth’s posture. Her body shook like a leaf, and not from the cold.

Beth avoided Chris’s eyes and braided Carol’s hair. Her fingers twitched, making the braid messy.

“I’m not sure.” Beth gulped. “I saw this blonde haired guy hanging around the alley. He kept staring at the tent. He didn’t stay long.”

Chris bit her lip. “Did he come back?”

“No.”

“Beth, you gotta go,” Chris said, fixing her hat and pulling it over her ears. 

Someone had noticed Beth, and things could get ugly. Only a few sick individuals noticed the poor and homeless, and Chris didn’t want her fears to come true.

“Why?” Beth’s voice shook.

“When a scumbag takes an interest in you, you leave. Got it,” Chris explained. “Or bad things will happen. You want to survive on the streets? Know when to run and hide.”

“But I have nowhere else to go,” Beth sucked her bottom lip; tears wetted her lashes.

“Find another alley. Anywhere but here,” Chris offered, swiping her fingers over her cap.

“I can’t,” Beth choked.

Frustration was an understatement as Beth might get herself and the kids taken away by pimps or worse, killed.

“Beth, I know you’re new to the streets, and if you’re not careful, you’ll wind up dead.” Chris’s heated words caused tears to slide down Carol’s dirty cheeks. The toddler turned and whimpered as she buried her face into her mother’s chest.

“Chris, you have no right!” Beth's voice rose in anger.

Beth undid the braid and started over again. Her lips parted, yet she didn’t utter a word as she blinked back tears. The look on her face brought Chris back to when they first met two weeks ago. 

A redheaded woman stumbled into the alley, tears staining her cheeks. She clutched her kids to her waist, rattling to anyone who’d listen to her about how her husband died, how she lost everything. She hunkered down by the garbage can and cried. Her wailing scared the homeless. They ran from her—all but Chris, who sat beside her and offered her a candy bar. The woman beamed at Chris through her tears and took the bar. She split it between the kids. 

She thanked Chris by introducing herself, “Name’s Beth.” She sniffed. “I’m scared.”

“Stick with me, and you’ll be fine,” Chris said.

Carol’s whine brought Chris back to reality, and she narrowed her sight on the bags under Beth’s eyes and sighed sharply. She knew her words were too harsh for the soft hearted woman. 

“I know these streets better than you do,” Chris said softly. “And I want you to be safe.”

“I don’t know,” Beth’s voice wobbled, “I don’t want to leave. We have gotten comfortable here.”

“What about a women’s shelter?”

“No, I will not lose my kids,” Beth said stubbornly. “I’m a terrible mother as it is. I can’t feed them a healthy meal or put a roof over their heads.”

“Beth, you’re doing your best,” Chris assured her, “think of them first.”

The redhead feared the shelter, not that Chris could blame her, remembering her time in foster care years ago, but her brain stopped her right there. She would not think about the past. Now was not the time to dredge up painful memories.

Chris bit the inside of her cheek as Beth continued to glare at her. Silence reigned over them, and Chris knew it was time to leave. She stood without a word and left out the flap. The can fire burned low, and Chris threw in more garbage that littered the ground to coax the flame back to life. Satisfied, Chris moved her box closer to the tent before climbing in and covering herself with a heavy blanket to avoid the wind and drift off to sleep.

“Get away from me!” a high, shrill voice shouted.

Chris's eyes snapped open as another scream filled the air, and she hurried out of the cardboard box to find Sam’s small body lying motionless outside the tent; blood oozed from a gash on his forehead. His bat lay limp in his little hands. A slight whimper made Chris turn towards the tent. Carol’s head poked out of the flap. She sucked her thumb as silent tears washed her dirty face. Anger bubbled to the surface when Chris’s brown eyes fell on Beth being held against the grimy brick wall, while a man with greasy blonde hair sucked on her neck. His right leg pushed Beth’s knees apart and forced Beth’s tiny hands up over her head with his left hand while his right cupped her left breast. Beth’s eyes swelled with tears as she cried out again.

“Are you enjoying that, baby?” the man’s drunken voice slurred.

“No, please stop,” Beth whimpered, closing her eyes.

Chris grabbed the bat from Sam’s limp hands and ran to Beth; with an angry cry, Chris swung the bat and hit the assailant twice at the nape and once between the shoulder blades. Blondie groaned, crumbling to the ground. Chris whacked him two more times before kicking the sicko aside and rushing to Beth’s trembling body. She still had her eyes closed as Chris touched her shoulders, making Beth scream, and she slapped Chris with her newly freed right hand.

“Beth! It’s me, Chris,” Chris grabbed her hands to avoid another hit.

Opening her eyes, Beth fell into Chris’s arms. “Thank you, Chris.”

“We gotta go,” Chris stated and gently pushed Beth away, uncomfortable with her fingers touching her and hurried over to Sam, checking his wound. The blood looked like it had clotted; it might leave a scar and maybe some bruising. Other than the gash on his forehead, Sam looked unharmed.

“Is he going to be okay?” Beth moaned, rushing to Sam’s side, tearing her sleeve and wiping the blood from his forehead.

“He’s fine,” Chris shooed Beth’s hands away.

Chris picked up Sam’s limp body. “Grab Carol.”

Beth followed Chris’s instructions; the toddler wrapped her arms around her mother tightly and buried her head in the crook of her neck. Chris led Beth out of the alley with a brief nod and turned right.

“Where’re we going?” Her voice wobbled as she spoke.

“To a safe place,” Chris said and hurried them down the deserted sidewalk as the moon hung high over them while streetlights overpowered the stars. Buildings cluttered both sides of the street, standing tall and intimidating. 

The wind had calmed, and the temperature had warmed as fresh white snowflakes floated in the air. They turned right a mile up the road. Two blocks later, Beth broke the silence.

“Sam tried to save me tonight,” She muttered.

Chris nodded, looking down at the boy in her arms. She feared the bump on his head, that it was more than just a bruise, but kept her thoughts to herself. They veered left at the next streetlight.

“It was the same guy from earlier.” Beth sobbed.

Chris stopped and turned towards Beth and noted her red cheeks and puffy eyes. But Chris was too angry to be swayed by her tears. 

“I warned you. You can’t go back there.” Her words came out more heated than she intended. 

Beth’s mouth gaped open like a fish, making choking noises as if trying to speak. Her eyes widened in shock, and her cheeks darkened to scarlet. Chris didn’t care if she hurt Beth’s feelings; she needed to hear the truth. Chris shook her head before walking off while Beth followed a step or two behind.

They neared the Wharf on the city's south side and stood at the gates, staring at the bright red warehouse with six windows on one side. The lowest window had no glass in its frame, and the warehouse looked abandoned, but the heavy machinery inside the gate stated otherwise.

“Are we staying here?” Beth squeaked.

“Only for tonight.” 

They walked along the gate and into the woods to their left. Bushes and vines smothered the gate, and the canopy from the trees blocked out the city’s lights. Beth’s slim fingers clutched Chris’s coat as they stumbled over roots and rocks. 

“Careful,” Chris’s guttural voice warned the deeper they trotted into the forest.

Chris stopped and adjusted Sam over her shoulder and pulled back the bushes with her left hand, revealing a fence with a cut down the middle. Chris pulled the slit open, slipping through it. 

“How did you know that was here?” Beth asked.

“Made the hole myself,” Chris boasted as she led Beth over to the lowest window.

“Give me Carol when I get up onto the ledge,” Chris instructed.

Laying Sam on the snow covered pavement, Chris hoisted herself onto the window’s ledge. Beth handed Carol off to Chris, who jumped down into the inky blackness. Carol whimpered in the darkness as she was set onto her tiny feet.

“It’s okay. I’ll be right back.” Chris ruffled her hair as she turned and climbed out the window. Her feet hit the pavement, and she knelt, picking up Sam, and threw him over her shoulder. She grasped the ledge with both hands, pulling herself up and over. Chris could still hear Carol crying and followed the sound until she caught the child’s arm. Her eyes shifted towards the window and spied Beth climbing over and listened to her land on the dust-covered floor, making her sneeze.

“Chris, where are you?” Beth called out.

“Follow my voice,” Chris made noises for Beth to follow, and she grabbed onto Chris’s coat again.

Chris had no trouble finding the stairs since she had hidden here many times and memorized the layout. She led Beth up the stairs and into an office with a massive window on the right. It allowed the bright orange moon to peek in. A metal desk sat in the middle of the office—a cabinet against the left wall.  Beth scurried over to the window with Carol and slumped onto the floor, tiredness from her ordeal written on her face as an enormous yawn escaped her lips. Chris put Sam beside Beth before wandering over to the metal desk.

“Workers come in the morning. We gotta be gone by then,” Chris warned, jumping onto the hard desk.

“Thanks, Chris,” Her voice shook as she wrapped her arms around her kids.

“We’ll talk in the morning. Sleep,” Chris assured her, lying on her back.

Chris used her arms as a pillow, but sleep eluded her. Now and then, she would check on them. They snored, though sometimes Beth would cry out in her sleep and clutch her children closer to her chest. Her distress galled Chris’s nerves. Beth was too innocent for the roughness of the streets, and a determination set in Chris’s heart. She had to talk some sense into Beth and convince her to find another place as the alley was no longer Beth’s home. Chris closed her eyes and whisked off to sleep.
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“MY SWEETNESS. IT’S time to wake up,” a sweet voice cooed in the child’s ear.

The five-year-old yawned, stretched, and got out of bed. “Is it time, Auntie?” 

“We have enough time to prepare breakfast,” Auntie said, smiling at the child.

She squealed and clutched the blanket as her tiny feet hurried after Auntie. They headed downstairs to the kitchen, grabbed a bowl of cereal, and strolled out onto the front porch. Auntie curled up on a long wooden bench and patted the spot beside her. The wind played with tiny strands of her red hair that had fallen out of her bun. The little girl squealed again and jumped beside Auntie, lying on Auntie’s knees, with the blanket snug around her body as she tucked into her bowl of cereal. They snuggled together as the wind tickled their toes. The predawn was chilly, and dew wetted the grass. Crickets sang as stars twinkled in the inky country sky as they sat on the bench and waited for the oncoming attraction.

Every morning, since she could remember, they always got up just before dawn to watch the sunrise. They did not have long to wait as red, blue, and orange colored the sky, scaring away the darkness. The child’s eyes widened in awe as the sun came into view, showing off its glory. The sun’s heat warmed their chilly bones.

“Auntie, will it always be this way?” the youngster asked, snuggling closer.

“Every day. The sun will greet the earth.” Her grey eyes stared at the child, “And we will watch it.”

“No. I mean, will we always be together?” The child clung to the older woman’s arm, her cereal forgotten.

“Always. There will come a time when you will leave the nest and make yourself a nest of your own. But I will always be here for you,” Auntie kissed the child’s black hair.

“Promise?” The girl clutched onto Auntie’s ruby red robe and tugged. Her eyes pleaded with the woman.

“Promise. Never forget how much I love you,” Auntie reassured her with a hug.
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THE SUN PEEKED THROUGH the window to announce another day, and it woke Chris as Auntie faded into memory once again. Her heart ached every time Auntie appeared in her dreams. 

“You said you’ll always be there for me. You lied,” Chris accused the memory. 

She threw the thought away and stretched her limbs, easing the soreness the metal table had caused. Chris jumped off the desk, startling Beth, her head snapping up, eyes wide, and mouth open before giving Chris a slight smile and shaking Carol awake. The two-year-old cried for a minute before her beloved thumb entered her mouth. Beth moved the toddler out of the way to wake Sam. 

Two minutes had passed, and Sam still didn’t open his eyes. Beth looked at Chris, tears filling her orbs. Chris knelt next to Sam, eyeing the bruise on the kid’s forehead. It looked like a black and blue crescent moon. She padded the boy’s cheek with her palm; there was no response. Not knowing what else to do, Chris took Sam by the shoulders and shook him roughly. A tight knot swelled within her stomach, fearing the worst. 

Suddenly, Sam cried out; his eyes popped open. He struggled under Chris’s grip, and she let go of him, sighing with relief. Sam’s frightened eyes darted around the room as he bolted onto shaky legs.

“It’s okay, Sammy. We’re safe,” Beth cooed, hugging him tightly. 

“How?” Sam stuttered.

“Chris, he saved us,” Beth’s bottom lip quivered as she stroked Sam’s blonde hair.

Sam lifted his head, glancing at Chris. “You saved us?”

Chris nodded. “Thanks for the baseball bat. It came in handy.”

Sam blushed and held his mother tight. He gave Chris a nod of appreciation as wet tears gleamed on his cheeks just before wiping them on Beth’s shoulder. 

“I hate to break up the family moment, but we gotta leave. Workers will be here soon,” Chris announced as she picked up Carol.

They retraced their steps, hopped out the window, and raced for the break in the fence. They slipped back into the woods as the sun had melted the snow, leaving puddles to soak their sneakers.

“Hungry!” Carol whined as they stumbled out of the forest and back onto the street. 

Chris put Carol onto her feet, and the toddler jumped into her mother’s arms.

“You still got the money I gave you?” Chris inquired. 

Beth nodded as they walked away from the Wharf and saw a hotdog vendor up ahead. Beth bought two hotdogs and a single pop. The children ate as they continued walking, their minds on the food. It allowed Chris to speak to Beth without their attention.

“I know what you’re going to say,” Beth said, cutting Chris off before she could utter a word. Beth played with her tattered brown sleeve as she spoke. “And, you’re right.”

“So, you will go to the women’s shelter?” Chris asked. 

Beth shook her head no. “I can’t go back to the alley,” she sighed.

“Where will you go?” Chris pulled on her cap, stomach gurgling. 

“My... My mother’s,” Beth squeaked so low that Chris thought she misheard her.

Her mother! She has a family! 

“What the hell are you doing on the streets if you have a mom to run home to?” Chris shouted; her lips turned down.

“My mom didn’t like my late husband and tried to keep us apart. But I was young and headstrong,” Beth confessed, spewing her words in a rush. “I didn’t think she would take me in.”

“What happened?” Chris coaxed. 

“I was fifteen when I got pregnant with Sam, and we ran away and eloped,” She paused in her speech, taking a slow breath before continuing, “It’s been ten years since I’ve spoken to her. I still have her number and address.”

“Do you think she will take you in, now?” Chris swallowed hard.

“I don’t know.” Tears cascaded down her cheeks, and she wiped them away with her palm. “I have no other options. I have to try. Will you come with me? I must work up my nerves. Do you think we can go at sunset?”

Chris nodded. “What do you want to do until then?”

To get the children’s minds off last night’s events, Beth took them to the park, much to Chris’s annoyance. Noisy, bratty kids frolicked among the monkey bars. Chris covered her ears; she hated the noise as Carol and Sam raced off to play with the other children. Unfortunately, the other kids shied away from the dirty newcomers and played elsewhere. It left them to play by themselves, but that didn’t deter them from their fun.

Moms with small children occupied the park, leaving no actual target in mind until Chris spotted a man in his late forties helping his daughter climb the pink ladder for the slide and over his shoulder hung a black leather satchel with a long strap. Her eyes followed them as they ran over to the metal swing set, and he tossed the bag near his feet on the sand as he helped her onto the swing. It gave Chris an idea as she grabbed Carol’s hand and rushed her over, and plumped her on the seat next to the man’s daughter.

“Push, push,” Carol shouted, and Chris gave her a slight push.

Chris noted the man’s stiff posture, his eyes trained on his daughter as his expensive, lengthy, black coat swayed behind him. Chris scanned the park, making sure no eyes were on her as she bent to one knee, pretending to tie her shoe as Carol swung happily, screaming in joy. The satchel’s head was fingertips’ length away, and she undid the latch and retrieved the man’s wallet within seconds before hiding it inside her coat. One more glance around, Chris sighed in relief, standing back up and stopping the swing, grabbing Carol’s tiny hand. Much to Carol’s dismay and protests, they jogged back to Sam. 
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BY MID-AFTERNOON, THE kids were begging for lunch. Beth sighed heavily, shaking her head. Chris stopped her with a brisk nod and winked reassuringly as she led them uptown to Café Monte, where she knew they could have a hearty meal. 

They scuttled into the café, finally out of the blistering cold. Chris led them to a booth in the corner of the cafe. Beth glanced around as she took a seat, shuffling in her chair and helping the kids shed their jackets. 

She tilted her head and looked at Chris. “Will they serve us here? How will we pay?”

“Don’t worry. Trust me,” Chris said and left the table. She strutted to the Men’s room and checked the stall to ensure it was empty before fishing out the wallet she had nicked earlier, lucky to find two twenties and a ten.

Score, I’m rich. Chris gave the wallet a quick glance, wagering that she could sell it. It was nice black leather, but she might get tracked down if she pawned it. Better not risk it. She tossed it in the trash before she went back to the table. 

Linda strolled over to them and blew air from between her pink lips. Daggers shot from her eyes as she took in Chris, yet they softened when she glanced at the kids.

“Aw, so cute,” Linda gushed, waving warmly at the kids. 

“Four cheeseburger platters with four pops,” Chris grumbled. 

Linda ignored her and turned to Beth. “What gorgeous children you have. What are their names?”

“Thank you. This is Carol; she’s two,” Beth’s hand slid down the toddler’s chubby cheek. “And Sam, he’s nine. I’m Beth.” 

“What lovely names! I bet you’re hungry. I’ll be right back with your food. My name is Linda, by the way,” Linda said cheerily, turning her nose at Chris before she strutted off.

“She’s nice,” Beth’s sweet voice filled the air. 

“To you and the kids, maybe. To me, she’s a bitch,” Chris sneered. “She outright ignored me.”

“Chris, watch your language!” Beth smacked the table, horrified. “There are children present.” 

The kids muffled a giggle between their tiny hands just as Linda returned with their food, setting a steaming plate in front of everyone except Chris. She put a fist on her hip firmly. “Pay first.”

With gritted teeth, Chris cursed under her breath and pulled out a twenty and threw it at Linda, who caught it in mid-air. Satisfied, Linda set the plate in front of her and hurried away. 

“Bitch,” Chris pouted. 

Beth glared at her, her lips pressed together and her cheeks red. 

“Sorry,” Chris mumbled. 

They devoured their food in a few bites, and the kids even licked their plates clean afterward. They were sipping their drinks while quietly conversing when Chris spied Linda gawking at them from over Beth’s shoulder. The heat in Linda’s orbs was unnerving. She shuffled in her chair.

“Let’s go,” she announced as she stood up, except Beth stayed seated, wiping Carol’s face with a damp napkin. 

A complaint passed between her lips. “We’re not ready.”

Chris bit her bottom lip, trying not to glance at Linda, yet she knew the blonde was still staring at them, and it made her skin crawl. She didn’t like eyes watching her. It always spelled trouble. 

Chris had enough of Linda's gaze and quickly shuffled to the door and whipped it open, not wanting to be scrutinized anymore. The noise from the outside world assaulted her ears as horns blared, people chattered, and birds sang. With the chilly air sneaking inside, she stormed out and waited by the enormous window, motioning with her hands for Beth to hurry.
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LINDA PRESSED HER LIPS together as she watched Beth help the kids shuffle into their coats. She had to admit that, despite looking like they needed baths, the kids were cute, especially Carol, with her curly red hair and round cheeks. Then she spotted the bruise on Sam’s forehead and frowned. Her eyes darted to the bum through the window as wicked thoughts invaded her mind. She knew the asshole was a trickster, but to think he would stoop so low and hit a child was unnerving. Her heart hammered in her chest, afraid for this family. Linda had to help them get away from that sleazeball. 

They could live with me until Beth gets a job.

With her mind made up, Linda waltzed over to them and grasped Beth’s shoulder. Beth jumped, and startled eyes stared at Linda in shock. 

Is that fear? Linda gazed at Beth for a bit before speaking gently. “Do you need help?” 

“No, why?” Beth laughed nervously.

“Because he’s a sleazeball, and if he’s hurting you or your kids, I can call the police,” Linda responded simply and pointed her manicured nail at the gash on Sam’s forehead. 

“Who? Chris? No, no!” Beth exclaimed with animated gestures. “He saved me last night. A man attacked me, and Chris rescued us.” 

The woman’s words left Linda dumbfounded, her mouth agape in disbelief. 

The sleazeball saved them?! 

It was hard to believe that a man who played vile pranks on her had a heart and had saved a mother and her children. Maybe she was wrong about the bum.

“Really?” Linda asked, still doubtful.

“Sometimes, you must look beneath the surface to find the goodness in people. Chris is sweet,” Beth said, shrugging with a quick smile before she led the kids out the door. Linda stared after them, wide-eyed. 
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“WHAT WAS THAT?” CHRIS thumbed at the window where Linda still stood staring at them.

“Nothing, just girl talk,” Beth said evasively and walked away.

Chris shook her head before she caught up with Beth and the kids. 

At dusk, Chris walked Beth to the east end of the city, past the tall buildings, until they gave way to trees, and the houses became limited. Silence slipped between them, neither knowing what to say. The kids, too, must have sensed their nervousness, for they didn’t say a peep. A glance here and there was the only comfort they offered each other. 

The sky was clear, and the moon beamed proudly as it lit the way to Beth’s mom’s house. They stopped in front of a trailer with its broad frame and four windows. The pink curtains were closed, and the white paint of the facade gleamed in the moonlight. A light above the blue door shone brightly.

“Do you think she will take me in?” Beth gulped and wrung her hands together. Her body quivered from more than just the cold. “What if she has moved out? What if she turns me away?”

“You won’t know until you find out,” Chris shrugged. “I’ll wait right here.”

“Maybe this is a bad idea.” Beth paced back and forth between her kids, mumbling, “But then, I have nowhere else to go and...and...” 

She stilled in front of Chris and broke down into a sobbing mess. Chris took hold of her shoulders gently before she could turn away and stared deep into her eyes. “It will be okay. Okay? All you have to do is walk up to the door and knock.”

Beth stared back silently and then murmured, “Thanks, Chris...” She reached out and touched Chris’s shirt. “Will I ever see you again? I mean, if she takes me in.”

“If she does, I want you to stay off the streets. I don’t want to see you there again,” Chris warned. “Give those kids a better life.”

Suddenly, Beth pressed herself against Chris, strung her arms around Chris’s neck, and planted a kiss on her lips before backing away shyly. Chris stared at Beth in shock, watching the blush creep up her neck. 

What just happened?

Chris’s cheeks flared, she swallowed hard, trying to speak, but her voice got stuck in her throat.

“Thank you...for everything,” Beth smiled at her, took the kids’ hands and slowly trekked up the driveway.

Calming her nerves down from the unexpected kiss, Chris stepped back into the shadows by the tall hedges surrounding the trailer and waited. She needed to know the outcome of Beth’s interaction with her mother. Her stomach knotted up, and her mind wandered to their kiss while her fingers caressed her bottom lip. Does she like me?...oh, come on, Chris. She chuckled, shaking her head. It was a goodbye kiss, that’s all. 

Chris focused on Beth as she knocked on the door. There was no answer. Her body shook like a leaf in the wind beneath the pale light above the door as she pounded on it again, this time louder. After a minute, a grey-haired granny answered, her face hard and cold. It wasn’t until her eyes glanced at the children that a broad smile crossed her lips. The next thing Chris knew, Beth hugged her mom, and the old woman beckoned them into her house, shutting the door.

“Stay safe,” Chris murmured, glad that Beth had an existing home.
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THE MOON'S BRIGHT LIGHT accompanied the streetlights as Chris stumbled into her home, now a deserted alley. She tripped over garbage and boxes; rats scuttled over her shoes and into a hole in the wall. Her feet dragged towards her snow-laden cardboard box, and she hunkered down without a care in the world. With Beth gone, hopefully, there would be no more trouble. Chris closed her eyes, letting the sandman take her to dreamland.

Auntie’s face floated in her dream just as hands shot out and grabbed at her. Chris jerked awake, and to her horror, she realized those hands were real, hauling her by the shoulders out of the box. The winter wind bit into her bare skin as her shirt rode up. She was violently shoved to the ground, her back scratched against the cold, wet pavement, and a hiss of pain escaped her. The hands were still on her, pinning her down hard. Awake and alert, Chris yelled in a fury, tearing herself free from the assailant’s hands, jumping up to face the intruder. 

“Who the hell are you?” Chris spat, panting with her eyes narrowed and lips curved down.

“Where is she?” The blonde-haired man demanded.

“Who?”

“The redhead with the brats.” Blondie lifted his chin arrogantly, his pox-scarred face red from the icy wind.

Chris realized that it was the same asshole from the other night. The memory made the blood heat within her veins, and her mouth twisted in a disgusted sneer.

“So, you’re the asshole who tried to rape her,” Chris’s voice was dangerously low.

She cracked her neck and curled her hands into fists, sizing up her opponent. The man stood six-feet-tall and had a thin physique with slick blonde hair and watery blue eyes. A myriad of zits and pox scars covered his face, and a large scar ran from his right eye and ended at his bottom lip. It resembled a twisted, sideways smiley face. 

“It’s not rape, if she’s willing,” Blondie mocked. 

“She said ‘no,’ asshole. I’m glad I hit you with the bat.” Lava bubbled inside her belly.

Blondie rubbed the back of his head slowly. “Asshole?! She was such a fine piece of ass. Now you’re gonna pay. Joe always gets what he wants,” he pumped his chest.

“Last time I checked, I kicked the shit out of you, ‘Joe,’” Chris taunted, scanning the ground for a weapon. There was nothing.

“This time, I came prepared.” Joe’s right hand reached into his back pocket, and he pulled out a switchblade. “I’ll cut that pretty-boy face of yours.”

Chris’s eyes focused on the switchblade as the moon’s pale light glinted off the shiny metal.

“Tell me where she is, and I may let you live,” he waved the blade in Chris’s face, trying to intimidate her.

“Go to hell.” 

“You first.” 

Joe slashed the air with the blade, aiming for Chris’s stomach; she dodged to the side, and the blade’s tip missed her by an inch. She tackled Joe from the left, sending him to the ground heavily, turning him on his back and straddling his stomach. She scored multiple hard punches to his nose and broke it on the fourth punch with an audible crack. Before she could claim her victory, a jolt of pain shot up Chris’s left side as the blade tore through her shirts, piercing her flesh. Joe smiled sickly as blood leaked onto his teeth. He twisted the knife, yanking it out of Chris’s shirts as she staggered off him. He jumped to his feet and lashed out again with his blade, slashing Chris across the face this time. Her scream of pain stopped in her throat. The cut stemmed from her left eye, going over her nose and finishing at the tip of her right lip; she could feel the blood dripping down her face and lost sight in one eye. 

Her knees gave out, and she landed on them hard, but the relentless blade came closer again, and she frantically scrambled to her feet. 

Who the fuck does this guy think he is? 

Her body was now heated, the blood in her veins boiling, even though all she could feel on her face was a sting and thick, warm liquid sliding down her neck. Running on adrenaline, she screamed and grabbed Joe’s right hand, trying to shake the blade loose. Joe elbowed her right shoulder; then, his fist connected to the side of her face. Another punch to the gut had her sprawling on her back.

“Asshole,” Chris panted. 

She stared as Joe sat heavily on her hips. He pointed the bloody blade in her face, the tip of the knife pressed against her nose. 

“I will give you one more chance. You will tell me where she is, or I’ll cut you and feed your skin to my dog,” Joe threatened darkly.

Chris spat in his face, and he chuckled, lifting the blade and twirling it in his hand before stabbing it downwards. A burst of pain erupted from her right shoulder. She cried out as black spots danced in front of her, and blood quickly spread across her clothes, staining the ground. Chris struggled to buck Joe off in a fruitless effort. 

Joe jammed the blade deeper, hitting bone. His laughter haunted her ears as she swung her left fist at him, but the pain and blood loss had muddled her mind, making her miss her target and swipe through the air instead. 

Joe grinned down at her, dragging the knife down her upper arm before ripping it out. Chris’s bloodcurdling screams echoed off the walls as she writhed underneath him. 

“I have to give you credit, gutter-pup. You’re tougher than you look.” Joe dragged the hungry blade across to Chris’s chin. “You took a fine piece of ass from me. Hmm...maybe I should take your ass instead. I’m not into boys... with you. I’ll make an exception.”

Chris watched as Joe licked a splatter of blood off his lips while he cleaned the blade on her shirt. She knew she was out of options. If she wanted to make it out alive, she had to quieten her battered body and stop moving. Her good eye glared at Joe in unveiled fury and hate, waiting for the right moment to strike.

Joe smiled cockily down at her and slit her shirt in half. It revealed another sweater. He cursed as he made another cut, this time deeper, enough to pierce her skin. Despite her raw throat, Chris cried to the heavens as Joe slashed the blade down, cutting the second shirt in half and slicing her flesh. He pulled the shirt apart, and a gleeful cackle escaped his lips at what he saw.

“Well, hell. You’re a girl!” He wiped the blood from his nose as he snorted. “Now, the fun begins.”

Joe bent over with puckered lips and closed his eyes, ready to kiss her bloodied lips. Before his lips could graze her skin, Chris used her good arm and smashed her hand against his broken nose before quickly punching his throat. Joe wheezed out, his head snapping back as Chris plowed her forehead into his chest, successfully throwing him off. Searing flashes of pain assaulted her body, yet she stumbled to her feet. 

I’m not done yet. 

With renewed energy coursing through her veins, Chris charged at him, body-checking him like a linebacker to the ground. She regained her balance and stomped on the sprawled man’s chest with her right foot. Another wheeze left his body as he struggled to breathe. He swiped the blade again, just as Chris caught his hand and twisted the knife free. It landed with a loud clang on the pavement.

“Asshole!” Her veins pumped with more adrenaline, and she forgot her pain momentarily. Her mind only wanted one thing right now: to hurt Joe badly, to make him pay for cutting her and hurting Beth.

Chris plopped on her assailant’s stomach, punching him in the chest repeatedly, and threw a jab across his cheek. Her fingers burned to touch Joe’s pox-marked face. Satisfying her itch, Chris grabbed onto his cheeks, ready to smash his head against the concrete, when unbearable heat began emitting from her palms and transferring into Joe’s skin as he choked on a scream. Something was blocking his airway. He clawed at her hands on his face and left bloody crescent moons on her knuckles. 

Suddenly, his eyes began to smoke as if a fire was burning his retinas. Chris hissed out in fear, her eyes growing wide. Her attempts to tear her hands away from his face were in vain. They were glued in place. The smell of burned flesh invaded her nostrils. Joe’s body convulsed beneath her as saliva and blood spurted out of his open mouth. Chris gasped as tiny shards of purplish glass accompanied the blood dripping out of his nose and eyes. She tugged hard again, finally freeing her hands from Joe’s cheeks. 

“What the...” her words died in her throat. Two ugly blackish-red handprints marred his face. 

Chris stared at the shards that poked out of his skin with burnt blood melded into them, sparkling in the moon’s light like a grisly decoration. 

She slowly began backing away and then stumbled out of the alley on shaky legs, emptying her stomach at the entrance. After heaving a few more times, she shakily covered her bare breasts with her ripped shirts and staggered down the street, leaving a small trail of blood behind. Red and black spots clouded one good eye as she staggered up the sidewalk. Mindlessly walking, the streetlights lit the way in her search for somewhere safe to stay for the night and recover. 

Her endless stumbling made her wobbly legs falter, and she tumbled to her knees weakly. Chris tried to regain her footing, only to fall again. The adrenaline had left her body entirely, and every ounce of her energy drained from her veins. Her legs were jelly, and her body refused to comply with her will. The streetlight faded out of vision as Chris fought to stay awake. The sandman would not listen, and she finally succumbed to darkness.
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DARKNESS. 

There were no lights in the inky blackness of Chris’s mind. She felt trapped in the black as if she were caught in the jaws of a monster wanting to devour her very soul. As her consciousness began to return, she heard someone whimpering. It took her a moment to realize that the faint cries were coming from her. She felt pathetic and swallowed the whimper down, clamping her lips shut. Her eyes felt heavy, and she tried drifting back to sleep, but the night’s events crashed through the fog in her mind. Her fingers brushed against the soft mattress beneath her.

Wait. A mattress? Her eyes snapped open. “What the...?” 

Disoriented and confused, she struggled to get up, only to feel something pressing down on her body. Panic reared its ugly head in her mind, and she thrashed her legs, kicking off an assortment of stuffed animals until she was free of the plush toys and could move. Panting softly, Chris sat up and studied the room with her good eye, ignoring her body’s complaints.

“I died,” she concluded. Her voice sounded raspy, and her tongue was rough as if someone had rubbed sandpaper on it. Her throat also felt swollen and painful. 

She blinked several times at the neon-pink walls and spied more stuffed animals cluttered all over the floor while dolls of many sizes lined the dresser, using the vanity mirror as a backrest. 

Where am I, and how the hell did I get here? 

The last thing she remembered was the fight with Joe. 

Chris rubbed her face with her hands, and her fingers caught on the bandages covering her blind eye. Suddenly panicking, she threw the pink comforter off and scrambled to the mirror. A scream caught in her throat. Someone had dressed her in a dark purple nightdress with spaghetti straps. Chris gawked at her bare legs and gasped. 

Someone shaved my legs! 

The teen brought her hands up to her armpits to discover that they, too, were clean of hair. “What kind of sicko would do this?” Chris’s horrified squeak was unanswered.

Her attention rapidly returned to her face as she glimpsed her image in the mirror and saw pink bandages wrapped around her forehead, continuing down to her blind eye and part of her nose. Chris lifted her new nightdress tentatively, peeking down at her stomach. Her gaze moved up her chest and to her shoulder next. She had so many bandages that she resembled a mummy.

“Man, that guy sure messed me up,” Chris lowered the dress. “I have to know what kind of damage was done.”

Unclasping the tape that held the bandages together on her face, Chris unraveled them, closing her eyes—not wanting to see the wounds. She let the gauze fall to the floor and counted to three with a slow breath and opened her eyes. And then screamed, or at least tried to, but her voice cracked, only allowing a small moan to escape, her face contorted in disbelief. Her skin was pink and soft...not a mark or scar in place. She leaned in closer to the mirror and inspected her eye; the blade’s damage seemed like it had been an illusion. Like it never happened. She winked at herself to make sure her eye still worked.

“This isn’t possible,” Chris choked out.

She ripped the bandages away from her stomach and chest, freeing her apple-sized breasts. She followed the invisible line from above her ribcage down to her belly button with a fingertip. A shiver went down her spine as she remembered how deep the knife had cut her and injured her right shoulder and arm, where the knife had plunged its dirty head and continued down. There should have been a gash, a mark, anything, but there was nothing except smooth, clean skin.

“Was the fight a dream?” Chris wondered aloud.

Maybe the fight didn’t happen, and she hadn’t killed Joe. Perhaps she passed out on the street, and someone took her to a shelter. 

That doesn’t explain the bandages, though. Why would someone go through all that trouble if I weren’t hurt?

“It makes no sense!” Chris regained the strength of her voice. Exasperated, she slammed her hands on the dresser. Two plastic Cabbage Patch dolls with stringy, colorful hair and chubby cheeks toppled to the floor. Chris’s mind fumbled to think of an explanation for why her body had healed so fast and without scars. She punched the mirror. It cracked, yet no blood sprouted on her knuckles. 

She needed to know where she was and who had her. Walking to the door and pushing it open, she peered outside apprehensively before heading down a long, dimly lit hallway. She listlessly passed by the shut doors until she finally found a door that was left slightly ajar. Taking her chances, Chris stepped in and found herself in a quaint-looking living room. 

A beautiful leather couch sat by the back wall next to a door, and a glass coffee table was positioned in the center with two matching glass end-tables flanking the sofa. A television sat on a dresser on the opposite side. The rug was a dusty rose, and shelves were scattered with little figurines on them. Going further into the room in small steps, Chris gazed at pictures of people she had never met. The plush carpet felt good between her toes. She squished against the softness, calming herself before strolling over to a shelf and smiling upon seeing the figurines closely. Beautifully sculpted angels with large wings in various poses of both grace and worship stared back at her. 

“So, you’re awake,” a familiar voice burst her bubble of peace.

Chris jerked her head and turned to find Linda. The waitress stood in the entranceway to what Chris assumed was the kitchen. Linda wasn’t in her work uniform. Instead, she wore tight blue jeans that showed her soft curves, paired with a pink kitty T-shirt. Bunny slippers adorned her feet as she walked into the room, her phone at her hip as she took out her earbuds. The sight of the waitress left Chris speechless. Her mouth slackened, and she glared at her savior.

When she was close enough to get a better look at Chris, Linda’s mouth hung open, and she dropped the bowl of ice-cream she was carrying, rushing to Chris’s side. Wild eyes darted over Chris’s skin while cold fingers graced her nose and eye. She knew the waitress was looking for the cuts and bruises that no longer existed. Linda flung the nightdress over Chris’s head, exposing her naked body to unbiased figurines and pictures in the room, and placed an icy hand on her stomach. Her fingertips tickled Chris’s belly as they caressed her unflawed skin. 

Chris tugged the nightdress down hastily, her cheeks heated as she slapped Linda’s hand away. She stepped back from the woman, needing some space. 

“This is not possible! You had blood all over you. I cleaned it up!” Linda cried, throwing her arms in the air in shock.

“So the fight did happen.” A shiver ran up Chris’s spine as the words left her mouth.

The memory of Joe dying by her hands rushed back to her. It was her fault he died, and now she was a murderer.

But it was self-defense, wasn’t it?

“You’re shaking,” Linda said gently. 

The waitress invaded Chris’s space once more; her arms engulfed her in a tight hug while she patted her back. 

The image of Joe’s flesh burning at her touch once more came to Chris’s mind, and she quickly shoved Linda away, making her stumble back with what looked like pity in her cornflower eyes. A bit sorry after her roughness, Chris retreated over to the couch. She didn’t think her legs could hold her weight, and she plopped down with an enormous sigh.  

She could still feel Linda’s touch on her skin, and she rubbed her arms, trying to erase it. She hated people touching her. And after what happened...NO! Chris shouted in her head. It was time to stop those images from assaulting her. She would not dredge up awful memories. Not now. Never.

“How long was I asleep?” Chris questioned, throwing her head against the back of the couch while trying to refocus her thoughts, staring at her hands.

I should be dead. How can I heal? Can I really shoot glass from my hands? 

“Two days,” Linda replied.

The waitress took a seat on the couch next to Chris. Her hands kept moving from her knees to her face and then back again. She kept bouncing, a wide grin plastered on her face.

What is she doing? 

“How did you find me?” 

“You were passed out in front of the café. I tripped over what I thought was a dead body, and then I saw you lying in all that blood and brought you home,” Linda explained. “How did you heal so fast? There was so much blood! I saw the wounds, and they were deep.”

“I don’t know.” Chris examined her body once again, touching her face with her fingertips, “Why didn’t you take me to a hospital?”

Linda bit her bottom lip as she spoke. “You don’t have insurance. I didn’t think they would take you in. I thought I was your best hope, so...I played doctor with your wounds. Don’t worry, I did one year of nursing before I dropped out.” 

Chris bit the inside of her cheek and mulled over Linda’s words. She was right; no hospital would take a street-rat in.

“So, what’s your name?” 

The question drew Chris’s mind back to the conversation.

“Chris. And I have one more question.” Chris looked her straight in the eyes. “Why help a lowlife?”

She knew no one cared. So why would this woman, who she had repeatedly harassed and embarrassed, help her?

Linda fidgeted again and played with two strands of her golden hair. “It’s because of what Beth said.”

“Huh?” Chris stared at her, trying to understand what Beth had to do with anything.

“When you left the café last time, I talked to Beth. She told me you’re a wonderful guy. You saved her life,” Linda explained, then grinned. “But I guess she’s wrong. You’re not a guy.”

Chris snorted, her thoughts turning to Beth and the kids. The only comfort from this ordeal was knowing that Joe would never get his greasy hands on Beth again.

“Why dress like a guy?” Linda grilled, pulling Chris from her thoughts again.

“Living on the street as a woman, I’d be dead or worse, a prostitute. So I hid and posed as a man.” Chris looked at her hands again, unsure why she was ready to divulge so much to Linda. “It’s difficult being a guy, too. Gotta watch out for gangs and other homeless men. I could hide my body, but I couldn’t hide from life. I got into my fair share of fights over boxes, money, or the guys too drunk to know better. It toughened me up. I can handle myself now.” 

“How long?” Linda’s eyes were sparkling in excitement, eager for more details. 

“I was ten...” Chris counted on her fingers. She wasn’t very good at math. She never went to school. Auntie homeschooled her until the accident. “So, six years ago.”

“So, what happened to you?” Linda’s eyes suddenly started to well up with unshed tears.

Chris was silent for a bit before she bit out in a low voice, “Let’s just say helping people can kick you in the ass.” 

Her mind wandered back to that night. Joe’s pox-marked face was smiling at her as he wedged the knife into her shoulder. Chris shuddered, gingerly touching her right shoulder. Pain should have bloomed, or an ache, a pulse – anything to tell her she’d been in a fight—there was nothing. She threw those thoughts to the back of her mind along with Auntie. 

“I’m not sure I understand.” 

“I saved Beth from being raped. She was also homeless and lived in a tent next to me. But I managed to get Beth to safety. Last night, I went back to the alley where that blonde asshole found me. We fought. I won,” Chris shrugged.

For a while, Linda was quiet. Her eyes now looked at Chris with a different softness in them. It made Chris squirm in her seat. 

“You must be hungry,” she finally said, changing the subject abruptly.

She pushed herself off the couch and headed towards the kitchen when she spotted the mess. Her rose carpet was now sticky with melted ice-cream. Linda sighed in frustration and frowned, motioning with a nod for Chris to follow her into the kitchen.

Chris was made to sit in a chair at a small glass table and watch Linda scurry around the kitchen. A small window over the sink lets in the sun; its rays glistened against the off-white fridge and stove. The wooden floor had seen better days, but its years of service gave it a rustic look. The purple cupboards and their contrast against the orange wall set the room apart from other kitchens. 

Linda set a plate with two ham sandwiches and a glass of juice before Chris. Her eyes widened, and she tucked into her meal, wolfing it down in four bites, noticing how Linda never took her eyes off her.

“So, what’s the plan?” Linda inquired as Chris gulped down the last of the juice.

“Don’t know,” Chris mumbled. “Find another alley, I guess.”

Linda frowned, resting her chin on her knuckles. “Why don’t you stay here with me?”

“No.”

“From what you’ve told me, you’re still a minor. I will call the police and have you put in foster care.” A smile graced Linda’s pink lips, yet there was a glint of mischief behind it.

“You...you wouldn’t dare!” Chris stuttered. She had vowed never to go back into foster care, not after what they did to her. 

“Try me. Stay here, and I’ll keep your secret,” Linda replied, straightening her posture and intertwining her fingers.

“You’ve backed me into a corner,” Chris said with a defeated sigh. 

The waitress’s smile broadened, her eyes alight with the knowledge that she had won.

“Fine. But at the first sign of trouble, I’m gone. Why are you taking me in? I’ve been nothing but mean to you.”

“I don’t want you to die out there when it’s nice and warm in my apartment. Plus, you saved Beth’s life. How can I not reward that?” Linda said. “You can raid my fridge. But no stealing.”

“Fine.” 

“Good. Now with that settled, I’ve got to get ready for work.” Linda left the kitchen with a skip in her step.

“What have I gotten myself into?” Chris covered her face, then ran her hand through her spiky black hair agitatedly. 
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“ARIEL, THERE WAS A power surge. We think it’s the beast,” Gabriel announced. 

Ariel’s misty form danced among the pink-green clouds in agreement. 

“I know. I felt it too. We should send someone to locate where the surge is coming from,” Ariel’s words floated in the wind. “There will be demons crawling everywhere. We must get to the beast first.”

“Agreed. Ariel send Ecanus of the fifth-heaven,” Gabriel muttered before he disappeared. 
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ECANUS PUFFED AND STRETCHED her body, trying out her newest host. Oh, how she wished to be a higher-heaven angel as beautiful as Gabriel. Then, she wouldn’t need a host. She would have the power to conjure her own body with her grace, but that promotion won’t be coming anytime soon.

The angel shook her blue hair out of her ponytail. She had to admit she liked the look of her new host. She had long, wavy blue hair that cascaded down her back like water, hazel-green eyes, and a tiny waist with long, lean legs. Claire was her name, and she worked as a reporter for the evening news. Since Ecanus was the guardian of writing, it felt natural to join with her.

There were two things Ecanus hated about possessing humans: their heightened emotions and their soft, fleshy skin that sweated when hot. 

Goosebumps crawled along her arms from the chill of the night air, making her shiver. A sudden sadness came over her, which irritated the angel, but it was the price she had to pay to track the beast. She took a slow breath, trying to control her host’s emotions again. 

You must give yourself over to me, an angel of the Lord. Through me, you will do the Lord’s work. Her words soothed the host, and the spirit quieted. Claire was unusual for a human. Usually, the host slept while the angel took control, but not Claire; her nosiness kept her spirit alert, wanting information and asking questions. She was nothing but a nuisance. And no matter how hard she tried to put the girl to sleep, it didn’t work.  

With Claire’s knowledge, Ecanus drove down Parker Avenue, following the wisps of blue-green energy. It strengthened near Parker and Harvester. She parked the car near the curb and buttoned up her coat while hopping out, but a shiver still crawled along her spine as the wind chilled her bones. Cursing, Ecanus pulled a scarf from her pocket and wrapped it around her neck, quickening her footsteps. 

The host tugged at her again when her nose whiffed something tantalizing. A quaint little pizza shop caught her eye, and the host’s spirit flared as her stomach grumbled. Her mind was so close to succumbing to her host’s needs and almost forgetting about her mission. She took one step towards the shop when the wisps danced across her eyes as the color faded fast. 

Ecanus cursed again, squishing her host’s emotions and the rumble in her stomach to the back of her mind. She followed the energy into a dark alley; the pale moon was her only light source. Grabbing a pen and paper from inside her jacket, the angel slowly stalked forward. Halfway down the alley, the energy disappeared, and Ecanus jumped and hissed in shock as her eyes locked on a body lying in a pool of dried blood. She inched closer to it and squatted as she gawked at the blonde-haired man with glass-filled eyes. Days-old blood crusted his face, and the outline of two handprints and glass was embedded into his skin. Her host screamed in her mind. The corpse’s blue lips hung open in horror, and she could see bits of shards stuck to his tongue and the front of his shirt as if he had thrown them up.

“He’s dead,” Ecanus stated the obvious, writing it down like a talented reporter.

Curiosity got the best of her. She leaned closer, and with her thumb and index finger, plucked a shard off his clothes. She nicked herself on the sharp edges. A jolt of pain brought the host to the forefront of her mind, and she banged against the angel’s grace. Ecanus hissed again between her teeth. She ignored her host and dropped the shard and pen on the body, cradling her hand against her chest, her eyes not believing what she was witnessing. Her grace leaked from the minor cut and billowed above her finger like a cigarette.

Shit! 

Ecanus closed her eyes and summoned her essence to heal herself, but saw that the wound had refused to mend when she opened her eyes. She took off her scarf and with her left hand, bandaged her finger so no more of her grace would escape. Hightailing it out of the alley, she retreated to her car while fumbling for her host’s cell phone in her pocket. She dialed 911, waited for someone to answer, and then spoke, “There’s a dead body in the alley by Jake’s Pizzeria.” 

Hanging up, she placed the cell phone back in her pocket and retrieved another device that looked like an angel’s feather, pure snow-white in color with golden specks. She held the feather high above her head and called out to Gabriel. When she heard his voice, she uttered, “The beast has killed.”
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CHRIS MOANED AS THE morning sun hit her face. For the first time in years, she had slept in a comfortable bed, and she hated it. She had tossed and turned all night, and at around midnight, she heard the entrance door slam shut. Chris knew Linda had returned from waitressing. Linda thumped around the living room like an elephant, and her heavy footfalls kept Chris awake for quite a while. She got about an hour of sleep before the god-awful sun poked its head into her room, forcing her to stumble out of bed with a yawn. She stretched, feeling the urge to pee, and groggily made her way to the bathroom down the hall.  

After relieving her bladder, she decided to hop into the shower. It had been so long since warm water had bathed her skin. Chris stood under the shower’s head as the water washed away her weariness, yet the heat couldn’t penetrate her skin to get to her heart. She had taken a life with her own hands with powers she didn’t know she possessed. It scared her—not knowing what was going on inside of her. She breathed out slowly as her shaking fingers traced the invisible scar the switchblade should have left on her skin. With reluctance, Chris picked up the soap and scrubbed her body clean. After washing her hair, she turned off the shower and toweled off slowly. 

Dropping the towel next to the sink, Chris hesitantly thumbed the pile of neatly folded clothes on the shelf and then pulled on a pair of Linda’s blue jeans. They were too short at the bottom and tight around the waist as she expected. She tugged on a red sweater. Tsk. Too short in the sleeves. It would do for now. Combing her short wet hair with her fingers, she tried to spike it, but it fell flat against her nape. It was getting too long, just covering her ears, and she hated it. She gave a disapproving grunt and headed for the kitchen, her stomach growling for breakfast.

Upon walking in, Chris narrowed her eyes as they instantly locked in on the man who sat at the table with his muscular back to her. He had white hair and sported a grey police uniform. She gulped and took a step back until her backside hit the kitchen door as the man turned in his seat. His arm hooked over the top of the chair as an armrest, and deep grey eyes took her in.

“Hi! You must be Chris. Linda has told me a lot about you.” The man beamed and held out his hand.

“Yes, but she hasn’t told me a thing about you,” Chris clipped, crossing her arms.

“I’m Ted. Linda’s boyfriend,” Ted blushed as the words left his mouth, and he took his hand back. “Is Chris short for something? Crystal, maybe?”

Chris slumped into a chair next to Ted. “Why not?” She mumbled. Yet another name tacked onto her.

Linda danced into the kitchen a minute later and kissed Ted on the cheek. “Morning, Chris. Morning, Ted. You guys want breakfast?” She skipped over to the fridge.

“Yes,” both said in unison.

“So, Crystal. Linda tells me you’re her cousin.” He gazed at her curiously as he sipped his coffee.

Chris heard a loud clatter by the fridge. Her eyes shifted to Linda, who had dropped four eggs onto the floor. Chris quirked a brow, a bemused smile glinting on her lips.

“Did she now?” She clucked. “I haven’t seen Linda in a long time.”

“Chris got into trouble back home. Her mother sent her to live with me for a while. You know... to straighten up,” Linda quickly called out, her head shooting up from the fridge door before she ducked back down. Chris stifled another chuckle at her comical antics. Linda was a horrible liar.

“What trouble?” Ted leaned in with interest.

“Stealing,” Chris responded truthfully. The best way to lie was to tell half-truths. 

Linda coughed loudly as she cleaned up the eggy mess. She closed the fridge while holding a carton of eggs and a pound of bacon and got to work cooking.

“Were you charged?” 

“Nope.”

“If I know Linda, she will keep you on the straight and narrow,” he stated proudly. “It must be cramped with you two sharing Linda’s small bedroom.”

“Oh, I gave Chris my room, and I’m taking the couch for now,” Linda piped up as she cooked. 

“Hmm. Anyway, Ted, I’m going to guess you’re a cop?” Chris changed the conversation, eyeing his uniform. Ted nodded.

Why is Linda saving my ass? She could just hand me over to Ted. Why lie? What does she gain out of this? 

“Tell me a little more about yourself, ” Chris smiled, wanting to make sure their conversation didn’t go back to her. She didn’t want Linda spilling the truth about her.

“I’m thirty, have a wonderful girlfriend, and play hockey on the weekends. I’m the best goalie on my team.” Ted puffed his well-sculpted chest out. “Just came by to have breakfast before I headed home. I pulled an all-nighter.”

“That must have been rough, honey. I thought your shift ended at midnight.” Linda set a plate of eggs and bacon before Ted and handed Chris her plate. Finally, she took her seat at the table in front of them with her own meal. 

“I got a call two minutes before my shift ended and had to respond,” Ted explained as he forked eggs into his mouth. “Delicious.”

After that, they ate in silence. He spoke again after breakfast. “Linda, when you walk to work today, be extra careful. Okay?”

“Why? Is there something wrong?” Linda reached across the table and caressed Ted’s hand.

He gripped her hand tight. “I wanted to tell you about last night and racked my brain all morning on how to do it.” He sighed. “But I can’t. Just be extra careful, okay.” 

He kissed a very confused Linda goodbye by the front door in the living room as Chris sat on the couch, disgusted by the affectionate display.

“So, you enjoy lying to your boyfriend?” Chris mused aloud once Ted left the apartment. “You had a chance to get rid of me. What’s the catch?”

“There’s no catch. It’s Ted’s job to take you in, and I don’t want you to leave. It’s boring by myself. You’ll be a fun roommate.” Linda flopped on the couch next to Chris. “So...Crystal?”

“Yeah. That’s the name Ted gave me,” She mumbled.

“What is your real name?” 

“Don’t remember. It’s been too long since I’ve heard it,” Chris lied. She may have spilled half her guts yesterday, but she wasn’t giving up her name.

“Okay. Since I don’t work until four, we are going shopping. You don’t fit in my clothes.” Linda studied the outfit, jerking at Chris’s sleeve.

Linda then leaped off the couch, grabbed her purse, cell, and keys from the side table, and tossed on her coat. She tapped her foot on the carpet impatiently, waiting for Chris. The teen refused to move. 

“I don’t shop.”

“But you need clothes,” Linda said exasperatedly. 

“Got clothes, if you washed them?” Chris shrugged.

“I threw them away. Couldn’t get all the blood out.” Linda tossed a coat at Chris. “Besides, they were torn up.” Chris tossed the coat back.“Stubborn brat, I’ll go by myself.” Linda stormed out of the apartment, cussing while complaining about children having no respect these days.

Chris chuckled, lounging back on the couch, and turned on the TV.
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LINDA CAME HOME HOURS later with bags and bags filled to the brim with clothes. Two shopping bags for Chris and the rest for her. Wide-eyed and watching Linda talk about the shops she had visited, Chris noted that her savior seemed to be a shopaholic.

“I love shopping!” Linda gushed as if reading her mind.

“How can you afford all these clothes?” Chris peeked cautiously into her bags.

“I can sniff out a bargain.” Linda gave Chris a mischievous smile.

“Well, thanks,” Chris grumbled and then tossed the bags.

Linda took out a long black sweater and handed it to Chris. “For you.”

“Thanks again, I guess.” She gawked at the huge black cat on the front of the sweater. 

“Great,” Linda grinned and checked her watch. “I have to get ready for work. I won’t be home until ten. Think you can keep yourself busy until I get back?”

“Maybe.” 

“Oh, before I go, I got something else for you.” 

Intrigued, Chris watched as Linda dug into a bag and pulled out a small box. She plopped it into Chris’s hands, waiting for her to open it. Chris hesitantly picked at the big red bow, slowly untying it, and opened the box. Inside lay a golden necklace with an effigy of the maiden mother. 

“...I can’t accept this.” Chris shoved the box into Linda’s hand, but Linda stopped her.

“We will be roommates, and I want us to be friends. This necklace is a token of my friendship,” Linda said warmly and pushed the box back.

“Linda, you’re too nice for your own good.” Chris accepted her gift with a sigh. “You’d never survive on the streets.”

Linda didn’t respond to the comment and took the necklace from Chris, unclasping it and leaning over to string it around Chris’s neck. 

“Thanks,” Chris coughed and fidgeted in her seat, stomach flipping in unease. Her heart was beaming at Linda. It was akin to how she felt when she thought about Beth, and it threw her for a loop. Could it be that she was fond of Linda now?

Linda gave her a quick squeeze before she disappeared down the hallway. Ten minutes later, she came out with her blonde hair in pigtails and a pink tint on her lips and cheeks. She sported a horrid purple uniform with her nametag fastened tight over the right breast.

“Be good!” she called out, slamming the door carelessly on her way out and locking it. 

Chris slumped back on the couch, afraid of her own emotions. Linda was too good to be true. 

With Linda gone, she was left alone to do whatever she liked. So, she watched TV for the entire afternoon and then made something small to eat. She retired to bed around nine, not waiting for Linda to get home.

The following two days were spent bundled in the apartment. Chris refused to go out, complaining it was too cold. After numerous attempts, Linda finally gave up and let Chris be. 

On the fourth day, Linda took it upon herself to cut and neaten Chris’s hair until it had some shape. Chris could only watch as her hair got short and spiky. 

She hated all the care and attention and kept trying to push the blonde away with her words, but it didn’t work. Linda continued to smile at her, no matter what horrid name she called her.

Ted stopped by once or twice, always late at night when Chris had retired to her room. She had to plug her ears to keep their loud moans from invading her peace.

The news reporter on TV messed everything up a week later. If only Linda hadn’t talked Chris into watching the news. She could have continued to live in ignorant bliss. Unfortunately, the blue-haired reporter shattered Chris’s recently built and fragile security as she uttered words Chris never wanted to hear. 

“Tonight’s top story: The body of a twenty-nine-year-old Joe Saunders was found in the alley right beside a local pizza shop.” The news reporter bobbed her head as she spoke. “The case is being treated as a homicide. As of yet, no witnesses have come forward.” 

A picture of a blonde-haired man appeared in the top left corner of the screen. Chris inhaled sharply, recognizing that face. Her ears perked as the reporter continued. “Police are requesting for anyone with information to call them.” 

The police hotline popped on the screen in bright red letters. The numbers stayed for two minutes before the channel cut away to a commercial.

“I can’t believe there’s a murderer out there.” Linda turned off the TV, her eyes moist at the edges. 

“Yeah, well, maybe he deserved it,” Chris grumbled and crossed her arms while a heaviness settled in her stomach. For a moment, she thought her popcorn was going to exit her mouth, but she swallowed down the bile.

“No one deserves to be murdered,” Linda shouted back abruptly. Her hands flew to her mouth, eyes wide as a realization struck her. “You don’t think the same person who beat you up killed Joe Saunders?”

Chris fanned away her question, trying to think. “No, my fight was over a girl. Joe must have done something horrible to get killed.”

“We don’t know that. He could have been a sweet guy,” Linda sighed. “But you’re right, Tula is a big city. Crime happens all the time.”

Chris breathed a sigh of relief, but it didn’t stop her heart pounding against her ribs. Linda’s words were too close to the truth. It made her squirm in her seat, unable to shake off the guilt. She ran her fingers through her hair restlessly, eyes darting to Linda, then back to the TV. The couch itched against her skin, and her feet were ready to run. Abandoning her façade, Chris scurried off the sofa and sped down the hallway. She slammed the door shut to her room.

Shit! What am I gonna do?! 

Chris paced as she grabbed a stuffed bunny from the dresser and hurled it against the wall. Questions began to plague her mind relentlessly.

My blood is all over the alley. What if they test it? What if they find me? 

She froze mid-pace.

What if Ted comes in and arrests me? I can’t go to jail.

More stuffed animals sailed back and forth through the room by Chris’s hand or foot. It didn’t quail her anguish or problems, yet it helped relieve her pent-up frustration. She shoved the plush toys off the bed and climbed in; her energy dissipated from her tantrum. Chris hiked the covers up to her chin like a scared child afraid of the monsters in her closet. 

“What will I do?” She exhaled, a tremor lacing her voice. “I can’t think right now.”

Trying to steady her breathing, she closed her eyes and wished the world away, if only for a little while.
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JOE’S DECOMPOSING BODY stalked towards Chris. One arm stretched out with his index finger pointed straight at her.

“You. This is all your fault. You killed me!” His guttural voice screeched, glass shards crumbling from his mouth, sticking to his bottom lip and chin.

Chris choked on a scream, her body frozen against the brick wall of Jake’s Pizzeria. She was back in the alley. Water dripped into puddles as it rained around her, but not a drop touched her skin. Garbage blew across their path as Joe stared daggers into Chris’s heart. She shivered, staring back with dark trepidation crawling up her legs and settling in the pit of her stomach.

This isn’t happening.

The rain mesmerized Chris as a drop fell onto a shard embedded into Joe’s cheek, making it sparkle. Blood matted his hair, and his eye sockets were slowly filling with purplish glass fragments until the whites were no longer visible. The fragments spilled down his cheeks in an array of colorful teardrops—his gait was slow as he lurched toward her, like a zombie from a scary movie, ready to rend her flesh. She could not escape; her body refused to obey her commands, and her lungs struggled for air.

Joe was close enough to invade her personal space, brushing the tips of his decaying fingers across her cheek. Once close enough, his sour breath mingled with hers. She gagged at the smell of death and rotting flesh.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to kill you,” Chris began to sob, hot tears spilling from her eyes.

With a sneer, he grabbed both of her arms, pinching her flesh with his nails. His fingers felt like ice against her skin, and Chris whimpered, her body shivering from the contact. Her mind told her it was a dream, but the pain in her arms felt too real, and his fingers too solid.

“You’re mine now,” Joe’s grisly, smiling face taunted, and he puckered his sharp, frozen lips.

Glass shards stabbed Chris’s lips as his mouth claimed hers. Blood dribbled down her chin as he swallowed her screams.

Heat flourished within Chris’s body, burning away the fear that had overwhelmed her senses. She had control over herself once more. Placing her hands onto his chest, she shoved him away violently, kneeing him in the groin. He groaned, tumbling onto his knees. Thousands of shards sputtered from his lips as he vomited at her feet. Fury suddenly betook her senses. 

“You’re dead. I killed you!” Chris shouted as she laced her fingers into his hair. The pads of her fingers burned his scalp, shooting shards upon shards of crystals into him until his head exploded in a beautiful array of rainbow colors. Chunks of his brain flew everywhere, painting the wall and ground. The wind picked up the shards that dislodged from the splattered grey matter and aimed them at Chris. Eyes widening, she howled, her arms braced against her face as the sharp killer shards shot straight at her. The slivers bit into her flesh, piercing her body in quick succession.

Chris shot up in bed, a scream frozen in her throat. With her chest heaving, she stared unseeingly at the neon-pink walls. Her eyes drank in the color until she realized where she was. Breathing deeply, she began to laugh shakily. The room was littered with toys and stuffed animals. She was in bed at Linda’s and not in the alley. Chris rubbed her sleeve, wiping the sweat that had accumulated on her brow and nose.

“It was a dream,” Chris sighed in relief.

Grabbing the sheet with her hands, she winced. Blood was dripping from her fingers when she brought them up for inspection. She plucked out a piece of glass with a yelp and let it fall onto the bedspread. She jumped out of bed and sprinted to the washroom, slapping the light on. A bloody smear decorated the switch while she plunged her hands under the faucet. Chris turned on the warm water and watched her blood mingle with the water. Soon, the blood disappeared, and she slowly turned off the faucet. She stared numbly at her hands, and before her bewildered eyes, new skin bloomed over her cuts. It mended together until there was nothing but soft pink skin.

“Shit.”

Chris leaned her head over the sink, inhaling and exhaling deeply, several times. 

What is going on with my body? 

Slamming the butt of her palm on the sink made pain jolt up her arm, and she gritted her teeth as she lifted her head. 

Back in her room, she snapped the light on and tossed the blanket off the bed. She sucked her breath in. Thousands of purple shards sparkled across the sheet.

Did I do this?

The shards had torn her pillow to shreds, and its stuffing was scattered across the bed like fallen snow.

Yes. I did this. I’m dangerous. And if I stay, I might kill Linda.

“Gotta get the hell out of here,” Chris muttered, throwing the blanket back onto the bed, hiding her shame. She shuffled out of her nightclothes and scurried into a new pair of baggy jeans and a sweater.

She grabbed a backpack from the closet and crammed in the rest of the fresh clothes Linda had bought for her. Sadness welled up in her as she tiptoed down the hall and poked her head into the living room — Linda was asleep on the couch, a giant pink blanket cocooning her curves. Chris slipped into the kitchen and raided the fridge silently before snatching a twenty-dollar bill off the kitchen table.  

I’m sorry, Linda.

Chris snuggled her feet into new black woollen boots and shuffled into a bright blue coat. She sent one final, lingering glance at Linda and slowly closed the apartment door and scuttled down the stairs, out into the cold. 

From outside the main entrance, she stared up at the tall red brick apartment building. A small smile formed on her lips upon spotting Linda’s frilly curtains.

“Please don’t search for me,” she whispered in the wind.
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CHRIS SHIVERED ON HER walk down Summerset Street, breathing in the crisp, frosty air as it slowly froze her lungs and body. Inky darkness shrouded her, and not even the streetlights could penetrate it. She continued walking and turned left on Hazel Drive, not caring where she went as Jack Frost nibbled on her fingers and nose. Snowflakes came down hard in warning, blanketing the ground and her shoulders with their white gold as she blew into her hands, rubbing them together.

After an hour of trudging from the north side, she made it to uptown as the rough graffiti-stained buildings began to appear. She knew she was three blocks from Jake’s Pizzeria. Thoughts of going to the same old alley turned her stomach. Instead, Chris turned left, away from the alley, and sighed in relief as she spotted an all-night coffee shop. It was small, with the facade’s brown paint peeling, but the gently-glowing light inside beckoned her. She patted the snow off her shoulders, pushed the door open, and stumbled inside for warmth, grabbing a booth in the back. She then slowly slumped in her seat, her mind a tornado of thoughts and worries. 

She ordered a coffee from a plump waitress with a black mane of tight curls and grey eyes under lids coated in way too much eyeshadow. The waitress popped a bubble as she loudly chewed on gum while pouring the warm liquid, eyeing Chris weirdly. She walked away wordlessly when she was done, her blue heels tapping loudly on the linoleum floor.

Chris sighed in relief to find no other patrons in the shop, and she soon understood why. A blizzard was beginning to shake the city as the snow started coming down in waves, the wind howled, and cars slowly disappeared under the white. Chris swore aloud at her bad luck as she sipped her coffee, burning her tongue and emitting a soft hiss.

She realized she had no choice but to wait out the storm in the shop, much to her dismay. She had planned to leave the city and never come back, only now, she would have to wait until the storm passed. Tucking her backpack beneath the table, she agitatedly clicked her tongue with her eyes glued to the window.

“More coffee?” The waitress asked, having already picked up on Chris’s now empty mug from years of experience.

Chris turned her eyes from the storm and glared at the waitress for disturbing her thoughts. She held out her mug.

“It’s horrible out there. Shouldn’t you be home, snug in bed?” The waitress commented. “Aren’t your parents worried about you?”

Chris scowled at the nosy woman. “Just pour the damn coffee.”

The waitress scrunched her nose, and her smile turned upside down as she hurried away. Chris turned back to the window and gazed at the snow as it danced in the folds of darkness. She took her time with the second cup, waiting out the storm until it gave way to clear skies. The moon fought its way between the clouds, its light making the snow sparkle. Chris signaled the waitress for the bill as she chugged the last cold drop of coffee, grimacing in distaste. She pulled the twenty out while checking the clock on the wall. Chris figured she had spent almost two hours in the coffee shop, and the sun would rise soon. 

She paid the waitress and grabbed her bag, and was about to leave when the coffeehouse door opened. Chris tugged her bottom lip nervously as her eyes traced a cop’s uniform, and she ducked back down into her seat. She pulled her coat around her face and shielded her eyes with her left hand. 

Linda wouldn’t have called the police on me yet, would she? 

She looked at her empty cup and sensed the police officer slide into the seat across from her.

“You’re out late.” A smooth baritone voice invaded her ears.

Chris cringed, recognizing it, and lowered her hand.

“Coffee any good?” Ted tried to break the ice as the waitress poured him a cup.

Chris shrugged and continued to stare into her cup; flecks of black coffee grinds stuck to the bottom. 

After a moment, he took a loud sip. “Crystal, I’m taking you home.” 

Chris glanced at Ted through her lashes and then burst out laughing. She thumped the table with her hand. His statement was just too funny. 

Home!

There was no home for her; she was a vagabond, an urchin, a gutter-pup, a street-rat. Home was an imaginary place. It didn’t exist. Tears leaked down her cheeks as she shook her head, still chuckling. Or maybe she was crying. She didn’t know anymore. Her entire world was slowly crumbling all around her. 

Suddenly, Chris was hyperventilating, gasping for air. She was falling into an abyss and could not escape from it.

Why won’t you just leave me alone?!

Chris covered her mouth, reducing herself to giggles and took three shaky breaths to get some control over herself. Losing her mind would not solve her problems. She needed to bury her emotions deep inside of her. That way, no one could hurt her. 

“I can’t go back,” Chris muttered after a few more seconds and averted her eyes from Ted’s worried ones, hugging herself. 

“Linda will be worried if she finds out you’re not there,” Ted said carefully.

It tempted her to follow him. To go back to Linda’s and act like everything would be okay. But Chris couldn’t go back, not after tonight. 

What if I kill again? 

And the victim this time could be Linda.

Without warning, Ted reached over the table and grabbed her left hand. With quick reflexes, Chris jumped back and snatched her hand away. She glared, daring him to touch her again. She was itching to show how good of a right hook she had.

“Why are you running away, Crystal?” Ted asked quietly after holding his hands up in peace.

Chris thought over his question. She had one reason for running away.

I’m a murderer.

“I don’t belong,” she bit out instead.

“I know you’re having trouble at home, but being with Linda will change your ways. Give her a chance.” 

Chris huffed, knowing Linda’s lies still sang in his brain.

“Listen, Ted. Linda is nice. Overly sweet for her own good. But I can’t go back there,” Chris shuffled out of her seat, eyes trained on the door. With catlike reflexes, Ted grasped her slim wrist. “I’m taking you back to Linda’s. You don’t have a choice here.”

“Get your hand off me, Ted,” Chris clenched her teeth. “I’m not going back, you asshole!”

“No,” he replied simply.

She tried to yank her wrist out of his hold, but his grip tightened. She curled her fingers into a fist, striking Ted right between the eyes with her free hand. She heard a sickening crunch as her knuckles connected with cartilage, and she thought she had broken his nose. His hand slackened on her wrist as he grabbed his nose with his free hand, blood leaking down into his mouth.

Speedily hoisting her backpack over her shoulder, she dashed out of the coffee shop. Her ears picked up Ted’s fumbled footsteps, and his clogged voice shouted at her to stop. Looking over her shoulder, she saw that the front of his police shirt was bloody, but his footfalls were firm as he chased after her.

Chris pumped her legs, picking up speed as she rounded the corner, only to have her feet fly out from underneath her on the icy pavement. Falling face first, she groaned, watching the world tilt. She stumbled to her feet, legs unsteady, just as Ted plowed into her back and tackled her to the ground, pinning her with his weight.

“Let me go; you damned pig!” Chris shouted, squirming underneath him.

“You! Are coming! With me!” He struggled to get her hands and move her arms behind her back. Chris screamed into the snow as he cuffed her wrists. Ted shuffled onto his feet, hauling her up at the same time. They slipped on the ice a couple of times, except Ted quickly steadied them both as he pushed Chris forward and trudged back up to the coffee shop.

“You’re lucky I’m not going to arrest you for assaulting an officer,” Ted grumbled. He dabbed at his nose gingerly with his thumb to make a point, smearing the blood across his upper lip while his eyes continued to water up involuntarily. “I have to admit, though; you’re stronger than you look.”

The cuffs bit into her skin, and a small fire burned in Chris’s stomach. It traveled up into her chest and spread like a virus through her veins. Her body overheated against the early morning frost and her hands felt like they were on fire. She sucked in a quick breath and curled her fingers into her palms, nails biting into her skin. Joe’s death re-enacted in her mind, and her heart plummeted. She didn’t want to kill Ted with her deadly powers. She couldn’t. She shouldn’t. Chris closed her eyes, taking short, deep breaths and trying her best to calm herself. 

Don’t let the glass come out. Don’t let the glass come out. 

Despite her inner mantra, she needed to touch something—anything. The need drove Chris crazy, overwhelming all her senses, and she began fearing she couldn’t fight the fire inside her. She could feel the shards on her palms, ready to commit another murder. As he gently pushed her to his car, the taste of iron filled her mouth. Her teeth had unknowingly clamped down hard onto her tongue, almost biting it in half. The pain brought her back to reality, and the flame inside her quieted. The shards retracted back into her hands. 

Chris sighed. She had stopped herself from harming another human by hurting herself.  

They drove back to Linda’s place in silence. Now and then, Ted glanced at her through the rear-view mirror. His eyes held questions, yet he didn’t say anything.

“How did you find me?” Chris broke the silence, exercising her newly healed tongue.

“The waitress called you in,” Ted confessed with another glance in the rear-view mirror.

Chris hit her head on the back of the seat.

Damn waitress. 

The car fell silent once more. Looking at the radio, Chris noted that it was seven in the morning as Linda’s tall, red brick building loomed ahead. Ted parked on the curb beside the building and dragged Chris out from the back seat. He guided her up the stairs and held her in place while buzzing Linda’s apartment number.

No answer.

Ted buzzed again and once more after a few minutes. Still no answer.

“She must still be asleep,” Ted scratched the back of his head and stuffed his hand into his jacket pocket, producing a set of keys. “Good thing I have a spare.”

Chris just stared at the keys listlessly. 

He opened the door and hauled a struggling Chris in and up another set of stairs, and unlocked the door to Linda’s apartment. “I’ll go get Linda.”

He pushed Chris onto the couch, and she could feel dampness wetting her jeans. The air felt humid, and she could see her breath when she sighed. The pink comforter was curled up in a ball on the opposite end. Chris’s eyes followed Ted as he disappeared down the hall. She could hear him banging doors open and his heavy boots pounding on the floor. 

He looked flustered, with his face red when he came back. He hurried into the kitchen next.

“Linda!” Ted shouted.

There was no answer. 

“Was Linda here when you left?” Ted demanded as he re-entered the room.

“Yes.” Chris replied, “she was asleep on the couch.” Her stomach flipped. From what she had gathered in her time living with Linda, leaving without a note wasn’t in her nature. 

Where’s Linda? Is she looking for me?

“Maybe she’s out looking for you,” Ted voiced her thoughts. “I’ll call her on her cell.”

He pulled out his phone and dialed her number. They both heard Linda’s cell phone and found it ringing on the side table along with her house keys. Ted cut the call and swore.

“She’d never leave without her keys.”

A chill zipped along Chris’s spine. Trepidation was now blooming in the pit of her belly and gnawing at her insides. 

Did something terrible happen to her?

Ted flipped his phone back out and made a call as he paced the living room, speaking rapidly. His face was now beet red, his eyes darting all over the place as his left hand scratched the back of his neck. Chris nervously eyed the vein that throbbed on his forehead.

Stiff and uncomfortable, she shuffled around on the damp couch, her mind abuzz. She wondered where Linda could be. Chris knew her schedule, and she also knew that the waitress had the day off. 

So, where is she?

“Okay, she’s not at work,” Ted announced, drawing Chris from her thoughts. “Did Linda say she was staying with friends? Family?” 

Chris shrugged, refusing to meet his gaze as her eyes studied the carpet. He cursed again, and he was on the phone once more.

An eternity passed before he was off the phone, and he stood still like a statue. His face stayed the same red as before. Chris wondered as she glanced at him if his face would ever turn back to normal. His grey eyes held tears at the edges with worry written in the irises. He flopped onto the couch beside Chris, sighed heavily, and then looked at her. 

“So, who are you?” Ted asked. The tiredness was evident in his voice.

“What do you mean?” 

The jig was up. Someone had squealed.

“I called Linda’s friends. They don’t know where she is. So, I called her mother.” A long, drawn-out pause stifled the air between them. “Her mother has not seen Linda... she gave me some important information.” Ted huffed, shaking his head, and continued, “She told me Linda doesn’t have a troubled teenage cousin, and she didn’t recognize your name either. Now, I will ask you one more time. Who are you?”

Chris shuffled in her seat. She could no longer feel her wrists; the cuffs had cut off her circulation.

“I’m a bum from off the streets. Linda took me in,” she let out slowly, finally coming clean.

“Holy hell!” Ted shouted and bounced off the couch. “Linda knows I hate it when she takes in strays! What have you done with Linda?!”

Chris stared in shock, unbelieving that Linda had taken in a homeless person before, and wondered briefly where that person was now. 

“I did nothing to Linda,” she set her jaw.

“And why should I believe you?” Ted jabbed his finger at her, his face now changing from red to purple. “Where is she?!”

“I don’t know!” Chris screamed at him while her stomach did cartwheels. 

The grim look in his eyes and the sneer on his lips suddenly made Chris fear for her life.  His eyes held daggers ready to pierce her. He flipped his phone out again and made a quick, curt call. Chris tried to listen in, but his voice was muffled as he turned his back on her. When he put down the phone, he turned, his lips bunched together as he towered over her.

“You are under arrest for assaulting an officer and detained for the disappearance of Linda Brooks.” Ted dragged Chris off the couch as he read her her rights.

Chris couldn’t believe her ears; he was arresting her for Linda’s disappearance. It wasn’t her fault Linda wasn’t here. 

“I didn’t do anything,” Chris protested. 

Ted’s refusal to listen to her was terrifying, ending any fight she had in her.

He dragged her from the apartment until they reached his silver and gold police cruiser, and he shoved her into the backseat again. Any friendliness Chris had felt from the man when they met was gone; this wasn’t Linda’s boyfriend anymore. This was Ted, the police officer, and he was arresting a homeless bum he deemed a threat and criminal.

What if they find out I murdered that Joe guy in the alley? I’m screwed! 

Chris bowed her head. She heard the sirens blaring, coming closer to Linda’s building. Now, she was in even more trouble than she bargained for. There was no escape. Very soon, four silver and gold police cars pulled alongside Ted’s cruiser. They jumped out of their vehicles and bolted into the building. 

Chris slumped in her seat, knowing they would find the glass shards in Linda’s bed with her blood on the sheet. Ted had probably not lifted the blanket in his hurry, but these guys definitely would. Biting her lip, Chris began praying for a miracle. She prayed that Linda would show up soon and help her out of this situation. Ted’s stone hard face came into view. He shuffled into the driver’s seat and started the car. The sirens blared as they drove to the police station.
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THE POLICE STATION looked dingy with poor lighting and cramped office space. Ted shoved Chris into a grey interrogation room with a massive mirror on the left-hand side. A wooden table sat between the mirror and the opposite wall, with two chairs on both sides. He sat her into one of them and uncuffed her without her resisting. After cursing at her savagely, he stormed out of the room, leaving Chris alone. She slumped against the back of the chair, rubbing her bruised wrists to get some blood flowing in them again, and stared at the mirror, knowing someone was on the other side. It wasn’t her first time in a room like this.

Time passed, and it felt like hours were bleeding by. Chris plopped the side of her head on the table and closed her eyes, exhausted.

Her eyes snapped open when a case file slammed down on the table, inches from her nose. She jumped in her chair and glowered at the intruder. Saliva smudged across her lips, and she used her shoulder to mop the drool. 

Guess I fell asleep.

“Did you have a good nap?” A female police officer scowled at Chris and took the seat across from her, the chair loudly scraping the floor.

“Was a good nap until you came in,” Chris yawned. She stretched her arms out dramatically and tipped the chair back for a minute, then banged it down on all fours. The officer watched on, unamused.

“I’m Officer Crosby,” she introduced herself before pointing to someone behind her. “And you already know Officer Evans.”

It took Chris a second to realize Officer Evans was Ted. He leaned against the wall with one foot braced against it, his face beet red again and his hands clenched into fists at his sides. Chris could tell he was restraining himself from attacking her. Looking back at Officer Crosby, she noted her long chocolate hair, a petite frame, and striking blue eyes, but her expression was stern and void of emotions.

“I did nothing wrong,” Chris voiced her innocence.

“But you assaulted an officer tonight. It had to be for a reason. Maybe he caught you just after you hid Linda’s body?”

Chris hissed, “I did nothing to no one.”

Officer Crosby shrugged. “You’re in serious trouble, missy. So you—”

“Where’s Linda?” Ted interrupted, pushing off the wall, and in two strides, he was at the table. His fist pounded on the wood so hard it made the case file bounce.

Chris took a gander at him, and out of the side of her mouth, she said, “I don’t know.”

That was not the answer he wanted. Ted jumped across the table and hoisted Chris out of the chair. He slammed her against the wall with his right arm pushed against her throat. She gasped for air, but none made it past her lips as she clawed at his arms.

“Tell me where she is. So help me...” His threatening voice trailed off as he applied more pressure to her windpipe.

“Officer Evans, let her go!” Officer Crosby instructed in a shout and grabbed his right shoulder. 

It took Ted a moment to remove his arm. He glared at Chris and shoved her back into her chair, marching out of the room, slamming the door behind him. Dazed, Chris sucked in air and massaged her neck as Officer Crosby followed Ted out the door, berating him. She sighed, glad to be alone again. She coughed to relieve the soreness in her throat, delighted when the pain subsided within seconds. Her appreciation for her newfound healing abilities was growing. 

As she waited, her thoughts went back to Linda, and Chris wondered if she got lost in the blizzard looking for her. She could only hope her friend was okay. 

Officer Crosby waltzed back into the room by herself, and Chris fiddled with her fingers. 

“He’s just worried about his girlfriend. It will be in your best interest if you cooperate. Now, tell me where Linda is.” 

There was a knock on the door, interrupting them. With a groan, Officer Crosby got up and opened it. Her back blocked the other person from Chris’s view, but she caught snippets of their conversation. 

“A body...”

“Glass? Are you sure?” Crosby’s back straightened, and she stole a glance at Chris before continuing her conversation. “Take it to the lab. Get it tested and get back to me ASAP.” 

The door closed, and she strode back over to Chris, a broad smile across her lips. “There might be more to your case than just kidnapping charges in a couple of hours.”

I’m dead. They’re going to get me for Joe too. Play it cool. Play it cool, Chris chanted internally but kept her eyes narrowed on the woman.

“I didn’t do anything.” Chris‘s heart thumped madly as if testifying against her. “Linda was asleep on the couch when I left.”

“Did you fight with Linda before you left? Is that how it started? She didn’t want you to leave?” Officer Crosby suggested, ignoring Chris’s words.

“You’re not listening, you bitch!” Chris sneered.

“Listen, you piece of shit. I know you did something to Linda. You might as well confess and get all this over with. When I’m through with you, you’re going to wish you were never born,” the officer’s voice rose higher, and she slammed her hands on the table, leaning close to Chris’s face.

It’s now or never! I can take her. 

Chris smirked at the glaring officer and hopped out of the chair, quickly shoving the table into Officer Crosby’s stomach, and used her small frame to her advantage by smashing her up against the glass mirror with all her strength. 

Caught off-guard by the unexpected assault, Crosby let out a sharp wheeze as the air left her lungs and the back of her head struck the two-way mirror. 

Chris snatched the opportunity she had bought herself and ran for the door, only to meet three officers at the entrance. They wrestled her to the ground while shouting, one of them shoving her face against the dirty floor. Another officer sat on her kicking legs as the last’s knee stabbed between her shoulder blades, her wrists getting brutally cuffed. 

Chris tasted dirt on her lips and spat. The trio dragged her onto her feet roughly.

“Put her in a cell,” Officer Crosby gasped as she finally managed to push the table away from her stomach and placed her right hand behind her head, wincing when her fingers touched the rising bump. She looked up, staring at Chris for a minute as the officers obeyed and dragged her out of the room.

They hauled Chris to a six-by-eight cell at the back of the precinct and shoved her in, locking the door. 

At least I have a room all to myself.

“Hands between the bars,” a round-faced officer instructed. 

Chris obeyed and was uncuffed. She jerked away from the bars, giving them the finger and got ignored.

Once she was on her own, Chris went over to the rock-hard metal bed. Dust billowed under her weight as she slumped onto it, making her cough and sneeze. To her left was a dirty toilet, and next to it was a small sink, both attached to the wall. They were her only companions in the dingy grey cell. 

Over the next few hours, she tried to get comfortable lying down, except the rock-hard bed was unrelenting after many nights on Linda’s cozy bed. The urge to pee hit right after her body had begun adjusting, and she scrambled to the toilet to relieve herself, glad that she didn’t have an audience. She then hobbled back to the bed and sat cross-legged with her back against the wall, which was more comfortable than the mattress itself. She bumped her head lightly on the wall again and again as fatigue and worry swam in her head as one.

I gotta get outta here, but how? 

An idea struck her as she cupped her hands together. 

“If I can shoot glass out of my hands, maybe I can control the pieces to break the lock,” Chris mused aloud. Now, how do I use my powers?

She filed through her memories of when all this craziness started. 

I was furious when Joe tried to rape me, and I was mad in my dream. The dots connected, and she knew how to get the glass to come out. Anger!

Holding on to her pent-up anger, she hopped up and ran to the cell door. It was of electro-mechanical variety, and luckily Chris had had her share of experience with slam locks. She concentrated and channeled her rage into the palms of her hands, aiming them at the deadlocking system. Her hands began to heat up on command, and her skin turned red. Small, sharp pieces of purple glass protruded from her fingers and palms. Choking on a startled cry, Chris let go of her anger and watched in amazement as the shards retracted into her flesh, leaving no marks on her skin. She jumped and hooted in excitement and then cast a furtive glance outside the bars. No guard, thankfully. 

Breathing out, she placed her right hand over the keyhole and channeled her anger again. 

Nothing happened. Chris was too excited to be angry.

“Calm down, Chris,” she instructed herself. “Think of something that will make you mad.”

She closed her eyes as an old memory emerged in her brain—her first night in the city.
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Six Years Ago

IT TOOK THE BLACK-HAIRED child two-and-a-half days to reach the city, thanks to a friendly, thick-bearded truck driver who had dropped her off at the gas station in Tula city.

“You sure you’d be alright in the city? A small thing like you needs a grownup. I can call an officer to come and pick you up,” the truck driver said worriedly, taking his phone out of his pocket.

The child had never heard the word ‘officer’ before, and his words scared her for unknown reasons. 

“My Auntie is picking me up inside there,” she pointed to the store, her feet quickening her steps towards the door. 

The child could feel the driver’s concerned hazel eyes on her back as she touched the door. With one quick glance, she gave him a nod and then suddenly bolted to the left and down the alley. She heard a faint yell, but no footsteps followed her.

The child ran until her little feet hurt, constantly checking behind her to ensure he had not followed. She wrapped her arms around herself, her heart pounding in fear. She was alone with the skyscrapers standing tall on each side of her in the darkened alley. 

“Auntie!” She cried out, wishing she were here with her, but her mind wouldn’t stop taking her to the fire that had stolen Auntie. Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. She quickly wiped them away with scrubby fingers. She must not cry, or else she would crumple to the ground and sob her heart out, not wanting to move. Except she had to move and soon found herself outside of the alley as the expanse of bright lights lit up the night sky before her. 

She pushed Auntie and the fire to the back of her mind. The child’s face sparkled in amazement as the lights blocked out the stars. Her ten-year-old self had seen nothing like it before in her life; the streetlights that had flickered on one by one like magnificent fireflies in a forest sent shimmers across her studded blue T-shirt. Her ebony hair flowed around her shoulders as she skipped down the street in newfound excitement. Tall buildings and glass storefronts glistened around her. Cars zoomed by and honked at one another. She wished she had come to the city with Auntie on a trip before the accident. It surprised the child that crickets did not sing in the city, unlike in the country, where they lulled her to sleep every night.

The child walked by shops with open displays. She peeked through a window and spied pretty clothes on lifelike mannequins and toy bears outside another shop. Her eyes glazed when she saw a blue-eyed doll with long blonde hair and rosy cheeks. She was dressed in a formal gown as if she were about to attend a ball. The child reluctantly tore her longing eyes away from the doll and continued onward.

She wasn’t sure where she was going as her feet started to hurt, and her eyes drooped. She needed to find a place to sleep. 

“Maybe I can sleep inside one of these buildings,” she mumbled to herself as she reached a residential area, where the apartment buildings were clumped together like trees. 

Most buildings had a security lock and gates on the doors, dashing the young girl’s plans. She strolled for another hour until she stumbled upon an alley. It had garbage piled up on one side, and rotten vegetables wafted into her nose.

The child shrugged, not seeing a better option, and settled comfortably between the garbage piles and bags. She used a bag as a pillow, and when she got used to the stench, she managed to drift off to sleep.

A couple of hours later, soft snickering awoke the child, and through her bleary vision, she noticed two men towering over her. She gulped and instinctively tried to crawl back, but the garbage bags impeded her effort.

“What do we have here?” One man smirked, showing his stained, brown teeth. His face was dirty, and his words came out slurred. He wore a long black coat with rips littering up and down the front and wrinkled black jeans with holes in the knees. 

The girl had never seen anyone like him before, and she couldn’t figure out what was happening, but she definitely knew she wanted to stay away from him.

“A midnight snack,” cooed the other man. He was short and beefy. Fat fingers inched towards her, and she squealed in fright, pressing back into the garbage bags. His clothes matched his companion, except he had a brown hat hiding his hair. 

Dirty hands grabbed her as she tried to scream again, but Brown Teeth’s right hand covered her mouth. He snaked his left arm under her armpits, hoisting her up. Chubby grabbed her kicking legs.

“What’ll we do with this litt’ tart?” Brown Teeth slurred.

“Let’s have a litt’ fun first. Then we can bring the mouse to Tony. He might be willin’ to buy fresh meat.” Chubby licked his lips. “She’s pleasing to the eyes.”

Realizing she was in more danger than she had thought, Chris sank her teeth into Brown Teeth’s hand. He let go of her mouth with a swear, and she belted out a scream. 

Never had she encountered men like them before, and their words, tones and action terrified her. 

Brown Teeth glared at her, shaking his injured hand. She thrashed in their arms until her right foot was free, which she kicked out at Chubby, smashing her foot into his abdomen and getting a lucky hit at his diaphragm. Chubby dropped her other leg with a grunt of surprise, fighting for air. The child’s feet touched the ground, and she quickly steadied herself. She shoved her back into Brown Teeth’s chest and then head-butted Chubby, sending both men toppling over. She scratched Brown Teeth’s cheeks and nose with her nails, slapping at his face. He tried to grab her wrists between his pained grunts and cusses, but she dodged and continued to strike him as tears were streaming down her face. She shoved her hands and knees into his stomach with all her might and jumped away from him, darting out of the alley, running headfirst into a woman. 

“Please, help me!” she sobbed, stringing her arms around the woman’s waist. 

The woman was startled but caught on quickly as she grabbed her hand while casting a furtive glance at the two wheezing men. “Come with me.”

The girl walked down the next street with her savior, trembling like a leaf in the wind. The woman walked briskly and took out her phone, calling the police to inform them about a runaway child. 




Present



Her anger intensified as the memory solidified in Chris’s mind. She had been just another victim—just more young, fresh meat for those dirty men to prey on.

It was enough. She shot hundreds of tiny shards into the lock. Fueled by her rage, the glass left her hands with such force that they began to chip away at the metal until the lock finally broke, and the door swung open. Hoping no one had heard the loud crackling and thuds, she made her way to it as a wave of dizziness washed over her. She stumbled forward slightly and caught ahold of the door to steady herself, breathing deeply and closing her eyes, waiting for the world to stop spinning. 

When she opened her eyes next, she gasped. Her feet backed into the cell slowly, and relief poured into her smile as she stared dumbly at the newcomer. 

“L-Linda?”

Linda’s safe! 

“Chris,” Linda said slowly, her long blonde hair tied tight in a ponytail. She took a step into the cell, modeling a fluffy pink dress. Her body was elegantly poised. Her eyes surveyed the room with distaste, then stared at Chris with what looked like...hate? 

Of course not. What am I thinking? Linda doesn’t hate me.

Yet, uncertainty washed over Chris as she stared at her visitor, noticing a change in Linda. Her voice was softer, and her eyes were not their usual deep sky-blue but lighter as if a mist had clouded her irises.

“Where have you been?!” Chris shouted, disregarding the oddness surrounding Linda as she was happy to see that her ex-roommate was unhurt and here to set her free. 

“Around, looking for you.” 

Chris smiled. “Well, you found me. Now, get me out of here!” 

“Is this the beast?” Another woman asked from behind Linda.

Chris had not noticed her since Linda was her sole focus. Now she glanced at the woman with interest. She had long blue hair and misty green eyes, a tiny nub of a nose, and full red lips on an oval-shaped face. She looked familiar to Chris as the woman clutched the cell bars with her slim fingers, wearing a tight grey skirt with a stiff grey blazer over a white blouse to match.

“Who the hell are you?” Chris slowly backed up against the wall, racking her brain and trying to recall where she had seen that cascading blue hair before. 

The TV news channel?

“Has to be. The energy signature ends here,” Linda responded to her companion.

Neither woman seemed interested in answering her question, but Linda’s words had Chris arching her brow and tightening her jaw. 

Energy signature? Beast? 

Linda raised her slender hand with a black pistol snugly between her fingers. Chris gasped. “What are you...?” 

Linda wasn’t the type to shoot anyone, let alone her. And yet, here she was, wielding a weapon aimed at Chris’s forehead.

She cocked the gun. 

“Linda! Don’t shoot!” Chris shouted and flung her palms out like a shield to save her from getting shot. It was a terrible shield, but she really did not have a lot of options. 

“Why not? You are a soulless creature. You deserve to die.” Linda’s sudden spite stabbed Chris’s heart.

What? Why did she just say that? This isn’t the Linda I know. Something is wrong. 

“That will not kill her, Ariel,” the other woman said in exasperation, blowing air between her teeth. “Remember the prophecy.”

“I know. At least it will slow the thing down, Ecanus. I have already summoned Gabriel.” Ariel tilted her head, focused on the ragged teenager before her.

Ariel? Ecanus? What the hell is going on? Her name is Linda, not Ariel! Chris’s mind screamed, yet her lips refused to voice her thoughts.

“Linda...” She could only gasp out her friend’s name.

Ariel fired the gun without wasting another moment, and the bullet pierced her right shoulder. Chris’s left hand immediately flew up to her shoulder as warm blood began to seep through her fingers. She let out a bloodcurdling scream, dropping to her knees, desperately trying to fight the white hot pain. 

Together, the shock, confusion, and pain muddled her senses completely.

“Damn, missed her forehead. Oh well, the beast’s not going anywhere,” Ariel gloated.

“Why, Linda?” Chris sucked in a painful breath. Black dots danced in front of her eyes and the world tilted. Pain jolted down her arm as energy crackled throughout the room, and her stomach dropped. Something sour hit her taste buds. It made the room heavy and still.

Panting, she lifted her heavy head slightly and saw white pants in her peripheral vision. Another person was in her cell with them.

“What are you doing here?!” Ariel yelled at the intruder.

“Retrieving the package,” a man’s baritone voice replied. 

Chris struggled to raise her head fully as fingers clasped her arms gently. The man in white hauled her off her knees and cradled her like a baby in his arms.

“The beast is ours. You can’t have it!” Desperation laced Linda’s voice.

The other woman clutched the bars tighter. “Ariel, stop him!”

Ariel fired the gun again. The bullet missed its target as the man stepped to the right with such elegance that Chris thought they were dancing. 

“I think it’s time I take my leave,” he said with a wink to both angels.

Chris couldn’t understand what he was saying. The only word to penetrate her brain was ‘leave,’ but even in her state, she knew it was impossible to escape with a gun-wielding maniac in the cell with them.

The man turned and stared deep into her eyes, his black-browns intense, and a smirk appeared on his lips. “You look just like her.”

And then, time stood still. 

Black wisps of dark power surrounded them. Chris’s tongue numbed as the same stench from before pervaded her taste buds.

Like a pop-up book, the room shifted, and she was no longer in the cell but in a quaint living room. The man dropped her onto a cream colored couch, and the dots faded from her eyes as she gawked at him. 

He was very handsome with slicked white hair, brown eyes, black flecks in the iris, and tanned skin. He wore a white pressed suit with a black tie. Drops of her blood stained his shirt, but he seemed not to care.

Chris groaned as the bloodied bullet crawled out of her body and dropped beside her. Pain was still coursing through her shoulder. New skin began to form with a familiar tingly, itchy feeling. The bleeding finally had stopped, and the pain diminished to a dull, aching throb. Her new skin felt weird and uncomfortable, but she refused to dig her nails into the soft flesh.

“Where are we? Who are you?” Her hoarse voice cracked. 

The man turned slightly and ignored her. He slumped to his knees, crawling to a beautiful woman sitting on a chair next to the couch.

“I have brought her to you, my queen,” the man purred, kissing the woman’s high heeled shoe.

“That’s a good boy, Rick. Where is she?” The woman’s dark eyes scanned the room. Surprisingly, they fluttered over Chris as if she wasn’t there.

“She’s on the couch.” Rick pointed at Chris.

The woman laid a gentle hand on his head. “You may go.”

Before her very eyes, Rick disappeared, startling Chris.

“It’s been forever, Jezebel,” the woman said lovingly, her voice low and scratchy.

Chris could only stare dumbly at the beautiful woman with midnight hair flowing over her shoulder. Her skin was sun-kissed under the silky red dress with a long slit on the right, showing off a well-sculpted leg. Her eyes were the most mesmerizing. They were blacker than the darkest night, and Chris didn’t doubt that if she stared into them, she would get lost in a never ending abyss. Those eyes held wisdom and pain, reeking of evil deeds.

She sucked in a quick breath, fearing the woman who spoke her actual name. A name she swore never to utter. 

“H-How do you know my name?” Chris stuttered, fingering the hole in her shirt. She still could not believe Linda had shot her.

“I’ve known you since before you were born. You are an extraordinary girl, and I have searched for you for years,” the woman’s said.

Although Chris wasn’t that close to her, she scooted farther away, her movements rushed but quiet. She stopped when the couch’s arm touched her back, and only a slight break between the furniture separated her from the strange woman. It surprised Chris when the woman’s eyes didn’t follow her movements. In fact, she continued to stare at the last spot Chris was at.

Is she blind?

“Who are you?” Chris asked, rubbing her arms as goosebumps popped up on her flesh. 

The woman raised her brow in surprise, and her eyes scanned the room once more. 

“How rude of me. I am Lilith, of the Ninth-Circle of Hell,” she introduced herself. “And your mother.”

Mother?

Chris stared at the woman as if she were on crack.

And then, she began laughing inanely. She couldn’t believe the woman's spunk, the absurd words that came out of her mouth. 

Her mother? She had no mother to tuck her in at night. No mother to scare off the boogie man in her closet. This woman was a liar and a bitch. Either that, or she had an awful sense of humor.

Chris remembered when she was small and had asked Auntie if she was her mother. Auntie only mumbled, ‘No, I’m not,’ and then busied herself, making cookies. Chris never asked again. It wasn’t until later that she realized that her mother had abandoned her and left her for Auntie to raise. Since then, she had always scorned her nonexistent mother and wished her to hell. The teen didn’t know just how close to the mark she was.

“You’re fictional,” Chris griped out, her mind awhirl. 

Staring at the woman, she waited for a response. She couldn’t believe she was in the same room as someone who claimed to be her mother and a demon. Lilith’s eyes widened, and her mouth hung slightly open. Chris’s lips twitched into a smirk at her shocked face. 

“Didn’t you hear me, lovely? I’m the first demon ever to walk upon the earth,” Lilith tried again, her tongue licking her upper lip.

“Listen, tons of shit has happened to me, and I don’t need you yanking my chain.” She crossed her arms over her breasts. Out of all the strange and unexplainable things that had happened to her, this was probably the most ridiculous.

“I will not have you act like an insolent child. I am and will always be your mother,” Lilith hissed. “I remember the day you were born. It was in the summer...August, the fourth.”

Lilith knew her birthday, and it stung. 

What if her words hold some merit? Chris suddenly shook her head hard. This deranged bitch can’t be my mother. I don’t have one. Never did, never will.

Yet, the niggling doubt in her head wouldn’t leave her as she stared at the woman in disbelief. 

“This is no joke. I thought Elle raised you better?” Lilith sighed, shaking her long, inky hair from side to side.

Like an animal conditioned to react to Auntie’s name, Chris snapped. She jumped off the couch, and in two quick steps, she had straddled Lilith. She dug her fingers into Lilith’s bare shoulders, barely acknowledging the demon’s rubbery, plastic-like skin as her palms started heating up. 

“How dare you? She raised me fine!” She howled in Lilith’s face, sending bits of spit sprinkling on the demon’s cheeks.

Lilith didn’t struggle. In fact, she didn’t seem fazed by her tantrum. 

The demon smiled at her, and Chris suddenly had a horrible feeling. As if those unseeing eyes were looking right through her. 

“It’s a shame she died,” Lilith’s voice softened, yet there was no sadness in her words. 

Chris stared into Lilith’s inky orbs, and a moment later, hot tears were welling up in her eyes. Her anger deflated slowly, and her hands cooled. She pushed herself off Lilith and dragged herself back to the couch.

“You knew Auntie?” she croaked.

“Yes, it was me who gave you to her. She was a pleasant woman with a loving heart,” Lilith said, eyes scanning the room again.

“I miss Auntie.” Chris’s memories overflowed her mind, loosening her mouth. “If what you’re saying is true...where were you when she died? Why didn’t you save her?”

“I couldn’t save her,” Lilith sighed, “I know how she died.”

“She died in a house fire,” Chris choked out. Flashes of distant memories took her back to that day. 

She was picking lilies in the woods behind her house. Once she had a beautiful bouquet, Jezebel ran back to give it to Auntie only to find her white home in shambles and blackened with soot. Thick smoke had filled the air, making breathing unbearably hard as she got closer.

The child cried out and dropped the flowers as she scurried to what no longer resembled a house and threw hot wood all over the place, too overcome with grief to register the pain, not noticing the burn marks forming and then rapidly healing as she searched for Auntie. She spent hours picking through the mess. Even during her frantic search amidst her coughs and calls, she never found a body. 

Later that night, she gave up and lay down beside what used to be her home. The child closed her eyes as tears washed down her blackened face, exhaustion sweeping over her already trembling body. 

Jezebel succumbed to the sandman and slept. She was lucky, for the warm breeze cuddled her that night.

Lilith’s sigh brought Chris out of her memory.

The demon shook her head, her raven hair fluttering on its own. “That’s not true. They murdered your aunt.”

Chris sucked in a heavy breath and released it out her nose. “Murdered?” The word tasted horrible on her tongue. 

Auntie was a kind woman who bothered no one. Chris couldn’t think of anyone who could even want to harm a hair on her head, much less want her dead if the demon spoke the truth.

“Yes, murdered by angels,” Lilith sang.

“Angels?” Chris’s mind began reeling. “I thought they were the good guys?”

“They are, my dear. I will admit I am evil with each breath I take, but it was angels who killed your beloved Auntie.” Chris heard the smugness in her voice.

“Why?”

“Because of you. You’re unholy,” Lilith announced with great joy. She leaned her chin on her fist, her elbow on the armrest. “And that brings us back to me being your mother.”

“I don’t give a shit if you are my mother! And if you really are, where were you when I lived on the street? Some mother you turned out to be,” Chris roared, her mind overloaded with too much information, her body bleeding out too much emotion. 

She just wanted it to stop, to be left alone. 

“I couldn’t find you. I tried, but you were hard to track.” Lilith licked her bottom lip, and for the first time, Chris saw actual sadness mar her beautiful face. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? Too late for that, Lilith,” she hissed.

She bounced off the couch and paced the room. Her eyes took in the colored walls with flowers and hand-painted vines and the soft white carpet beneath her feet, but there was no door to make her escape. Chris tried to wrap her mind around her new reality, except it was hard to grasp. She could shoot glass out of her hands. She apparently had a demon for a mother, and Linda tried to kill her. 

Who’s my father? The Easter Bunny?! And how am I unholy? The question popped into her mind. She turned towards Lilith, studying her face for deception.

“What do you mean when you say I’m ‘unholy?’” 

“You are an unwanted union between an angel and a demon.” 

“Oh, is that so? Didn’t know angels could have kids.” 

It was hard enough to believe this woman was her mother, but having an angel for a father took the cake. 

Aren’t angels and demons mortal enemies?

“It’s complicated. A higher-heaven angel can’t have kids, but a lower-heaven angel can. All human turned demons can have kids,” Lilith went on. Her black eyes surveyed the room yet again. 

Chris had had enough and stomped her foot; everything was beginning to irk her. “Why can’t you see me? I’m right here. Are you blind?”

“Calm down, daughter,” Lilith tsked. “I’m not blind, though I can’t see you because of who you are. And if you will listen, I can explain. Sit, please.”

Chris huffed at being called ‘daughter’, yet her heartbeat quickened in her chest. She obeyed, and sat on the edge of the couch with an defeated exhale. “Explain.”

“I met your father two thousand years ago. He was trying to banish me to Hell,” Lilith crossed her legs, exposing more skin. Her sadistic smile made Chris feel like she’d been waiting a long time to tell this story. “Being a lower-heaven angel, he couldn’t beat me, but he kept chasing me. I found it endearing. After a while, I lusted for him. Each human he possessed was delightful to my eyes. I teased him for a while before I kissed him and found that he wanted me in return.” She paused to take in a sharp breath. “We hid in secret because it was against the law of God for us to be together. Then everything changed once I found out I was pregnant with you.”

“Why?”

“You are part demon and part angel with a touch of human in the mix. It’s a horrible combination. My demon eyes could not see you when you were born, but your father’s host eyes could. That is when he realized God wrote your destiny in Heaven. You are the Destroyer of Worlds.” Lilith twirled her hair, casually finishing her story as if she had just finished telling Chris about her day.

Suddenly, bells chimed throughout the room, startling Chris as she tried to process everything. She searched for a clock; there was none. The chime rang eight more times before it stopped.

“We’ve talked too much. I think it’s time I let you rest.” Lilith stretched her long, shapely legs.

“I don’t understand.” 

Lilith stood and strolled to the wall on the right. A door appeared upon her touch. “Follow me.”

The demon disappeared through the door, and Chris had no choice but to follow unless she wanted to stay trapped in a doorless room. She jogged after Lilith and caught up to her in a startling white hallway. Its lights were as bright as the sun on the hottest day. 

Dazed by the ambiance, she bumped into Lilith’s back. The demon had abruptly stopped in front of another door on her right.

“So glad you followed.” 

“You didn’t give me an option,” Chris grumbled as she crossed her arms.

“You will stay in here to sleep,” Lilith cooed, opening the door.

Chris stared at her in disbelief. Did Lilith really think she could sleep after everything she told her? And out of that, how much of it was the truth and how much was a lie? She felt tired, but she also felt too anxious to sleep. Her tiredness stemmed from the lies Auntie had told her—she could no longer believe her past. 

Lilith’s explanation definitely explained a lot of what had happened to her recently, even though Chris was still desperately trying to wrap her mind around the conversation they had just had. She wasn’t sure she was sane, or even human anymore as questions banged in her head, trying to find answers. There were none. 

Who am I? The thought swam in her head, stunning her into silence.

Standing there, Chris wanted to protest, to fight against the notion of sleep. Her brain pounded against her skull like a jackhammer; the questions demanded answers. She bit the inside of her cheek. She needed to know one thing, even if she was unsure of whether she wanted the answer.

“Where am I?”

Lilith strolled into the room, and Chris followed. The door slammed shut behind them, and the demon turned towards her voice. Chris’s face slackened. Lilith’s face now held the wickedness of the devil himself.

“Eden,” Lilith purred her final word as her body turned into black smoke and dissolved through a wall before Chris’s eyes. That sour taste from earlier filled her mouth, and Chris gagged, wiping her tongue on her sleeve to get the taste out. 

Chris’s entire body trembled as she took in the room. She blinked twice and stumbled against the door. Heart pounding loud in her ears, her eyes drank in what lay before her – her childhood room, down to the very last detail. 

A deep-blue moon bedspread covered a twin bed under the window so that she could stare up at the sky at night. Forest green walls held many shelves containing books Auntie used to read to her at bedtime. Mr. Teddy-Boo, her favorite stuffed bear, lost in the fire, sat on the pillow with his black, beady eyes gazing at the ceiling. 

On shaky legs, Chris floundered over to the bed and grabbed Mr. Teddy-Boo. She brought him to her chest and squeezed him tight, allowing her pent-up emotions and thoughts of Auntie to surface. Tears gushed down her cheeks, and a heart-throbbing wail escaped her throat. 

Ever since the fire, Chris had been on her own, trying to survive. She had never allowed her ten-year-old self to grieve the loss of her home and Auntie, who had been like a mother to her. Now that she was back in her childhood room with so many warm memories, the grief struck her like a baseball bat.

Reflections of home invaded every orifice of her body. She turned to the door, and thought that, any minute, Auntie would walk in and read her favorite story to her. 

With a soft sob, Chris buried her face in her bear, hugging him tightly, knowing that would never happen. Auntie was dead.
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“BUT HOW, MR. TEDDY-Boo?” Chris ran her fingers through the bear’s soft brown fur in remembrance.

Feeling like a child again, she cuddled in bed with Mr. Teddy-Boo, staring out the window. Her eyes glimpsed nothing but white. She sat and placed Mr. Teddy-Boo on the pillow before getting onto her knees and touching the window with her fingers. She hit the glass and realized it was not an actual window. It was painted on. It felt flat and hard, like wood.

“What...it’s fake!” Chris beat the window again. “All fake!”

Her face reddened as heat pulsed in her veins, boiling her blood. The shards inside her palms instantly prickled, wanting out. 

No, not again! 

Taking a sharp breath, she grabbed her not-real-bear and tore it apart, throwing the stuffing and limbs everywhere. She scooted off the bed and began to destroy. The shelves on the walls went down with loud crashes, and books flew across the room, the sounds of her havoc calming her jangled nerves. Thoughts of staying in the room now left an emptiness inside her heart.

She stomped to the door and turned the knob. It didn’t budge. She tried again and then realized it was another of Lilith’s tricks. The door wasn’t real. 

Shouting for someone, she hit the door with her hands many times before giving up, slumping her back against the wooden frame while sliding to the floor. Feeling a quiet settle, she thumped her head on the wood multiple times.

What felt like hours had passed, and she continued to thump the door with the back of her head, oblivious to the pain shooting down her neck. Small bits of blood further darkened her hair and slid down her neck. More hours seemed to drain by.

Chris parted her lips and began mouthing a song Auntie used to sing to her at night when she couldn’t sleep. Her voice was no higher than a whisper. She closed her eyes and finally allowed herself to drift off into slumber.

[image: Shape
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CHRIS BLINKED HER EYES open blearily, yawning and stretching her arms over her head as pins and needles prickled her legs. She shook her legs, and her vision adjusted, only to find out that she was no longer in her childhood room. Her back was against a wall instead of a door, and before her eyes was a grand kitchen with a large crystal chandelier brightening the room. A long, ornately carved wooden table took over the center of the room, and the key attraction sat at the table, dressed in an evening gown of white with tiny shimmering diamonds sewn in. Her midnight hair coiled around her head in a fancy updo, golden earrings sparkled in her ears, and her makeup was flawless. Chris raised an eyebrow at the wardrobe.

“Aren’t you a little overdressed, Lilith?” she yawned again and stumbled onto sore feet.

“You’re up. Did you know you snore?” Lilith snorted at her while her fingers picked at an orange. 

The scent of food wafted up Chris’s nose, and her mouth watered. She licked her lips and raced to the table, her eyes hungrily taking in what lay before her. The table displayed every assortment of food she had ever laid eyes on, eggs, steak, and hamburgers with fresh strawberries with no blue mold and oranges still in their peel. She plopped in a chair, grabbed a plate and helped herself to the feast.

“My, you are hungry.” Lilith picked up her cup and took a sip, watching the food disappear into thin air.

Chris ignored her boisterous voice, eating her fill until nothing was left. She grabbed her mug and guzzled the freshly brewed coffee down, and within no time, she had finished her third plate. A satisfied grin spread across her face involuntarily. 

Full for the first time in ages.

“Done?” 

“Yup,” Chris burped, picking her teeth with her fingernail.

“Now...” Lilith placed her coffee cup on the table with a delicate clinking sound. “What powers do you possess?” 

Chris stared at Lilith, watching her two dark abysses absorb the light from the chandelier. It made her skin glow an eerie yellow. A slight trace of a smile danced on the woman’s lips. Still skeptical of her, Chris decided not to answer. 

Mother or not, there’s no way I can trust a demon.

“Come now, Jezebel. No reason to be shy,” Lilith tittered, playing with her well-manicured nails.

“Not shy. I got no powers,” Chris lied. “And don’t call me that. I go by Chris now.”

“Don’t bullshit me!” Lilith slammed her hands on the table, infuriated by the lie. The food and plates disappeared. “You have powers. I have felt your energy, and it’s strong. Heaven and Hell wouldn’t be after you if you didn’t have any fucking powers!”

Chris shot out of her seat, eyes nervously searching for an exit. But like her room, there was none. Paintings lined the walls—all of them of Chris in her younger years. The last picture was of her tenth birthday, four days before the fire. 

How did these get here?

The paintings stunned and distracted Chris from her need to escape. She marveled at her younger self and felt a slight warmth in her chest as she gazed at a picture of Auntie. She slowly made her way over to the painting and traced Auntie’s features with the tip of her finger, wishing she was touching the real thing. 

“How did you get these pictures?” 

“I...well, Elle gave them to me.” Lilith’s voice filled with fondness, her own anger forgotten as well. “I made sure she kept in touch and sent me pictures. Then I had one of my men paint those pictures. Masterpieces, huh?”

“Yeah, I guess. Did Auntie know you were a demon?” Chris turned to Lilith and wondered how a sweet woman like Auntie had encountered the queen of darkness.

“I kept no secrets from her. Elle loved you like a daughter. I must admit I had thoughts of killing her, but I didn’t.” Lilith’s eyes glazed over, as if caught up in memories. “I held my jealousy in.”

Chris brought her fingers to her lips, kissed the tips and placed the kiss on Auntie’s picture, saying her goodbyes. With one final glance, the paintings lost Chris’s interest. The past was over, and now she had other things to think about, like escaping this mad woman. She just wanted to leave this place and wasn’t shy in demanding it. 

“I want out, now!”

“There is no way out unless I say so. This is my house, and I control everything within it. Since I can’t see you, I have to keep you contained,” Lilith bit out.

“You have no right to keep me here,” Chris seethed, her temper rising as energy crackled around her, her aura intensifying. It created a rainbow glow around her body, and her shards were at the ready when Lilith grinned.

“You like snakes?” 

Before Chris could reply, four four-meter long black snakes with leathery hides slithered toward her as if they had emerged from the ground. Their necks expanded as they hissed with ugly tongues forking out to lick the air. 

Chris had hated snakes ever since she was four when a garter snake had bitten her outside while in the field. And right now, she stood pale and stiff, her eyes wide. 

“Get them away from me, Lilith!” Chris’s voice rose three octaves.

“I think you can kill them yourself.” Lilith’s fork tongue poked out as if she had control over the snakes’ minds. 

Chris’s body shook as she stepped back, fear coursing through her veins. The snakes followed her, their cold, beady eyes staring at her.

“Lilith!” She bellowed, her back hitting the wall. She had nowhere to run and could only watch as they slithered closer. 

Two snakes jumped onto her arms, their fangs clamped into her skin through her sweater. Another leaped and bared its fangs, sinking them into Chris’s jeans and forcing a scream from her lungs. She tried to shake the snakes off, except they held on tight. She quickly grabbed the snake by the tail and ripped its wriggly body from her thigh, and then threw the serpent across the room. It seemed unfazed and just slithered back towards her. Another snake had bitten into Chris’s shoe, biting through the material and latching onto her skin. 

She crumbled to the floor, feeling the venom mingling with her blood, her body overcome by uncontrollable tremors. 

“Use your powers, you dimwit!” Lilith scolded, having guessed Chris’s predicament.

Chris raised her head and stared at her, suddenly furious at the demon for the attack. Her face reddened, and her vision almost glazed over. Her hand shot out, grabbing the snakes wrapped around her arms, damaging their bodies with her shards until they fell slack in her hands. 

Dead. 

Heat radiated off her body and stung in her veins. The snake coiled around her ankle, tore its fangs from her toes, and regurgitated small glass fragments before slumping over, lying limp on her foot. She kicked it away as the remaining snake hissed by her leg, backing away as if sensing danger. Chris laced her fingers around its head and shot shards into its leathery skin until smoke filled the air and the snake’s head exploded in a dazzling display of purple glass. It clouded like raindrops and plummeted to the floor, accompanied by the acrid stench of burned flesh.

“Wonderful!” Lilith swooned, her eyes glassy as she began to clap. She summoned a dead snake into her hand and examined it.

“How dare you?!” Chris shouted. She stomped over to Lilith and grabbed her by the shoulders. “How about I shoot shards into you to see how you like it?!”

“You shouldn’t treat your mother with such disrespect.” Lilith shot back, even though her posture stiffened as the shards from Chris’s palms pierced her skin.

Lilith snapped her fingers, and Chris was back in her chair, unable to move. A sourness filled the room, overwhelming her senses.

“They don’t call me the Queen of Hell for nothing,” Lilith chided. “Watch your anger. I am here to help you.”

“Right.” Sarcasm laced Chris’s voice. “What is that horrid taste.” She wished she could wipe her tongue.

“Demon powers taste like sour milk. Don’t worry about it. Besides...” Lilith pouted, waving her hand dismissively. “All I want is an obedient daughter.”

Chris ignored her and struggled in her seat, but she could not feel her limbs. It felt like she didn’t have a body anymore. 

“Let me go.”

“No. Not until you agree to be obedient and do as I say.”

Chris huffed, trying to roll her eyes but was unsure if she had succeeded. “Just let me feel my body again.”

Lilith smiled and snapped her fingers. A tingling sensation crawled over Chris, and she could feel her body once more, only she felt a million times heavier, and it twisted her stomach into knots. Feeling woozy, she tentatively moved her heavy arms up and down and shifted in her seat. After a few minutes, she could move her limbs with ease. 

“Why do you want my help? You’re a demon and can do anything you want,” Chris scoffed.

“I want Hell. I want you to kill Lucifer.” 

“You want me to kill Satan?” Chris couldn’t keep the laughter from her voice, no matter how much she tried to hide it. “You’re joking, right?” 

“He promised me something and then lied. So, I want him dead,” Lilith grumbled, clearly annoyed by Chris’s antics. 

“What? Why?”

“It’s a long story. Since we are in Eden, you have time to listen.” Lilith chuckled at her joke. “Time doesn’t exist here.”

Chris rolled her eyes, letting her continue.

“When God damned Lucifer to Hell, he made a contract with God to show how many souls he could steal from him. God agreed, for he loved his children and knew they would never stray.” She laughed snidely. “Adam and I were the first humans to live in Eden. This used to be my house.” Lilith’s voice was sharp as her arms spread wide over her head as if the house were something special. “We lived peacefully for a while, then Adam and I quarreled over equality. He wanted me to stand behind him, bearing his children.” The heat in her words grew until saliva littered her bottom lip. “I said ‘no.’ We fought, Adam hit me, and I left our house. God tried to force me to return. I refused and left Eden. I went out into the world and lived in the harsh environment among the barbarians.” Lilith took a deep breath and smiled. “You know it wasn’t men who came up with divorce; it was me.”

Chris stared at her incredulously.

“Do you think God makes mistakes?” Lilith abruptly asked. 

Chris shrugged, forgetting that Lilith could not see her. She wasn’t sure she was the right person to ask this from. Before all this, she had not believed in God or Satan.

“Adam asked God to make him another companion. One who would obey him. God made Eve from Adam’s rib. Eve was breathtaking, though she didn’t have a brain in her little tart head,” Lilith smirked, not waiting for Chris to answer her question. “They lived long lives and had many offsprings, except God was still on my ass. He did everything to drive me back to Eden. I tried to explain what had happened, but he refused to listen. That was when I renounced God!” Lilith slammed her fist on the table and repeated her vow against God with malice in her voice. “I revoke you and your holiness for not believing in me. I would rather walk the earth damned as a demon before I ever return to Adam!” She quieted, and Chris could see her struggling to regain her composure. 

After a curt laugh, she continued. “While I was sinking in my anger, Lucifer approached me and whispered promises of sweet revenge in my ear. I took it. He vowed I would be his equal. We would destroy Adam and Eve’s happy little life. The damn devil lied!”

Quietly absorbing everything, Chris felt a small connection to Lilith blossoming in her heart. She didn’t blame the demon for wanting her revenge, and she deserved to get it, but not in the way she wanted it. 

Chris didn’t want to be used as a weapon.  

“Lilith—”  

Lilith cut her off sharply, not done with her story.

“It was I who snuck back into Eden and tricked Eve into eating from The Tree of Knowledge. Not Lucifer.” Lilith seethed, “The bible always gets that part wrong. Now, I’m his slave, not his equal.”

“Why don’t you kill him?” Chris shuddered. She wrapped her arms around her body, not wanting to hear Lilith’s next words.

“Haven’t you been listening? I’m his fucking slave!” Lilith snorted. “Demons and angels are in an eternal war where no one can die—just forced back to Hell or Heaven. We are immortal.”

“Then how can I kill an immortal?”

“Because you’re the only one who can. The angels fear you. Why do you think they’re hunting you? For Sport?” Lilith chuckled. “Only you have the power to kill us. You’re the Destroyer of Worlds. The bringer of fear to all.”

Chris inhaled deeply, holding her breath before exhaling slowly. But why would she want to destroy anything, let alone worlds?! Her nails gripped the edge of her seat, tearing at the seat cover until she dug out fluff.

“There’s a prophecy in Heaven, foretelling of a creature born like you,” Lilith proceeded to quote the prophecy. “By mortal eyes, thou see its face. By immortal hands, kill thee in haste.” 

“What?” Chris asked, not understanding Lilith’s words.

Lilith waved her hand as if Chris hadn’t spoken, leaving the question unanswered. 

“Now, will you do as I ask and kill Lucifer?” A joyful smile spread across her mouth.

“I think you’re crazy. There’s no way I’m going to kill for you. I’m not a killer.”

“But my dear, you have killed. You killed Joe Saunders,” Lilith reminded her.

Chris jumped out of the chair and paced the room again, sweeping her fingers through her hair.

It was self-defense. Do demons know what that is? 

“That scumbag tried to rape me,” Chris shouted at Lilith.

“Doesn’t matter, tit for tat. He’s still dead.” Lilith put her hands together, “And you killed him with your powers.”

“I ain’t doing it,” Chris argued.

“You will change your mind,” Lilith assured her quietly as she vanished.
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THE ROOM SHIMMERED like a mirage and then changed from a grand kitchen to a generic school gym with exercise equipment scattered over the rubber floor. A punching bag hung from the ceiling while weights and skipping ropes were stacked against the far wall. Workout music pumped into the room, and small cameras watched Chris.

“Shit. Lilith, let me go. You bitch!” she raged at one of the cameras, giving it the finger. “What do you expect me to do here? Work out?!”

Chris cursed again and sat cross-legged on the floor. Like a stubborn child, she refused to use any of the equipment. Instead, she tried to zone out the music and looked at her hands, marveling at the power she held within her skin. 

Why glass? 

Yet another question she might never find the answer to. She curled her fingers into her palm and smashed her fist on the floor. The sound reverberated around the room. Chris’s narrowed eyes caught the camera again, and she sneered at the thought of Lilith observing her from the other end. 

That bitch is bat shit crazy.

Eden was as bad as her cell. Isolated and confined like an animal, but at least the room was clean. Chris felt like an hour had passed, but still, Lilith did not return. By now, the teen was lying on the floor with her legs stretched out and eyes closed. She placed her hands behind her head as the music began to sound more distant, and sleep finally took Chris to dreamland. 

“Get up!” A male voice suddenly shouted above her. 

Someone kicked her right leg roughly, and her eyes shot open. Her gaze fixated upon a giant of a man—at least, she thought it was a man. He was about seven feet tall with rippling panther-like muscles. His disproportionately small head didn’t look like it belonged on his body, and there was no neck that she could see. Chris gawked and blinked twice at the veins in his chest as he flexed his muscles. Then her eyes dropped lower.

Is that a Speedo? Chris quickly looked up.

With his bald head glistened in the lights, his hard brown flecked eyes glared at Chris.

“Who the hell are you?” Chris demanded in an attempt to sound confident, but her voice wavered.

“I am your master,” the man snapped, flexing a bulging bicep. “Now, get up!” 

“Listen, Muscles. If Lilith sent you, go back to her and leave me alone!” Chris shouted, starting to get sick of the demon, her goons, and her games.

“Lilith wants you to get strong. Get. Up. Or I will make you,” Muscles threatened with a hiss. 

He crossed his arms over his chest and puffed it out to make himself more prominent. His sculpted body was slick with sweat, radiant under the lights, but Chris continued to imagine he looked more like a T-Rex with his stubby arms and bulked-up torso.

“I ain’t afraid of you, dickhead.” Chris refused to move.

Muscles stomped his foot by her leg. She didn’t flinch and simply closed her eyes. Suddenly, she felt two strong hands grab onto her clothes and lift her up like a ragdoll. The giant effortlessly threw her into a collection of stationary bikes. 

They toppled over onto their sides with a crash, and Chris groaned as the shock gave way to pain that pinched every nerve in her body. Her head smashed against a bike seat and was pounding with a deep cut dripping blood down her forehead. She stumbled to her feet dizzily, only to fall over the bikes again. After a short struggle, she finally slipped out of the mess and onto the dance floor.

“What. The. Hell?!” Chris screamed, holding her head. There was still a lingering pain from where she had hit it, but the pounding sensation slowly receded. Her cut tingled as it closed and healed, and fear coated her following words. “What type of sick game are you playing?”

“Good. I got your attention,” he smirked.

“Yeah, you could have killed me, ya asswipe!” She wagged an accusing finger at him. 

She didn’t know what was happening, and she didn’t like it. Why would Lilith send this goon to strengthen her and toss her around like a sack? What did that bitch have in store for her? It couldn’t be good by the look on the demon’s face.

“That’s not what Lilith tells me. Let’s see how strong you really are.” 

He lumbered towards her, his arms outstretched to grapple her waist. Chris scurried under one of his meaty arms like a frightened mouse and backed into the wall, hitting it with an audible thump.

“Come on, Jezebel! Kill him!” Lilith’s voice boomed through the speakers. “Show him what you can do! He’s a first-circle demon and just got released from The Forever. He holds little value to me.”

“I’m not killing him!” Chris’s anger rose upon hearing Lilith’s voice again.

“You couldn’t kill a fly,” Muscles spat. He even flexed his meaty fingers.

“You, listen here. I can kill you with my bare hands, so don’t make me do it,” Chris warned as the memory of Joe flashed in her mind. She shuddered, not wanting to kill again, and hoped he wouldn't force her hand. 

The giant merely laughed at her words and lunged at her again. He shot an arm out and grabbed her by the neck, lifting her off her feet. 

Chris struggled to breathe as she clawed at his slippery, tanned arms. Her mind grew fuzzy from the lack of oxygen. Her blurry eyes caught a satisfied smile on his lips just before he flung her across the room, and her body cracked as it hit the wall. Every nerve in her veins exploded in agony. She let out a wheeze as she crumbled to the floor.

She stared into space with glazed eyes, shaking her head in an effort to ebb the pain, and then crawled back onto her feet, swaying tipsily.

“Let’s see you kill me,” Muscles mocked. “No one can kill Steve of the first-circle.” 

The name stopped Chris in her tracks. It cleared some of the fuzziness from her mind as her body healed itself. “Steve? Really? That’s not even a good demon name.” She clutched her stomach as giggles sprang from her lips. It might not be the best time to crack jokes, except it was one way she coped with fear. Whenever she was afraid, she couldn’t help but make light of the situation.  

She mocked him as she cackled. “Hi, I’m Steve, the biiig scaaary demon. Oooh, sooo scaaary!”

Her imitation had his nose flaring. His eyes narrowed and locked onto his target and rushed towards her, plucking her off the ground in mid-giggle. 

Before Chris even knew what was happening, the demon had snatched a skipping rope from the wall and wound it around her neck, squeezing it with brutal strength. She fought for air, her arms and legs kicking and punching him. The rope only got tighter. It felt as if the rope would snap her neck in half, the fear of death loomed before her, and she realized she had no choice but to use her powers. Out of the overwhelming anger and panic, she had to pick at the anger to intensify it. 

Her body heated until she burned with fever. The glass in her hands at the ready, Chris grabbed the demon’s broad shoulders. The rope tightened until no air entered her lungs. With her last ounce of strength, she shot shards into him. The next thing she knew, he had dropped her to the floor, and she wheezed as she clawed at and untangled the rope around her neck, gulping the air hungrily into her lungs.

“Stay away from me,” she rasped out. “I mean it!”

The smell of simmered flesh hung in the air. Steve screeched and wailed, clawing at his shoulders in desperate attempts to get the glass out. Smoke floated out from his skin, but the smoke didn’t billow up. Instead, it receded into the shards of glass. He howled again and kicked Chris away from him. 

She stumbled back into the punching bag, and the chain it hung from rattled noisily, but she managed to stay on her feet. She stared dumbly at the demon as he continued to scratch at his shoulders. Blood oozed down his body as his nails dug deep, tearing into the flesh. He fished out half of the shards. 

Bile rose in Chris’s throat at the gruesome sight of the demon’s sagging skin and muscles. She was surprised he was still alive and standing.

“You’ve ruined my host, you bitch,” Steve’s fingers lovingly caressed one of his torn muscles. “He’s dying, you brat, and I ain’t going back to hell until you’re dead.”

Chris swallowed hard, her body and mind numbed as Steve charged at her like a bull. Her legs wobbled like jelly, and she tumbled to the floor. 

Instinctively, Chris held up her hands to block his advances. 

Steve grabbed her wrists, squeezing them tight with a monstrous glint in his eyes. “I’ll send you to hell if it’s the last thing I do.” He spun her around until her back hit his bloody chest. One hand grabbed her forehead, and the other gripped her shoulder. “Let’s not lose your head here,” he cackled. 

Chris felt the skin on her neck stretch, her bones crack, and her muscles tear. A scream froze in her lungs as fear drenched her senses, stilling her mind. There was no more fight in her, and she saw death closing in when a sudden calmness washed over her. Death did not come for her. Instead, rainbows lit up Chris’s body, and the force of her power threw Steve against the wall as the light engulfed the entire room.

“Steve of the First-Circle of Hell. I damn you into my crystal.” 

The words emitted from her body, but the voice sounded angelic, otherworldly—nothing like her human voice.

She held her hands high, palms open, and the purple shards shot up between her hands. They hovered in the air and collided against one another, forming a six-sided crystal. Her powers surrounded the crystal, strengthening it, and the demon could do nothing except stare at the wondrous sight. The energy in the room stifled abruptly and punched a hole through the wall. 

Steve howled in agony even as he scrambled behind some equipment to hide, but the rainbow energy entered his host’s body and molded to the demon’s essence. It ripped the demon out like a newborn baby. His black smoky essence mingled with the rainbow-colored energy; the smoke danced with it until the light retreated into the crystal, trapping the demon inside. 

The pumping music had stopped by now, and an eerie silence took over the room as the gem fell into Chris’s outstretched hands. 
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LILITH SAT IN THE MONITORING room, watching Jezebel’s fight with Steve. At first, she got bored with their small talk, but she kept her eyes on the screen, hoping that her muscle-bound man would die by Chris’s hands any second now. Except her daughter was running away from him, avoiding the fight. Lilith knew Steve did not understand what he had agreed to. He was so dumb and easy to manipulate.

“And so eager to please,” she mocked as she watched Steve throw her daughter into the stationary bikes. “Ouch, that’s got to hurt.”

She marveled at human technology and then frowned, knowing this was the only way to see her daughter.

“Come on, Jezebel, fight!” Lilith scolded the screen.

The Queen of Darkness grinned as her well-manicured thumb drummed against her bottom lip. She was so proud that her daughter had inherited her black hair and high cheekbones, but she wished she looked more like her. It would be fun to see Lucifer’s face if he ever saw two Liliths toiling about. 

Lilith’s mind was wandering with thoughts of ruling Hell with her daughter by her side when she felt tremendous energy explode unexpectedly within her home. She gawked at the screen and her body quivered with something she hadn’t felt in eons, excitement with a tinge of fear. There, on the screen, was a bright rainbow surrounding her daughter, and it spread throughout the room. She watched Steve get sucked into the palm of Jezebel’s hands. Lilith squinted closer to the monitor, amazed upon seeing a six-sided crystal within her palm. It was no larger than a golf ball. 

“But how?” she slowly questioned the screen, wishing she had paid more attention to the fight. 

The rainbow crashed through the wall and zoomed into the room, surrounding Lilith. She jumped out of her chair, snapping her fingers, trying to dispel it. Her powers were useless. 

“Fuck!” 

It grabbed Lilith’s essence and bounced her to the ninth circle of Hell. 

The energy increased, blowing up the house with its incredible strength.

Unbeknownst to Chris, her powers swarmed Eden like a fog, going beyond the house and into the garden, straight to the gates where the Cherubim stood on guard— their large monstrous bodies with heads of lions and bulls, eagle wings on their massive bodies. They growled, taking flight, trying to fly over the rainbow with their claws outstretched and slashing through the fog. Their angelic powers radiated off them, but the rainbow absorbed it, and they were thrust back to Heaven.

Chris’s powers had pushed every immortal on Earth back to Heaven or Hell. Her quivering body slumped onto the charred remains of the floor and curled into a ball, her energy spent. Pain and exhaustion overrode every pore until darkness claimed her. 

The fog burned the mist over Eden, and half the men, women, and children around the world raised their heads and heard Eden’s call. They dropped everything they were doing as the sound of home beckoned to them. Tears gathered in their eyes, and, zombie-like, they began to assemble in numbers and hoarded, migrating. Their hearts filled with longing. 

“Home!!!” The chant was heard around the world as they followed their hearts to Eden. 

Trains, airplanes, and boats filled with Adam’s descendants, their lips only uttering that one phrase. “Home! Home! Home!” 

Others looked on in confusion, scratching their heads at the mass migration, heading to the Arctic without warm clothes or protection from the elements. 

No one dared to stop the migration and let them pass. The media filmed the event, and the internet and TV stations buzzed about a mysterious disease afflicting half the population, making them act like mindless drones. Doctors were baffled, and scientists were intrigued, following the hoard as they journeyed with the world, watching the immigrants to see where they went. 
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IT TOOK THREE WEEKS for Gabriel to stabilize his body and travel back to Earth with an army of both higher and lower angels to Eden to capture the beast. They crowded the majestic place as Gabriel used the power God gave him to cast a mist over Eden, stopping the call. He smiled and knew the humans would go to their homes with boggled minds and heavy hearts. 

Human eyes would never again grace this beautiful garden. Once again, Eden was a place forgotten by time and men.

Sporting a ruffled blue shirt and black pants, Gabriel surveyed paradise, surprised by the pristine garden. Everything looked normal. Fruit trees of all varieties still stood in place, and the golden river sang with the wind. Animals frolicked on the ground and hung in the trees, chattering with each other, their cheerful calls pleasant to his ears. The sun warmed their skin as the rain never touched the ground, but flowers still bloomed—red, blue, and violet. And the charred stump where the Tree of Knowledge once stood was the only blackened stain that marred the lush garden. 

He thought the beast’s outburst would have destroyed Eden. He was relieved to find it hadn’t. It was still in one piece. Only Lilith’s unassuming house on the west side of Eden had taken all the damage. 

Gabriel rolled up his sleeves, seething. So, Lilith hid the beast.

With a nod of his head, the army rushed forward to raid the remains of the house, searching for the beast high and low. 

Lower angels gained hosts and acted as the eyes for the higher angels in the search. Gabriel watched as Ecanus tore through the rubble, only to come up empty-handed. Every board she grasped between her fingers disintegrated into ash. 

“I don’t think she’s here anymore.” Ecanus wiped her brow, staining it with soot.

“She? You mean ‘it,’” Gabriel corrected. “This beast is not human. You’ve seen its powers firsthand.” If Ecanus starts referring to the monster as a human, it might sway her conscience. I will not let that happen. “I think your host is clouding your judgment.” 

He stepped away. His power flared, and all the surrounding angels turned to watch him in silent awe. 

“We all have been taking things too lightly! The monster is more powerful than we thought. It is time to strengthen our forces and take over the earth!” Gabriel’s voice boomed as he gave his speech, but he lowered it to a whisper to curse, vowing to himself that he would destroy the monster. He lifted his head again towards his army for his final words. “Find the beast. Now!”
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CHRIS MOANED. HER BRAIN throbbed against her skull like a sledgehammer was having at it. She placed her left hand over her eyes and felt smooth glass touch her lids. She shot up in bed and eyed the purple crystal sparkling in the dim light on her sooty palm. The fight between her and Steve resurfaced in her memory as bile crawled up her throat. 

Did I kill him? 

She examined the crystal as black smoke swirled within its depth, but she didn’t know if he was dead or alive. Chris pocketed the jewel and gazed around the room, realizing she was not in the gym anymore. Instead, she was in a run-down motel room on a dirty mattress. Chris could hear running water from behind the half-opened door to the bathroom.

“I don’t think I’m in Eden anymore,” Chris whispered to herself, remembering Lilith’s house always sparkled with the most expensive decorations adorning the walls. 

She took in her surroundings some more and grimaced at the yellow paint peeling off the wall. A broken TV sat on the dresser across from her. The slime green carpet had black specks on it, and for a moment, Chris wondered if it was blood.

“Who has me now?” she sighed, tired of being kidnapped.

“Ah, you’re finally awake,” a man’s smooth voice rang out from the bathroom. He walked out and into the room wearing only tight-fitting jeans that were snug around a well-rounded butt, and exhibited a bare, lean chest with a small tuft of hair between his pecs. His strawberry blonde hair was wet and slicked back, but his eyes sent a sudden wave of fear through Chris. 

Misty eyes, like Linda’s!

Chris screamed and toppled over the bed, bringing the blankets with her. She fell onto the hardwood floor loudly and backed into the wall, putting some distance between them.

“Wow. I’m not here to hurt you,” he reassured quickly, raising his hands in surrender. 

“Who are you? Where am I? Why have you kidnapped me?” Chris shouted.

“My name is Forcas.” The man walked over to the foot of the bed and took a seat. “And I did not kidnap you. I rescued you.”

“You’re one of them, right?” Chris asked, scrambling fully out of the sheets and tossing them towards the bed.

“An angel?” Forcas laughed, amused. “Sort of. I am of the fallen.”

Chris got up and started storming around the room, trying to wrap her head around this new turn of events. “What does that even mean?”

“It means I’m to roam the earth for eternity.”

Chris stopped abruptly and gave the man a leveled glare. “Wait, you said fallen...does that make you evil? Are you an angel-demon like Lucifer?”

“No, I am nothing like my brother. I’m damned to the earth, so I must inhabit a host,” Forcas said with a resigned chuckle.

Chris continued to study him cautiously, waiting for him to continue.

“When Lucifer turned his back on God and tried to persuade his fellow angels to follow him, some did. But others didn’t. It started the war between the angels and demons. They threw those who refused to fight in the war from Heaven to Earth,” Forcas finished.

If what Lilith had told her about angels was true, Chris wasn’t about to let her guard down, not even around a fallen one. “Okay. Now that we got that out of the way, why the hell are you helping me?” she eyed him distrustfully. 

“Because you need help. Your father asked me to look after you.” Forcas sighed and rubbed his right hand down his face, tired of all the questions. “He said you were powerful, but I have no idea why my brothers and sisters are after you.”

“So, you know Angel dad. Is he coming to see me soon? I already saw Demon mom. She was a blast,” Chris said sarcastically. “How did you locate me anyway? I was in Eden.”

“Your energy is incredible. You sent every immortal on Earth to Heaven or Hell. It wanted to send me back to Heaven, but I could stabilize my host and stay on Earth due to my banishment. I followed the energy signature to Eden, back to Lilith’s old house. I found you unconscious under the rubble.” Forcas paused to scratch the back of his neck unsurely. “To be honest, I’m surprised you’re not dead.”

“And whose poor body did you snatch?” Chris accused abruptly, refusing to talk about Eden anymore. The name alone sent goosebumps up her arms.

“A minister and I didn’t snatch him. Peter offered his body willingly,” Forcas stated brusquely. “I can’t hold a host if they’re not willing. The same goes for lower demons.”

“People will knowingly allow a demon into their body?” His words stopped Chris in her tracks. She tilted her head, arching a brow. 

“Yes. Weak-minded people believe their lies.” Forcas got up, made his way over to the dresser by the window, and opened the drawer, fishing out a white T-shirt.

“Do all demons need a host?” Chris squeaked, wanting – no – needing more information.

“No, not all. Only lower-circle demons do. While higher ones, can manifest a body of their own. Same with angels.” Forcas walked over to the entrance and slipped into brown runners, snagging a jacket from the hook by the door.

“How can I tell the difference between higher and lower?” Chris interrogated, crossing her arms. She wasn’t going with him until he spilled the beans, and even then, she wasn’t sure if she could trust him. He could be like Lilith and use her for his own gains. 

“Their eyes.” Forcas pointed to his own. “A higher demon’s eyes will be blacker than the darkest night. Higher angels’ eyes will be clear. Lower angels have misty eyes, but you can see the eye color of the host. The same goes for lower demons. They have black specks around the irises.”

The angel went to the window next, pulling back the curtains. The sunrays flooded the room, blinding Chris. 

Forcas tilted his head to the side, a scowl on his face as if he were listening to something. 

Chris inched towards him, trying to hear what he did, but he looked at her suddenly, worrying clouding his features.

“They are offering a reward for you.” 

“Are you going to turn me in and collect the reward? Is that your plan?”

“No. I promised your dad I would look out for you, and I don’t break my promises. Ever,” Forcas said, looking Chris right in the eye.

Chris averted her eyes, suddenly feeling very conscious about herself. She looked down and took in the dirty old clothes she had run away in. Her jeans had rips in the kneecaps, and holes littered her sleeves. Not to mention black soot covered her from head to toe.

Forcas headed towards the door and opened it. “We have to leave. Now, and get as far away from here as possible. I must hide you.”

“Why can’t I have a say?” Chris flung her hands in the air. She wanted to crash onto the bed and sleep or go into the bathroom and shower. She would do anything right now but run.

“If you want to stay alive, I think it’ll be best if you stay with me.”  

Chris dragged her feet to the door. “Fine. Let’s go.”

Forcas grabbed her hand and took off, running from the motel to a black SUV parked nearby. 

Chris got into the passenger’s seat and watched Forcas start the car. 

He pulled out of the motel's parking lot on the side of a deserted highway. They headed north, and soon, both sides of the road became cluttered with trees and deer warning signs. 

The sun’s rays peeked through the canopy and warmed the inside of the car. There were no sounds but the humming of the engine. No birds flew overhead or deer alongside the road. Everything was silent, leaving an eerie feeling in Chris’s gut. She shivered in the heat. 

“Where are we going?” Chris gritted her teeth, confused by the warm weather.

Guess I’m not in Tula City anymore.

Chris turned to Forcas when he didn’t answer and saw him struggling in an internal battle. His face was pale and his hands clammy as they gripped the steering wheel, a vein bulging on his forehead.

“Uh...you okay?” 

“They’re trying to locate all earthbound angels to recruit,” Forcas bit out. “I am the only one not answering.” He swore in a language Chris didn’t understand. 

“What?”

“They’re looking for me. If the angels find me, they will find you.” Forcas swore again, tapping the steering wheel with an agitated finger. “They’re close.”
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GABRIEL SAT BEHIND his mahogany desk and stared out the window from the Church of Jesus – a savior not yet born, but people believe he had already risen. The sun brightened the room, turning it yellow. No pictures, bookshelves, or ornaments adorned the walls. 

Three angels appeared before Gabriel, obstructing his view of Tula City. They waited patiently for instructions.

“Ecanus, have you contacted all of the fallen angels?” Gabriel inquired, leaning back in his black leather chair, his eyes ablaze.

“Yes,” she gave a curt nod. “The angels are ready to hunt for the beast...all except for Forcas. He refused to answer our summons.”

“Why is that? He, more than any other angel, needs redemption,” Gabriel mused. He remembered Forcas in their younger days in Heaven when he used to be one of Gabriel’s trusted confidants. Now, the poor angel was wasting his immortality among the humans, jumping from body to body. “Find him, Ecanus. Take Sofiel with you in case you encounter the beast. I will tolerate no mess-ups like last time.”

He nodded to an angel that stood to the right of Ecanus, whose bright eyes betrayed her power. Why her grace imitated a child was beyond Gabriel’s comprehension.

Sofiel smiled up at Ecanus, and spoke in an innocent voice dripping with honey. “Shall we?”

Ecanus shivered as she reached for the child’s chubby hand, and the two vanished from the room.

“Has our guest arrived yet?” Gabriel yawned; keeping the human form wore his essence thin. He wished he were back home.

“Yes, Gabriel. He is waiting,” Ariel informed him, fidgeting and shifting from one foot to the other.

“Is that body worth occupying?” Gabriel wasn’t a fan of the blonde form she took and rather missed her previous host. 

“The beast cares for this host. It gives us the advantage,” Ariel smiled. “She sleeps. It is not her that has my nerves on edge. It’s him.”

Gabriel nodded, understanding her unease. It wasn’t every day one had to collaborate with their enemies, except there were no other options. It had to be done.

“Show him in,” Gabriel grinned.

Finally! Reinforcements. 

Ariel bowed her head and snapped her fingers twice.

“He’s on his way,” Ariel said, then adding apprehensively, “Is it wise to ask for his help?”

“The beast needs to die, and for that, we need him,” Gabriel said. “Now go to Heaven and prepare the angels. War is upon us.”

She nodded and made a hasty retreat. 

Within seconds of Ariel’s departure, black energy sizzled along the walls as his next guest stepped through the open door. It was just like him to act more human than he should. The Adonis stood six feet tall with a slim, athletic build—a peach bottom atop long, lean, and taut legs. He wore no clothes and displayed sculpted six-pack abs with hair between his pecs and near his belly button. Dark, abyss-like eyes stared into Gabriel’s clear ones, a hint of a smile adorning his lips. White started at the top of his head, but as his hair dangled past his shoulders, its color changed to a river of blue, the tips black. A thread followed him; it was attached between his wings, and Gabriel knew it was his tether to Hell to keep him from rising and to stand guard. 

“It’s been a long time, baby brother,” the newcomer mused, a seat appearing behind him. Magic adorned his chair, which resembled a throne made of pure gold and embellished with jewels. 

A throne fit for a king. 

Lucifer lovingly rubbed the chair’s gold-encrusted arms as he sat down, spread-eagled, showing off his endowment. 

“Most mortals wear clothes, brother,” Gabriel bit out, motioning in distaste towards Lucifer’s crotch. “Please.” 

“I am not a stupid mortal, but if my naked body offends you so much...” With a wave of his right hand, brown trousers wrapped around his legs like a second skin. A white shirt hugged his torso with a bloom of yellow ruffles around his neck and arms. A cane appeared before him, and his hand grasped the ruby tip. As he drummed his fingers on the side of the cane, diamond and sapphire rings appeared on each finger as a reward for its demanding work. Invisible fingers began braiding Lucifer’s hair. “Better?” 

Gabriel ignored his question. “Lucifer, you know why you’re here.” 

He hated the thought of bringing his brother into this, yet he had to make a deal with the devil.

“Yes, yes. About the beast. Still not caught, I see,” Lucifer said airily.

“Well, so far, you have been no help. Lilith has gone behind your back. She hid the beast from us!”  Gabriel’s voice rose.

“Well, I can’t keep track of her forever.” Lucifer clapped his hands on the cane’s head and drummed it on the floor. “She has a mind of her own. So...what’s the word for it? Ah, yes. So independent.” Lucifer’s eyes glittered with mischief.

“Why have you not hunted for the beast yourself?” Gabriel demanded through gritted teeth.

Lucifer shrugged and laughed. “I thought you had it under control. I was waiting to see if I’m needed. And from the looks of it...I. Am. Needed.” With that, he lounged back in his seat with a lazy smile, satisfied in knowing he had ruffled Gabriel’s feathers. “Now, what do you want from me, brother?”

“I need an army of lower-circle demons to command and to help locate the creature,” Gabriel rushed out in one breath.

“They will not listen to you,” Lucifer tutted, then rolled his eyes and sighed. “Done. But I want a higher-circle demon in charge of my army.”

“Fine, but I need to make sure you’re on our side,” Gabriel countered. “None of your double-crossing that you’re so fond of.”

“For now, yes, I am on your side. I will have Ami contact you when my army is ready,” Lucifer announced, standing up to confirm the deal as his chair vanished. “It was nice chatting with you, Gabe. We should meet more often.” 

He disappeared with a flick of his wrist.

I hate that nickname. Damn Lucifer to Hell!
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“WHERE ARE WE GOING?”

The weather made Chris nervous as it rapidly changed. One minute it was sunny. The next, it was raining. Heavy drops hammered against the windshield, making it hard to see the road ahead. 

“Away from here,” Forcas gritted out as the car swerved, driving over a deep puddle of water. The wheel on the passenger side hydroplaned, and for a moment, Forcas lost control. He veered across the yellow line before regaining the wheel and swerving back into the right lane.

“Why is it raining so hard?” Chris groaned.

Just as quickly as it had come, the rain stopped. Hail the size of golf balls replaced it. The balls pounded the SUV, denting the hood. One cracked through the back window, shattering it, and they swerved again.

“What the fuck?!” Chris screamed as the windshield cracked next.

“They found us.” Forcas fought to keep the vehicle steady against the onslaught of wind and hail. “Only one angel I know can control the weather. It must be Sofiel.”

“Who the fuck is Sofiel?!” Chris shouted as hailstones stormed against the passenger side window. The glass shattered, and one of the icy clumps hit her shoulder hard. A piece of glass slipped through as Chris tried to shield her face using her arms. Warm drops slid down her cheek as if she were crying blood.

“She’s an angel of the Seventh-Heaven,” Forcas bit out, his eyes never leaving the road. “She’s searching for me. Let’s hope she doesn’t find you.”

“Pull over. We have to get out of the car!” Chris wailed, curling into a ball as more hail pummeled her.

“And what? Get killed by hail?” Forcas shouted back.

The angel squinted at the road. Their speed had increased, but the SUV still lurched from side to side.

Chris cringed as more hail sailed towards her, except it evaporated as the weather changed again, enveloping them into a blizzard. 

Snow blinded their vision, and wind pounded the sides. Again, the SUV swerved. Then it lunged forward and spun around. 

Chris hollered and braced herself as she held onto the grab-handle above. 

Forcas grunted and straightened the SUV, jamming his foot hard on the gas to speed up.

“I don’t know how much longer I can last.” His hands gripped the wheel too tightly, fingers white as he fought with the weather. Then their car skidded off the road and down a steep hill as trees blurred past them.

Chris braced her other hand on the dashboard and bounced in her seat as the wheels drove over the rocky terrain. Her body jerked until her seat belt snapped in half; Chris hit her head on the roof, hearing her neck crack. She cried out, heart hammering against her breasts, eyes wide as a blur of trees whipped by. The top of the van hit the branches and ripped them off. 

Once healed, Chris gave a side glance to Forcas, only to see him strapped in his seat belt, hands grip tight on the wheel. But his eyes were closed as he waited for the inevitable. 

Chris looked straight ahead just in time to see a massive oak tree in front of them, waiting for their embrace. 

The SUV smashed into its enormous trunk. The front caved in on itself, and smoke sprouted under the mangled hood. The impact sent Chris flying out of her seat and into what remained of the broken windshield. Her body mingled with the glass as they flew in the opposite direction, and she smashed against a tree, sliding onto what remained of the hood. A massive piece of glass from the windshield had embedded itself into her stomach. Blood gushed from her wound, and she moaned as the world darkened. She fought to keep her eyes open. 

“Forcas,” the low moan escaped her lips. Pain encased her body, rippling along her skin and settling within her veins.

There was no answer within the car, and Chris wasn’t sure Forcas had heard her. She hissed, spreading her fingers around the glass, and yanked. She gritted out another moan as the flesh on her fingers sliced open, but the glass didn’t move an inch. Stomach acid and blood spewed from her lips.

“You’re stupid, Chris,” she thought, hands dropping from the glass. She had no energy as her back slumped against the tree. 

The snow stopped, and the clouds parted. The sun finally made its way back to the world, and the returning brightness allowed Chris to see into the car. Forcas looked straight at her, his lips white and moving, except nothing came out. The radio turned on, the song ‘You’re mine’ pouring into their ears. A cloud covered the sun, and when Chris looked up, she realized it was not a cloud but a creature with two enormous white wings. For a moment, she thought it was a bird. 

An owl?

As it drew near, its shape changed. Chris blinked in disbelief as she gazed at a small girl with magnificent wings hovering above her. White curly hair adorned her head, and her eyes held no color. She had the little chubby body of a five-year-old. She hovered right beside the driver’s side door and peered in.

“Forcas. You have ignored our summons. Why?” The child’s voice dripped like rotten candy.

“Sofiel, it was you, after all. I just wasn’t in the mood to talk,” Forcas half laughed and half coughed. His body stiffened, his grip still on the wheel. “Why have you restrained my powers? I am no threat to you.”

“So you won’t disappear on me, silly.” Sofiel poked his nose and giggled. “Now, we are hunting a soulless creature and have called upon you to help us find it.”

“Why would I help you? I am no longer your brother since God damned me to earth. Got kicked out, remember?”

She laughed again, ruffling Forcas’s hair almost fondly. “Haven’t you heard? If you help us find the beast, we will take you back into Heaven. Forgiven.”

Forcas snorted. “Yeah, right. I’m not helping you, Sofiel.”

Sofiel snickered again as she grabbed his hair and yanked it back. 

Chris cried out with whatever energy she could muster, “Stop!”

Sofiel tilted her head, eyes darting all over the place. The angel let go of Forcas’s hair, his head slumping forward slightly. She flew around the scattered car parts and broken glass; her eyes quickly passed over Chris. 

Chris smiled. The angel couldn’t see her, just like Lilith. 

Sofiel flapped back to Forcas. Her tiny fingers dug into his hair and yanked his head to the side.

“The beast is here, isn’t it?” she spat as tiny fangs poked out between her small white lips. “Where is it?”

“Never.”

“You think I need you? Ecanus, come here!” 

Chris groaned; her face twisted as she shifted to the right and toppled off the hood, landing beside the front wheel. The glass inside her moved up. She bit her tongue on her scream as she struggled to sit up, leaning against the wheel. Her energy slowly dripped out with her blood as the skin around her wound tried to mend around the glass, but it was a fruitless effort.

Footsteps pounded in Chris’s ears as someone – or something – charged towards the SUV. Her weak call for help came out as a groan. 

“Ecanus, is the beast here?” she heard Sofiel’s voice. 

“I see nothing,” a woman answered.

Chris recognized that voice—it was the woman from the prison.

“Check the other side!” Sofiel hissed. 

Chris grunted as long slim legs came into view. Her eyes traveled until she glared into the misty green eyes of the blue-haired woman. She still wore the same grey skirt and white shirt with a blazer. 

Don’t angels change their clothes? It was a weird thought, but it sounded logical to Chris’s addled mind. 

“Please... help...” She wheezed out.

“I found the beast... it’s bleeding.” Ecanus hurried over to her. She crouched by Chris’s side. “You can bleed?” 

“Please,” Chris tried again, her voice croaking.

Ecanus shoved her onto her back, grabbed the glass with both hands, and wrestled it out of Chris’s body. 

An earth-shattering scream escaped the girl’s lungs as the glass slid out. 

Ecanus’s body flinched. Her eyes widened, and she backed away fast, hurling the glass into the woods. Chris’s blood dripped from the angel’s fingers, yet that didn’t stop Ecanus from scraping her nails into her tresses. 

Chris’s hazy vision saw fear and shock within the angel’s misty eyes. She could have sworn the mist had cleared for a moment; then it clouded over again like a battle was raging inside the angel. 

Sofiel flapped her wings over to Ecanus’s side.

“Where is it?” Sofiel squinted as her colorless eyes passed over the area blindly again.

“There.” Ecanus pointed with a shaky finger.

Sofiel’s fingers twiddled as her hand shot out and yanked at Chris’s hair. 

Chris gritted her teeth and groaned when lifted into the air by the angel-child. Her skin painfully stretched out across the wound, itching as it came together to mend the hole in her stomach. 

“Take your hands off me.” Chris slapped Sofiel’s tiny hand, except the angel’s grip on her hair tightened while her other small hand shot straight for Chris’s throat. The child’s fingers dug into the soft flesh around Chris’s airway and squeezed. 

“It’s kind of weird killing you. It’s like I’m squeezing air.” Sofiel’s hands squeezed tighter. Her eyes lit up with an ethereal glow, and her brow furrowed in concentration as she shocked Chris’s body with lightning. 

It sizzled up the teen’s spine; her arms and legs convulsed on their own as her body shook uncontrollably. Chris felt a storm raging in her stomach. The acid lapped up on the sides like tidal waves. Bile spewed from her mouth and all over the child’s hand. 

I’m going to die.

“Shouldn’t we take her... it...back to Gabriel?” Ecanus stuttered, pity radiating from her eyes.

Chris heaved a sigh when Sofiel’s energy released her body. The child’s hand loosened slightly from around her neck, allowing her a deep breath. 

“Did Gabriel say he wanted the creature back alive?” Sofiel asked, head turned to the lower angel. 

“No,” Ecanus mumbled.

Sofiel narrowed her eyes at the angel. “Control your host; she is trying to break free. It’s her pity you feel.”

Ecanus nodded as she stepped away, her eyes averted from the scene. 

Sofiel turned back to Chris. A thin smile graced her small cherub face. “Now, where were we?” Her nails dug deeper into Chris’s throat.

Chris struggled for air, but her veins quickly filled with adrenaline. Her hands shot up and grabbed the angel’s arm. She clawed at the angel-child; only her nails did no damage. It was like she was scratching mist.

Sofiel’s eyes glowed again. Chris saw yellow light run down the angel’s arm, and she knew what she had to do to save her life. Her stomach coiled, anger heating her body. She closed her eyes, unable to watch as she released the shards and embedded them into the child’s arm. 

Sofiel howled as she snapped her hand away and cradled it to her chest. 

Chris fell back onto the ground, sucking air into her lungs greedily. Her vision cleared, and the wound mended rapidly. Her body still quivered slightly from the shock, but she managed to stumble onto her feet as a cry rang out, and she had to look. 

White smoke rose from the child’s arm, but it changed directions as the shards began absorbing Sofiel’s grace.

“Get the glass out!” Sofiel screamed and dug into her essence and plucked them out, one piece at a time. It brought Ecanus’s attention back to the fight. Her eyes widened as she rushed over to the frightened angel-child and tried to assist. 

While the angels were distracted, Chris slipped away from them and hobbled over to Forcas’s side. 

“You okay?” 

“How did you escape Sofiel?” Forcas rasped in disbelief. He slammed his bloody fist against the steering wheel. “I thought she was going to kill you.”

“She’s a little busy.” Chris blushed, relieved that Forcas did not see her use her powers on the angel. She pulled on the door. It didn’t budge. “Can you move?”

“Sofiel’s blocking my powers, or else I would have been out of here by now,” Forcas seethed in frustration, hitting the wheel with the butt of his palms again and again.

“Hold still,” she commanded.

Chris grabbed the handle and weighed one foot against the SUV, and yanked. After two hard tugs, the door came free. Chris focused her palm and tore the seat belt in half with some well-placed shards. Forcas stumbled out of the car with a cut on his forehead. White smoke mingled with the blood from the wound before it disappeared into thin air. “You’re stronger than a normal human. How...?”

“Stop!” Sofiel’s scream cut his next words short.

Chris and Forcas turned towards Sofiel’s beet-red face and ducked as a colossal snowball sailed their way.

“We have got to get out of here. Fast,” Forcas rushed out, taking Chris’s hand. They crawled around to the back of the van.

The sky darkened, snuffing out the sun. The winds howled. Hail, rain, and snow pounded the ground, expressing Sofiel’s fury.

“Think we made her mad?” Chris snorted.

“This is no time for joking.” Forcas covered his head as a baseball-sized hailstone hit his left arm. “Just a little.”

“Come out, beast!” Sofiel’s childish voice mingled with the wind.

The wind howled and twirled as it spun into a cyclone. It whirled around the SUV faster and faster until it lifted the car into the air. 

“Shit!” Chris cried except the wind stole the words from her mouth.

Forcas shoved her behind the nearest tree before the wind could snatch them too, and they grabbed onto the tree's trunk tightly. But the wind ripped the base out of the ground, lifting it into the air.

“Now what?”  Chris shouted over the wind.

“We run?” Forcas shouted back.

How could they run without land beneath their feet? Chris gripped the tree tighter and held on for dear life. Lightning split the tree in half; wood splintered their clothes, and the powerful blast flung them apart. They rode the wild wind like an out-of-control roller-coaster.

“Got a better plan?!” Chris flipped as she hollered at Forcas, who was whipping around on his seared half of the tree. She hoped her words reached his ears. 

Forcas relinquished his hold and swam through the current with powerful breaststrokes. His eyes trained on Chris as he tried to reach her, but the tree branches and roots got in the way. The SUV smashed into his right side and knocked him further away. 

Chris peered at Sofiel on the ground, standing in the cyclone’s eye, her hair snapped in the wind. Ecanus stood beside the angel, her mouth flapping and finger zigzagging across the sky until it landed on Chris. The cyclone swirled faster as it shrank in upon itself. It was driving Chris and Forcas closer to Sofiel’s outstretched hands. 

What did Forcas say? Chris thought back to the car. She controls the weather.

Her eyes lit with an idea. Chris focused on the heat from the pit of her stomach and let it seep into her veins, then flung shards into the cyclone, shocked when it ripped the wind apart. She heard Sofiel’s cries in the wind, and the hurricane quickly dissipated. The van and trees crashed to the ground. Chris managed to grab Forcas’s arm as they fell. 

He cradled her body close to his as they hit thorny bushes nearby before hitting the ground, the air being slammed out of their lungs. 

Blood dribbled out from Chris’s mouth as she groaned. She stumbled to her feet and blindly fought her way out of the bushes, thorns tearing at her skin and already ripped clothes. Forcas followed close behind, limping, except they had to set their pain aside as they made a mad dash further into the forest, away from the angels. 

The weather calmed the deeper they submerged themselves into the woods, but they kept running. Still, no animalistic noises greeted their ears, and they knew they were not safe yet. 

Nighttime fell, and the moon shone in the sky. The stars twinkled with such power that they brought enough light to see their way. Finally, night birds started their mating calls, and crickets sang for their supper. 

They slowed their mad pace to a walk.

“We must hide for the night,” Forcas huffed quietly.

“Where?” Chris dramatically spread her arms out, pointing out the obvious fact that there was nothing around but trees. Fear of being found still lingered in her mind—she did not want another encounter with that angel-child.

Forcas smirked at her as he stopped by a century-old oak tree, standing tall and proud. There was an opening at its base. Forcas went down onto his hands and knees and crawled inside. 

Chris stared at the hole in puzzlement. 

We can’t sleep inside of a tree! Can we?

His hand shot out from the hole, and an index finger beckoned her in. 

Chris eyed the darkness and trees surrounding her. 

But where else am I going to go? 

With a shrug, she crouched down and slipped into the hole. 

“Is it safe to stay here?” Chris fizzed and sat at the rear of the trunk, surprised by the room. It was bigger than the cardboard boxes she was used to, and the sturdy wood felt pleasant against her sore back. She kicked off her shoes and noticed specks of dried blood and pus on her socks, but knew her feet would heal.

“The earth will protect us for now,” Forcas murmured. 

He sat by the entrance and placed his left hand on one side and his right on the other. The hole closed and plunged them into darkness. Not even a cricket song could break the wood barrier. 

“How did you do that?” 

“Earth magic. It’s old, but it will hold. Are you okay? There’s so much blood.”

“I’m fine,” Chris reassured him as her skin crawled over her cuts, healing her within the next few seconds. 

There was a spell of silence between the two while they recovered their energy. 

Finally, Forcas spoke in a voice that seemed weak but steady. “Excuse me for asking Chris, but why are they after you? Your father didn’t give me any details. I’ve been away from Heaven for too long.”

“Because I’m the Destroyer of Worlds,” Chris quoted Lilith’s words bitterly. “I’m an unwanted union between an angel and a demon. So now I’m being hunted like a wild animal.”

“So, you’re the monster from the prophecy I’ve heard from other angels. You’ve been the talk of the town for a long time. I thought you’d be taller and hairier,” he joked.

Chris couldn’t help the painful chuckle that escaped her throat. She was tired of running, tired of being cut up and bruised. Nothing mattered anymore, except there was a tiny part of her that wished Sofiel had killed her. Maybe then she could rest. She pushed those evil thoughts from her mind as she would not give up her life for some stupid prophecy. 

She rested her head against the tree. “Do you believe in the prophecy?”

Forcas sighed. “I don’t believe you’re the Destroyer of Worlds, no.” 

His words somehow reassured her. Chris wished she could see Forcas’s face in the darkness, but his voice would do for now. “Is it true? What she said?” 

Was I born without a soul?

“Is what true?” 

“Am I really a soulless creature?” Chris whispered, bringing her knees to her chest, afraid of the answer.

“It’s rumored the beast has no soul,” Forcas said carefully. “But I think they are overzealous in their hunt for you.”

“How can that be? How can I breathe? How can I have emotions if I have no soul?” Her mind struggled to grasp this new reality that she was thrust into. 

“I don’t know,” his voice softened. “In any case, we must hide you from them. And I know a place.”

“Where?” Chris sighed. 

“Purgatory.” 

“Purga... what?” She felt lost.

“Purgatory. It’s a waiting room for the damned. If you repent your sins, you may move onto Heaven, and if not, damned to Hell.” 

“Are there angels in Purgatory?” Chris did not like the sound of it.

“Yes. Thousands, but they won’t be able to see you. There’d be no human host to snatch. You’d be right under their noses without them knowing it,” Forcas said in a rush.

Chris wasn’t sure of his plan—it sounded more like a trap to deliver her right into the angels’ hands. She still didn’t know if she could trust this angel, even though he had clearly risked his life for her. It could be a ploy to make her trust him. Chris bit the inside of her cheek at the thought.

No, Forcas saved me. 

With no other plan coming to mind, his idea was the runner-up. It scared the life out of her, but she had no choice. She had to trust this angel with his flimsy plan.

“You’re the only person who can kill an immortal. It terrifies them. If we die, we disappear into nothingness. There is no afterlife for us,” Forcas spoke, breaking her from her thoughts.

“Will it be that way for me when I die?” Chris gulped.

“I don’t know... you are an anomaly. Now, rest. We have a big day tomorrow.” Forcas shifted, brushing his shoulder against Chris’s.

She wasn’t sure she could sleep, yet a yawn escaped her lips, telling her otherwise. She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wood, and in the next moment, fell into a deep sleep, dreaming of Lilith’s evil face laughing and mocking her.
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“CHRIS, IT’S TIME TO get up,” a soft voice breathed into her ear.

Chris just snuggled deeper into her pillow, a small moan escaping her lips.

“You're squishing me,” Forcas sighed.

Chris yawned and then realized her pillow had a pulse. She could hear a steady thump from within, which soothed her ears. She could also feel arms around her body, one against her right breast. Her face flared red as a tomato when the realization hit her. She instantly leaped away from the angel, embarrassed.

“Sorry, I thought you were a pillow,” she coughed, glad he couldn’t see her face. At least she hoped he couldn’t. 

“It’s okay. Did you know you snore?” Forcas chuckled.

“That’s what everyone tells me,” Chris wiped drool from her chin. “Did you get any sleep?”

“Angels don’t need sleep.”

“Right. So...do you know how to get to purgatory?” She slowly stretched her sore limbs, sighing at the satisfying popping sound.

“First, let’s get out of this tree.” 

Sun filtered in as he opened the door to the outside world. 

The light blinded Chris just as she shielded her eyes with her hand. “I hate mornings.”

Soft sounds of birds singing and flapping overhead made their way into the hole, accompanied by the clopping of hooves nearby. Forcas crawled out, and Chris followed behind him, her hands getting damp from the dew. She could see nothing but trees for miles, and now that she had gotten some sleep into her system, she realized she had no idea where Forcas had brought her.

“Where are we?”

“Country,” Forcas shrugged.

“You don’t know where we are.” 

“No. I do. We are not where we need to be.”

“And where is that?” Chris scoffed, annoyed.

“Not here.” He winked at her. “We need to gather ingredients to open a gateway to Purgatory.”

Chris arched a brow and stared at Forcas like he’d grown several heads. “There’s no door to Purgatory?”

“No. It’s not every day someone wants to go there. So, there is no door,” Forcas chuckled at her horror. “We need a few things from this world to open the portal.”

“Like what?”

“Saltwater...”

“Well, that should be easy...”

“...From the Dead Sea. In Jordan,” Forcas finished. “And there’s a bigger problem.”

“What’s that?” Didn’t she have enough problems right now? She didn’t need to tack on more.

“I can’t go with you. If I try to take a mortal body into Purgatory, it will kill my host.” Forcas averted his gaze. “Besides, the fallen cannot enter.”

“Great, swell plan. I wander Purgatory by myself!” Chris said dryly, throwing a thumbs up.

Sarcasm was a good mask for fear. 

She stepped away from Forcas.

Forcas followed quickly and took her hands, reassuringly rubbing his thumbs over her knuckles. “You won’t be alone. I’ll contact your dad to meet us at the gateway.”

Chris snatched her hands away; her stomach fluttered at his touch, confusing her senses. “Where’s Jordan?”

“Among the crossroads.”

“Great. How do we get there?” Chris patted her empty pockets sarcastically.

Forcas laughed. “I can get us there.”

The angel clasped her hands again. This time, he refused to let go as his energy shifted around them in a hug. 

Chris closed her eyes; her mind muddled from the effect as his power shrouded her body. Her stomach churned, her skin feeling like rubber with her feet kicking the air. She tipped forward into Forcas, and they both fell to the ground. An array of sand shot up around them.

“We’re here.” Forcas coughed out sand.

Chris peeked through one eye and found herself gazing down into his misty hazel eyes. She coughed as sand found its way into her mouth.

“Sorry.” 

She scrambled off him quickly and brushed sand off her clothes, taking in their surroundings. There was nothing but red sand for miles. Chris’s skin tingled in discomfort as the sun's rays hit it. The heat shimmered before her eyes in waves. In the distance, she swore she saw a vague city outline.

“Is that Jordan?” Chris pointed.

“We’re on the outskirts of Irbid. We have to avoid all the cities surrounding the Dead Sea.”

“Why?”

“No human means no host for angels or demons.” Forcas wore a smug smile on his face. “Now, let’s go.”

Chris struggled to move her feet through the sand as they slowly bypassed the city. From what she saw, it was bustling with people. And she agreed with Forcas – it was best to avoid it. 

As they trudged on, the sun burned her skin and dried her tongue. Chris daydreamed of water every passing minute, yet continued to follow the angel, taking in his ease with envious eyes. She studied his posture and brisk gait as he walked on top of the surface of the sand. Unlike her, no sweat trickled down his face. Her eyes moved to the sky, and not one bird passed overhead. They were smart enough to stay out of the heat. 

“How much further?” It felt like days had passed, even though the sun had not set yet. It continued trekking across the sky slowly.

“We’ll be there before nightfall.” 

Grains of sand had made a home in Chris’s shoes and clothes. She repeatedly patted her shirt to rid herself of the itchy particles, but it was no use. The afternoon trudged on until the sun slowly sank to the other side of the sky. From afar, it looked like it had settled on the sand. The silence was their only companion as they closed in on their destination. 

Finally, a soft breeze caressed Chris’s heated skin, and she inhaled deeply, relishing in the feeling. Forcas paused mid-step as Chris spotted dots in the distance. 

People?

“We’re on the edge of the Dead Sea. You must go alone from here,” Forcas said, breaking the silence. 

“Why?” Chris asked, stopping right beside him.

“I cannot touch Holy Ground.”

“Why not? You entered Eden, isn’t that holy ground?” Desperation and fear gnawed at her insides. 

What if they find me? Angels could be hiding within the beachgoers.

“Eden is not holy ground because God never claimed it. Eden was for Adam and Eve. But God claimed the Dead Sea.” 

After a brief pause, Chris quieted her internal battles. “What do I have to do?”  

“You must collect the saltwater from the sea.” Forcas shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out a flat, square-shaped object. 

Chris watched curiously as the square shape turned into a brass cup with a flick of his hand. Amazement filled Chris’s face.

“Who knew you were a magician?” 

“This is an exceptional cup. Once the water is in it, it will stay. No matter how many times you pour the water out, it will always remain full.” Forcas held the cup out to her. “Humans call it the Holy Grail.”

Chris nodded, took the simple brass cup, and turned away from Forcas. She held her head high as she put one foot in front of the other and walked on alone.

Within a half-hour, she made it to the beach and checked over her shoulder. She could no longer see Forcas, but she knew he was waiting for her. 

Her eyes turned back to the water, watching the sunbathers in skimpy suits as twilight blanketed the sky, cooling off from the day's heat. Yet it didn’t stop the people from swimming. Mud from the water covered their bodies from head to toe. Chris squished her toes in the dirt at the water's edge and smiled for the first time in weeks. She trudged into its cold depths and sighed in contentment. The water felt alive and dead at the same time. It was a weird sensation, and she could no longer see her legs beneath the murkiness. 

She took out the square object and shook it until she held the Holy Grail, then dunked it under the water. Counting to ten, she lifted it out and saw the dirty black water churning within the cup. Chris smiled, shaking it, and bits of water splashed onto her hands, but it didn’t look like any of it left the cup. To prove Forcas’s words, she poured more back into the sea. The Holy Grail remained full when she straightened her hand. Her mouth gaped open in shock.

Black mud stuck to her clothes as she staggered to the shore, reluctant to leave the soothing waters of the sea. Chris placed her hand over the cup and smacked it flat into a square. 

So cool! I wonder if Forcas will let me keep it...

She placed it back into her pocket, and with a last lingering glance at the water, she sighed as she trekked back to her fallen angel. 

The voices on the beach faded away as Chris followed her own footsteps in the sand, her mind not on her task, but on how she had wound up in this mess. It had all started with killing Joe and using her powers. 

If only I hadn’t gone back to the alley that night. If only I had found another way to beat Joe. If only I had never befriended Beth... 

Chris stopped her thoughts right there. There were too many ‘if only’s’ and not enough solutions. She racked her brain for a way out that didn’t include a trip to Purgatory but came up blank. Anger, sadness, bitterness, and helplessness rose within her body, but she stomped them down. Emotions were useless when on the run from immortals that could kill her with their very hands. She shuddered at the thought. Her body still stung from the blows of Sofiel’s power. 

Night had finally fully claimed the land, and the moon hung bright in the sky. Thousands of stars burned within the blackness of the universe. Chris made out new constellations she had never seen before. Her eyes drew a picture of a swan and then of a man holding a sword. Playing connect the dots with the stars used to be a fun game she played with Auntie when she was five, and it was a good way for Chris to bring back the simple joy from her childhood, no matter how fleeting it was.

Her ears suddenly picked up shouting in the distance, and she tore her eyes away from the stars to see three figures. Sofiel’s wings flapped as she hovered in the air. Her powerful beats disturbed the sand as it swirled in the wind. A big brute of a man stood below the angel. He was over six feet tall and was dressed in grey sweatpants and a sweater. His wild purple hair curled at the bottom, and his strong back was facing Chris. 

She frowned at the scene. Thoughts of escape filtered through her mind – no eyes were on her, and she could slip away, back to the sea. Chris clenched her teeth at her cowardliness and gave herself a quick, mental slap.

I can’t leave Forcas with them.

As Chris slipped closer, their words reached her ears while she was thinking about how to save Forcas without dying. 

“Where is that soulless creature, Forcas?” Sofiel snarled. “Tell me now, or else.”

“We’ve parted ways,” Forcas grunted. 

Chris hid behind the brute’s back, and over his shoulder, she saw Forcas struggling against the man’s arm around his throat. He tightened his grip, causing all the air to leave Forcas’s now blue lips.

“You know I have stunted your powers. If I kill your host...” Sofiel let the warning hang in the air for a minute before smirking. “You’ll have no way out of his body. I hear it can be miserable for an angel to spend eternity inside a corpse.”

“You wouldn’t!” Forcas rasped out. 

Chris silently gasped. She didn’t know Sofiel was so powerful of an angel that she could condemn one of her own to a fate worse than death.

“Where is the beast?” Sofiel hissed insistently.

“I told you, I don’t know. Get...get your demon dog to let me go.” 

Demon dog? 

Chris stared at Sofiel in the sky and got an impressive view of her wings. Knowing she was invisible, Chris smiled cockily and stuck out her tongue like a bratty child.

But real talk...what should I do?

If she tried to push the demon, that would give her away. Chris chewed her bottom lip. She didn’t want to hurt anyone, yet the shade of blue on Forcas’s face unsettled her nerves. His gasping breath assaulted her ears. It was making it hard for her to think. 

Sofiel’s presence made it hard for her to want to help. She knew firsthand what that angel could do. And she didn’t feel like dying today. She backed away from the demon and tugged at her hair, her feet itching to run. 

Stop being useless! Do something! Her mind and body warred with each other. 

Unfortunately, she had taken too long and shouting invaded her ears. 

“It’s the beast! The beast!” 

Chris’s head snapped up as the demon threw Forcas aside. 

“It’s mine.” He cracked his knuckles and charged her. 

And like scudding vermin, Chris dodged his meaty hands as he tried to grab her and ducked behind him, landing a hard punch to the middle of his back. He groaned in pain, swinging backward, missing her by an inch. 

Then, Forcas was beside her, grabbing her hand and taking off, away from the screeching angel. 

“Get them!” Winged arrows flew by their heads, and it suddenly started to rain, making the ground soggy, marking their footprints. 

A feathered arrow pierced Forcas’s right shoulder, and he stumbled, landing on his knees. His body flared white, and Chris urged him to get up. Only it was too late. The demon had Chris in a bear hug, her arms trapped at her sides. 

Chris kicked wildly and pounded her head back against his chest. Her veins burned with anger, making her skin turn red, and her hands grew hot, too hot. It muddled her mind. The need to touch something, someone, was overwhelming. She could faintly hear Forcas’s voice calling to her, and his hands were on the demon, trying to release her. A zap of power vibrated from her body, forcing the demon to let go and stumble back. 

The demon roared and stubbornly charged again. 

Forcas danced to the right of him, and Chris ducked under his arm, snaking her itching fingers on the demon’s muscular neck. He flinched at her touch but was too slow to move, and she instantly embedded thousands of shards into him, then twisted and watched with mournful eyes as the glass dug into his skin, eating away at his essence. His arms flew to his neck as his fingers clawed desperately into his flesh to get at the glass. The demon let out a howl into the night. 

Sofiel flew higher, her face contorted with rage. 

“Charoum!” she screamed at the dancing demon as he tore more flesh from his neck.

His meaty fingers continued tearing out muscles and tendons, and he dug so deep into his neck that Chris could see him tug on his spine and felt bile come up her throat. Forcas quickly moved out of the way as Charoum collapsed face first on the soggy ground, spraying sand everywhere. Chris jumped on the keening demon and embedded more shards into his back and legs.

That should keep him down.

“You’re dead, beast!” Sofiel cried out.

More winged arrows sliced through the air and impaled Charoum’s quivering body. The feathers struck his arms, legs, and back. 

Chris screamed as a razor-sharp feather needled itself into her right shoulder; she dived off the demon’s dead body as blood oozed down from her wound. The burn from the deadly white feather speedily traveled down her arm and began constricting her chest. Her fingers tightened around it, and she gritted her teeth, ripping it out and tossing it away. Chris blinked blearily, she toppled to her knees, and Forcas was suddenly in front of her, gingerly grasping her shoulders and gazing into her eyes. 

“Don’t get hit by another feather. Like the weather, it’s one of her powers,” Forcas warned gently, helping her up just before four razor-sharp feathers pierced him. His back arched, and a wheeze left his mouth. He fell heavily on Chris, arms draped over her shoulders. Sweat pooled on his brow as white smoke floated from his back. Yet his eyes never left her. 

“Forcas! Are...are you okay?!” 

“Fine. Get out of here. She can’t kill me,” Forcas rasped out. “Only the host.” He tried to push himself off her, but he could barely lift his arms. 

“I ain’t leaving you!” Chris blurted out.

More feather arrows haloed around them, and he shielded her body as another feather hit his left shoulder, and then one maimed his right. His body was soon littered, the white carnage stemming from his calf and trailing up to his neck. 

A scream tore from Chris’s lips. She clasped her arms around his waist and dived to the side, away from Sofiel’s wrath. Anguish filled her being, leaving her brain numb as her fingers plucked the feathers out of Forcas’s back. 

“Don’t die on me,” she cried as more of his grace drifted in the wind. 

From the corner of her eye, more feather arrows heading straight for them stole her attention, and time slowed down. 

Her last thought was that of death.

And then, calmness filled her body and cleared her mind as a shield materialized before them, snuffing out the feathers instantly. Rainbow light lit up Chris’s body, a kaleidoscope of colors shimmering in and out of her being. 

She stretched her arms out in front of her, drawing the glow from the moon and stars to herself. A dry wind picked up, and her hair flung straight up, her lips curled in a scowl at a puzzled Sofiel. The teen’s eyes darkened, went white, and then glittered with every color possible. The multicolored energy zapped from her eyes and wrapped her entire body like a blanket.

“Sofiel of the Seventh-Heaven. I condemn you into my crystal,” a powerful voice boomed from Chris’s throat as the gem formed within her palms.

The energy flashed from her body and headed straight towards Sofiel, surrounding the angel as she called upon everything she knew—snow, rain, hail, and her feathers, to fight the rainbow. But the storm bypassed the rainbow, muddying the ground, and her feathers turned to dust. The rainbow trapped Sofiel as it encased her tiny body like a burrito. All that remained visible was her head.

Sofiel’s mouth widened as a silent scream escaped, her face colored as if she were becoming one with it. The rainbow was burning up her body with its light beaming out of her eyes. It painfully dragged her down towards Chris’s outstretched hands, where a six-sided crystal waited for her. The magnificent rainbow then folded in on itself and settled in its new home within the gem with its new roommate—Sofiel.

Drained suddenly, Chris found herself gasping desperately for air...her legs gave way, and she fell onto her knees, darkness encasing her every sense. 
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CHRIS WOKE UP TO HER brain pounding against her skull as if someone had taken a jackhammer to it. She groaned out softly, her hand pressing against her forehead. 

The last thing she remembered was fighting Sofiel and a rainbow sprinkled over the desert. 

Sucking in a deep breath, she opened her eyes. Her body was rigid, ready to fight, but she was no longer in the desert. Instead, she was seated in a café with straw chairs and small tables decorated with festive tropical flowers and bamboo. She jerked and sat up as the waitress passed, and her right hand sprang open, dropping the six-sided gem onto the wooden surface. It clattered, bounced across the table, and landed near the edge, where Forcas sat hunched over in his seat across from her. 

. “Hey, you’re awake,” Forcas sighed.

“Water,” Chris choked out, feeling like she had swallowed a sand burger, “What happened?”

“We escaped.”

He signaled to a waitress who took their order: a bottle of water. The waitress peered down at the teen with disgust written all over her face. 

Chris looked down at her muddied clothes, knowing the reason for her lack of hospitality. The waitress then grunted and stalked away to get their water.

“Where are we?” Chris rubbed her eyes.

“A nice little café in the city,” Forcas rasped out.

“Jordan?” She yawned. Her brain was too tired to work. 

“Guess again.”

Chris peeked out the window on the right and saw the busy streets of home: Tula City.

“How...did we get here?” 

Suddenly wide awake, she looked at Forcas properly and noticed his brow covered in sweat for the first time. His hair was damp too, and his eyes misted over and then cleared repeatedly. With his hunched posture, he gripped the table tightly with both hands, nails scratching the surface.

“Used the last of my powers to get us here. My host is dying. I have little time left before his heart stops,” Forcas gritted out each word. 

Chris tried to grab Forcas’s right hand when pain zapped up her arm. She sucked in a breath as the heat coiled around her exposed wound on her right shoulder.

“What the hell?” She hissed out.

“Sofiel is a powerful immortal; she can kill you. You’re lucky it only hit your shoulder.”  

The waitress came back with their water. Chris guzzled it down in one gulp and held out her glass again. The waitress refilled it, only to have it vanish within seconds.

“What’ll we do now?” Chris asked once the waitress left. She snatched the crystal and shoved it into her pocket. 

“We need to lie low. There is an army of immortals hunting you.” Forcas’s grave voice awakened fear in Chris. “I can sense their presence on earth.”

She stared out the window and watched as the sun descended below the buildings. “I know a place.” 

Forcas gave a tentative smile and staggered out of his chair. A sudden hiss escaped his clenched teeth—his back refused to straighten. 

Chris leaped up and slid her arm around his waist for support, mindful of her own wound, and led him out the door where a cool breeze washed over their bodies. The buildings crowded them on both sides, and people jostled by but paid them no mind. Chris managed to keep him from collapsing on the ground, even though his legs were wobbly like a drunkard’s, leaning heavily on her. She veered right at the next turn. Three blocks over, they took a left, and her jaded eyes caught the sight of Café Monte. 

Chris’s mind wandered back to Linda and the angel that had made her their host.

Is Linda still possessed? Will she be okay? 

Chris shook the worry away and made a quick left at the next corner. Forcas’s body dangled from her shoulder. She grunted, shifting her weight to hold his girth. He was becoming useless, making her do all the work.

Twilight finally announced its arrival as they stumbled to the wharf. Chris sighed when she saw a warehouse come into view. Forcas’s breath was shallow as small fumes of white smoke escaped through the holes in his shirt. His eyes were slowly glazing over.

The complete darkness made it hard for them to see as they entered the forest, tripping over large stones or protruding roots. Chris saw the outline of the fence and smiled. They stumbled over to it and through an opening in the fence, and she half-dragged him to the window and hoisted him up and over. She heard a loud bang and a strained holler as he hit the floor on the other side.

“You okay?” Chris asked. 

“Still alive,” he gasped.

Chris was next and hopped into the darkness and found the angel, a lump next to her feet. She assisted him, but his body felt like a dead weight as she tugged on his arms. He barely had any strength to get up. After three attempts, they succeeded. Chris dragged him over to the stairs one shaky step at a time. They made it to the top and into the empty office, and finally, she slowly lowered Forcas onto the desk. He winced in pain as he lay on his wounds; smoke continued to billow out. It hung in the air like mist.

“Is the white smoke you...your being?” Chris asked hesitantly. Her nose twitched as her eyes followed the smoke. 

“It’s my grace. My pure form.” Forcas’s body spasmed. “I feel both his pain and mine.”

“You can’t die, right?” she mumbled, thinking of all the ways she could have saved Forcas but didn’t. Couldn’t.

“No. I will live, but Peter is dying.” Forcas gasped for air. “He doesn’t have much time left...let’s take our minds off the pain. What did you do to Sofiel?”

“I’m not sure.” Chris scratched her head and rested her butt on the edge of the desk, pulling out Sofiel’s crystal. “She’s trapped in here, I think.”

She uncurled her fingers and placed the crystal into his palm. Forcas’s hand jerked, almost dropping the gem. He slowly pinched it between his forefinger and thumb and brought it closer to his face. Fear gleamed in his eyes the next moment, and he quickly tossed the crystal back at Chris. She caught it without a thought, stared into it, and spotted Sofiel’s small body. She was no longer wrapped in her rainbow blanket. Her face squished up against the glass while a tornado raged behind her. 

The trapped angel’s eyes were wide in desperation, and her mouth hung open in a silent scream as her curly hair disappeared in the tornado. Sofiel’s hands suddenly vanished from the glass.

“She’s dying,” Forcas coughed. His body was now spasming in fear, and he averted his eyes from Chris.

“The crystal is killing her? But how? And why?” Chris asked with a gulp. A tight knot twisted her belly. If this was her true power, she now knew why the angels feared her. 

Forcas’s voice wobbled as he spoke. “It’s absorbing her essence.”

“Are you afraid of me?” Chris asked, noticing that he refused to look at her. Maybe he thought he had made a mistake in siding with an angel killer.

Forcas finally met her eyes. 

“I’m not afraid of you. I’m afraid of what you can do—never seen an angel die before,” he said weakly.

Chris rubbed her arms at his words, feeling an icy chill settle into her bones. 

“I didn’t mean to kill them,” she said quietly. 

That was the third life she had taken. Her fingers tugged on her hair before rubbing her face, and then she shook her head resolutely. She wasn’t a killer.

It was self-defense, right?

Chris’s stomach protested, and she had to stop lying to herself. She was a killer, and she had killed. Lilith was right. 

“I have no control over my powers, you know,” The words leaped from her mouth. “I don’t know how I form these crystals. It’s like something takes control of my body.”  

“Chris, it’s okay. You had to protect yourself.” He tried to grasp her hand with his. The motion took too much strength, and he stilled. “I don’t blame you.”

“I’m a monster!” Tears stung her eyes even as those words left her mouth. 

How can Forcas have faith in me?

“I don’t think so. Monsters have four heads and at least five arms. They always come from the black lagoon,” Forcas forced out the lame joke, but Chris was having none of it. She needed answers.

“Forcas, how did Sofiel find us?”

“I think she tracked my grace. It’s my fault. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Chris reassured him. She stepped away from the table and paced around.

“Yes, it is. I am not as powerful as a higher angel. I have to take a host, and I can’t access most of my abilities.”

“Why don’t you have all your abilities?” Chris stopped to stare at him.

“A human body can only sustain a limited amount of power. If there is too much power, the body will explode.” His voice was a whisper by the end.

“Oh.”

“I can only do minor things. Let me heal your arm.”

Chris winced and backed away from his outstretched hand. “You’re too sick to heal me.”

Forcas pleaded with his eyes, and she shook her head sternly.

They remained in silence for a while, both not wanting to speak. Chris gazed at Forcas’s tortured face. She knew he and his host were in immense pain, and she felt helpless and ashamed. Now she could add Peter to the list of people she had killed. It was her fault he was dying.

Chris finally cut the silence. “Have you ever had a host die before?”

“No, this is my first.” He coughed twice as white smoke billow out from between his lips. “Don’t worry; my essence will come together once my host is dead. I can’t leave him yet. I need to help him pass over.”

Chris nodded, understanding what he meant. He didn’t want his host to fear death and what awaited him in the afterlife. Forcas allowed the pain to torture him so he could comfort Peter. The revelation made Chris’s heart feel warm. She beamed at Forcas as an unfamiliar feeling came over her, something she’d never felt before, and she squashed it. 

She was afraid of that emotion. 

She sighed and shook her head, turning her thoughts to all the unanswered questions.

“Why are you helping me?” She couldn’t believe Forcas had suffered through so much just to uphold a promise.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I don’t think you’re evil. And I made a promise to your father.”

Chris nodded. 

That’s some promise.

“So, they fear me?” 

“That’s not the only reason.”

Chris waited for him to continue, but he had to stop as he gasped for air. His body tensed. She stood still, too afraid to touch him. A moment later, his breathing eased and became less erratic. 

“Forcas?” Chris put her hand on his shoulder.

“He’s here.” The voice that came from his body didn’t sound like Forcas. It was deeper.

“Peter?” Chris gulped.

Peter nodded. “He is trying to spare me the pain of the angel’s powers. If not for him, my soul would have burned up after the first feather hit me.”

Another rack of coughs hit him hard. Chris helped him turn onto his side as blood dripped from his lips and onto the floor. Vomit followed the blood, and he spewed green mixed with red next to her shoes.

“I’m so sorry. Forcas should never have risked your body,” Chris choked out, tears forming in her eyes. The anguish was overwhelming. “This is all my fault.”

“No!” Peter moaned. His hand shot out and grabbed Chris’s.

She gasped in shock, surprised that he could move so quickly when death was near. He squished her hand and brought it to his lips to place a small peck on her knuckles.

“Forcas didn’t risk my body. I did,” he coughed, pressing her fingers to his heart. She felt its irregular beat through his shirt. 

“Why?” She whispered. She wanted to spew a slew of questions at him, but her messy mind could not find the right words.

“Because you are important,” Peter paused for another cough. “And it was my choice.”

“But I’m not important! I’m just some street-rat from the gutters.” Her gut wrenched at the thought that she had almost left them in the desert. “Not worthy of...” 

Peter’s eyes hardened, which choked the rest of the words in her throat.

“I am a pastor first,” he gasped. Droplets of blood spilled from his eye ducts, ears, and nose. “You are special. I gave up my body for you to live. Forcas asked for my permission. If I had refused, you would be dead.”

Chris sighed. “You’re a dumb man.”  

She didn’t know whether she could do the same as Peter. Could she end her life to save another just because she thought them special? She lowered her eyes in shame, already knowing the answer.

Peter choked on a laugh. Chris helped him onto his back, kept her hand on his chest and felt the uneven beats of his heart. 

Peter sighed, his features calm. “I never married and never wanted to. I had my flock. I would lay down my life for them. You are a part of my flock now.”

Tears gushed down her cheeks at his words. Chris wished she could have met Peter before all this. He had such a loving soul.

“I can feel it. Death,” Peter’s body stilled. His eyes gazed into hers, but he had no tears. “It won’t be so bad. I will go to heaven. Forcas has assured me of that.”

Chris lowered her eyes to the ground. “Heaven isn’t good enough to have you.” 

“It’s my time. I am at peace with myself.” His voice grew faint.

She puffed out unwanted air as she struggled with her lips. She wanted to tell him to stay and not leave, except it was out of her control.

“I think you would have loved my Auntie. You share the same loving heart,” she laughed. It was a tight laugh, followed by a sob. “Please don’t go.” 

Chris was not sure if she meant those words for Peter or Auntie. What she did know was that her heart was in unspeakable pain.

“I love you, child,” Peter whispered his last words.

His body stilled, and the light left his eyes. Chris pushed her hand down, trying to feel his heart, but there was no beat. She snatched her fingers away and backed away from his corpse, shaking her head. Her hand covered her mouth as she repeatedly muttered, “No...no...no....”

A white orb slowly lifted from his body, then twisted and swirled until it formed into a image of Peter. His ghost smiled at her. Chris could not believe her eyes. She had never seen a spirit before. Peter held out his hand, yet Chris was too afraid to touch it. She forced down the fear and stretched out her arm. Her fingers went through his, and a coldness clung to the tips. 

“Bye,” Chris sniffled quietly.

Peter waved and looked to the ceiling. His spirit shot up and out through the roof. Dampness sprang into the air as a mist hung over the dead body. The tips of her fingers grazed the angel’s essence. 

Without warning Forcas’s mist-form slammed into her body, knocking her on her ass.

Don’t fear me.

“Forcas, is that you?”

She could hear Forcas's voice in her mind.

Before I go, I have to tell you why the angels fear you. They fear you because they think you have the power to kill God. 

Chris slowly rubbed her temples— hundreds of emotions coursed through her body at once. Both hers and Forcas, it was a weird sensation. 

“I don’t want to kill God!” Chris swore. It felt weird talking to herself. She didn’t know if Forcas could hear her thoughts, and using her voice gave her a bit of control over the situation.

Anything that has been born can die. 

Chris was dumbstruck by his words. “What’s that supposed to mean? I thought God always existed.”

No, God had a mother and father. I can tell you about the birth of God. Only one immortal knew of God’s birth.

“How did you find out?” Chris quirked a brow.

Mother Gaia told me. You bear her picture around your neck.

Chris took the necklace Linda had given her and gazed at the golden image. “I thought this picture was of the virgin mother.” 

Many people believe that. The picture you have is of Mother Earth. God’s wife. Humans and their religion never get it right.

“Didn’t know God had a wife,” Chris said.

She told me this story when I was first damned to earth. She took me in and cared for me. If it wasn’t for Mother Earth, humans might never have existed.

Chris slid her bum until her back hit the wall, and then she curled her legs up against her chest. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear this story, yet it spiked her interest.

“Tell me the story,” she mumbled.
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HAVE YOU EVER HEARD of Love and Hate?

“You mean emotions?” Chris asked, not understanding what his question had to do with God’s birth.

They’re not just emotions. Love and Hate were the first beings to exist in the universe. The Big Bang created them. Love and Hate cannot live without one another. To love, you must hate—to hate, you must love. Sounds poetic, doesn’t it?

Pictures flooded her mind. They were going too fast; she thought the images would never make sense, only they did. She saw each picture with such brightness that it didn’t compare to the real world, and then the emotions came. Emotions that were not hers, but of the past. It almost overwhelmed her as she gritted her teeth and softly thumped her head against the wall, trying not to cry out. 

Forcas must have sensed her distress as he used his essence to quail her emotions and mind, making it easier for her to receive his visions. 

We’ll go back thirteen billion years ago, when there was nothing but blackness and the universe was in its infancy. No stars or planets had yet filled up its compact space...

All that is and all that would ever be was energy. Energy tried to flex and move outwards but couldn’t. The energy fought and spread wider until a colossal explosion shot into the darkness.

BAM! 

A shower of light lit up the blackness of the universe, and energy sizzled.

It expanded the universe thirty thousand times its size. Stars burst into being from the energy winds that whirled throughout the universe. Dust particles collided, getting bigger and bigger until rocks formed. They continued to grow until they were planets, but that was not all that came out of the universe; two lonely beings floated among the young stars.

Love burned bright like a shining star, but she was miniature. She resembled a pea and danced across the universe, astonished by the new things that appeared for the first time. Then her eyes set on Hate. He was nothing but a swirling black mass. He ate everything in sight. His mouth gulped up planets and blotted out the stars. But in Love’s eyes, he was perfect. And Hate didn’t kill her.

They grew together and swept over the universe. She bore him two sons. Love named them and loved them, but Hate did not like the attention they got from Love. He fought with them and tried to kill them. Love’s heart broke as war consumed their lives. She shrank from their fights; hot tears wept from her eyes and were flung into the universe, lighting up more stars and awakening planets, giving them life.

War continued, and the black mass almost ate his eldest child, the child that resembled Love in looks. He was bright as a star and floated through the universe like mist. He stood his ground and fought against Hate. He used his light to fight away the darkness. Strife, his brother, took after Hate, being nothing but darkness, swallowing everything in its path.

Love fled the war and journeyed through the universe until she heard a call. It was low at first; then, it grew louder. There was something new in the galaxy. Her pea-sized body followed the call until she reached a planet that had a liquid substance on its surface and small one-cell organisms living within the water. Love laughed with her heart beaming as she watched the creatures. Her little body sat on top of the water, and that is when she felt it. The planet was alive, but there was no consciousness yet. No love.

The planet breathed air into the world, and it was missing something only Love could provide. Her heart filled with longing, and with a tingle of laughter, she burrowed herself within the earth, showing it how to love.

The earth rocked in pleasure at receiving this gift, and rain poured from the sky to signify it. The single-cell organisms rejoiced and multiplied. Over time, they formed into small jellyfish-like creatures. The creatures evolved and overflowed the oceans.

Back across the universe, Hate finally noticed that Love had vanished. He searched for Love and followed her tears, eating the small rocks in his way until he stumbled upon a living stone. Hate could sense Love’s radiance all over the planet, but his body was too big to step onto the earth, so he stretched out and blotted out the stars until he covered the world with his darkness. He molded his body to the surface, killing all the creatures and poisoning the water until he was one with the rock beneath. Volcanoes erupted and spewed lava into the water. When it hardened, it turned into land. The earth struggled with this unfamiliar emotion, and the wind tore up the seas, causing tsunamis. The world was in turmoil until Love drew Hate to her breast and with Love’s guidance, the earth calmed. The planet turned into a sentient creature with both emotions, and she named herself Gaia...

The image faded so fast that Chris had to hold her head at the oncoming headache and dizziness. She rubbed her eyes, surprised by the tears streaming down her face.

“Forcas, what happened?”

There was no response. Chris stared around the room and saw mist had stained the window as the onset of morning was announcing its presence. 

Chris’s heart wept for losing Forcas and their closeness. Sharing a body gave her a sense of knowing him intimately. He shared so much of himself, and she worried that it would cause him harm. Do angels feel pain without a host? That was something she didn’t have an answer to. And his leaving so abruptly had shocked her; she didn’t want to be alone again. 

“I will miss you.” She touched her right shoulder, feeling no pain, and guessed Forcas must have healed her while occupying her body. 

She stood and walked over to Peter and peered down at his body. She closed his green eyes forever with her right hand, gently touching his clammy cheek and wishing she could have saved him.

The sun glared through the window, and Chris swore. The workers would arrive soon, and if they found her here with a dead body, it would mean only more trouble for her. Chris raced out the door and down the stairs. She headed to the window but stopped dead in her tracks as voices from inside the building reached her ears. The light in the warehouse snapped on. Chris slowly turned and shielded her eyes from the sun’s harsh glare as the automatic door on the left rose. 

Hundreds of workers milled in, halting when they spotted her by the window.

“Hey, stop!” One man yelled. He was big and beefy, donning a blue worker’s uniform.

Chris cursed as she spun back to the window, clawing the ledge and hoisting herself up. She was halfway through when hands grabbed her feet and yanked her back into the warehouse. The workers tussled Chris from person to person until she landed ungracefully into the arms of a beefy man. He tucked one arm around her waist to stop her from escaping.

“What are you doing here, girly?” the man growled in her ear. 

“Let go!” Chris kicked out, keeping the men at bay, but refrained from using her strength and hurting them.

The other uniformed men moved back, missing her wild swings, except the beefy man never let go. He squeezed tighter.

“Sir,” a man came running over, pale in the face. “There’s a dead body in the office!”

Everyone flinched collectively, and wide eyes stared at Chris. 

Could I hurt this man? Kill him? Could I fight them all? 

The idea stunned Chris. She fell limp against the man’s body and knew she had to find another way to escape without killing. She had to wait until he dropped his guard, and then she would make a break for it.

“Carl, the police are on their way,” shouted the skinny man as he hurried back towards them.

“Thanks, George. Have the men wait outside until the police arrive,” Carl instructed. He shuffled Chris towards the door. “You’re in trouble, girly.”

Chris scrunched her face; she hated it when men called her ‘girly.’ It was insulting. She continued to dangle in Carl’s arms, forcing him to take the brunt of her weight as he hauled her out of the warehouse.

“This girl must be high,” Carl grunted. 

Police sirens sounded in the distance, and Carl’s grip eased slightly. Chris leaned her head back and stared into Carl’s wandering eyes. She knew this was her chance. She smashed the rear of her head against Carl’s chest, knocking the air out of him. He stumbled, his hands no longer around her waist as they both toppled onto the ground. Chris crawled to her feet and took off. She veered right when a police car pulled right in front of her. Chris cursed and hightailed it for the water’s edge. A swim would not kill her; it would only chill her bones. She raced past a bulldozer when she heard an all-too-familiar voice. 

“Stop, or I’ll shoot!”

Chris hesitated for a second and stumbled to a half-stop before she shook her head and continued, passing another truck. She heard gunfire. A bullet zipped by her head, making her flinch.

“Shit!” she panted to herself. “He’s serious.”

She stumbled over a large beam lying on the ground, only to hear another gunshot, and pain erupted in her right shoulder. She cried as her mind fogged and jarred her senses. An odd thought poked through her brain.

Why does everyone aim for my right shoulder? 

She hit the ground hard, nose filling with dirt and pebbles. A seagull squawked in front of her before it flew away. Chris coughed as she struggled to get up. A body tackled her back onto the ground and jammed her face into the stone-laden earth. He punched her between the shoulder blades roughly and grabbed her arms, and forced them to the small of her back, cuffing her.

“Chris. Nice to see you again,” Ted snarled.

“Not again,” Chris wailed as he hauled her to her feet. 

“You better tell me where Linda is.” Ted escorted her towards his cruiser.

Chris clamped her mouth shut. Her right shoulder exploded in pain, and blood soaked her clothes. She could feel the bullet move within her shoulder, trying to eject itself from her skin. His gait was brisk, and Chris stumbled to keep up. She fell a couple of times, and by the end, Ted was dragging her to the cop car. She cried out as Ted picked her up and shoved her into the back of the cruiser. He then slid into the front seat. 

His expression shocked Chris when she spied his features through the mirror. He wore a shaggy beard on his once clean-shaven face and sported new bags under his eyes—a trophy of many sleepless nights. His grey uniform was ruffled and dirty, and he smelled like he had not bathed in days. His hard, cold-as-flint eyes stared back at Chris through the rear-view mirror. She now understood why he mistreated her on their way to the car. Ted’s haunting look told her Linda was still possessed and missing.

“Haven’t seen you in months. I thought you got away,” Ted grinned mirthlessly. The car roared to life. 

“How long?” Chris asked. 

“Please, tell me where her body is.” His voice dropped, pleading with Chris. “It’s been over five months.” He slammed his hands on the wheel.

“She was alive the last time we talked,” Chris whispered, then snorted.

Linda shot me the last time I saw her. 

“We analyzed the weird purple glass shards found in the apartment. They matched the fragments found in Joe Saunders’s body. Why are you torturing me? We know you killed him, but why Linda? She did nothing to you. She tried to help you,” Ted went on, tears staining his red cheeks.

Chris glanced away, choking on a scream as the bullet in her shoulder popped out and onto the car's floor. Her wound was closing and mending now. She was hard-pressed at the sight of Ted, and her stomach flip-flopped. She wanted to assure him Linda was alive but possessed by an angel, yet she couldn’t. He wouldn’t believe her. No one would.

“Where are we going?” It struck Chris as odd; she thought he would take her to the police station and lock her up. Her eyes darted around as the buildings passed in a blur, and she realized they were heading downtown and not uptown. 

“Hospital. We need to get that bullet out of your shoulder.” Ted’s voice was cold again, the tears gone. His back was rigid against his seat.

“I’m fine. Take me to jail. I don’t need a doc.” Chris leaned her head against the window. Pigeons flew overhead, and one pooped on the window. She watched it slide down and clump at the bottom.

“Now we find you with another dead body. Did you kill that guy too?” Ted accused, ignoring her statements.

Chris didn’t speak as her stomach recoiled; bile hit the back of her throat. She swallowed it and closed her eyes. 

“I hope they throw the book at you,” he grumbled as he turned into the emergency lane at the hospital. He parked by the curb, dragging Chris from the car. She put up little resistance and cursed under her breath. She kept quiet when they reached the nurse’s station.

“Got a shot criminal here,” Ted told the nurse.

Chris paid no attention to the nurse and Ted. Instead, she checked out the eyes of the people in the waiting room, looking for signs of an angel or demon among them. She blew out a sigh of relief; no immortals, she was safe for now. Ted wrenched her from her observation and hauled her down the hall. They followed the nurse into a tiny white room with two beds. The bed on the right had an ugly man with a twisted smirk lying on the mattress, a bandage covering most of his head. Someone had handcuffed him to the rail.

“Put her there,” the nurse pointed to the empty bed on the left.

Ted uncuffed one of Chris’s wrists and sat her on the empty bed while he cuffed her to the rail.

“Dr. Foster will be here shortly,” The nurse yawned, checking her clipboard and muttering to herself as she shuffled out the door.

Ted turned to Chris, pleading. “Where is Linda? We need to know so we can lay her body to rest,” 

“I don’t know.”

Ted raised his right hand high as if to hit her. He paused, turned on his heel, and stormed out.
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THE INJURED GUY LAUGHED. “You must have pissed off the wrong guy, lady.” 

“You look more hurt than me,” Chris growled and snubbed her nose at him, turning away in hopes that he would get the hint she was in no mood for chitchat. 

“Yeah, but I don’t have the cops wanting to hit me,” He slurred his words, and Chris knew he was either high or drunk.

“Why are you here?” Chris bit her words at him, shuffling on the bed to face him. 

“Went into the wrong bathroom,” he smirked.

“So, how did you get that gash on your forehead?” Chris asked, knowing the answer.

“Some bitch got scared and smashed my face in, the bitch. You women are all the same. Teases and bitches.”

Chris turned away from her roommate in disgust. “You most likely deserved what she did to you.”

It surprised Chris to hear the man cackle at her statement rather than yell at her. Soon he fell quiet, and it gave Chris time to think. She needed to free herself and hide.

But where?

She jingled the cuff. 

First things first. 

She had to rid herself of her newfound jewelry and thought about breaking the cuffs with her shards, but she didn’t want to draw unwanted immortal attention.

Like the last time at the prison...

An idea struck her as she pulled out one of her two crystals. She glanced inside the glass and saw bits of black smoke swirl within. There wasn’t much left of Steve as the glass absorbed his essence. Chris took the six-sided crystal and tried to pick the cuff on the rail, but the crystal dissolved in her hand, turning to dust.

“Shit,” Chris swore, wiping the dust on her jeans. 

Why did it break?

Ted sauntered back into the room, followed by a man in a doctor’s lab coat.

“Dr. Foster, this is Chris. She got shot in the right shoulder. I need the bullet removed,” Ted said curtly.

Dr. Foster’s stern, cold eyes studied Chris’s relaxed posture, and he scratched his chin. “She doesn’t appear to be in any pain. Are you sure she was shot?”

He walked over to her bed and inspected her bloodied arm. He took a cotton swab from a jar on a side table and dabbed a cold substance on her shoulder, wiping the blood away. Unblemished skin met his startled eyes, and his eyebrows furrowed as he turned to Ted.

“There is no bullet hole,” Dr. Foster huffed.

“I shot her!” Ted shouted, hands on his hips.

“Listen, I don’t have time for games. I’m a busy man,” Dr. Foster squawked, turning to leave. “Maybe you thought you shot her, but you didn’t. You may take her now.”

Chris watched with mild amusement at Ted’s befuddlement as he began to trek back and forth between the bed and the door, double, triple checking her shoulder, his eyes wide and mouth muttering nonsense under his breath. He shook his head, throwing his hands up in the air defeatedly.

“Let’s go,” Ted huffed, finally calming down. He uncuffed her from the bed and re-cuffed her with her arms behind her back. He hauled her from the room with a hard tug and marched back to his squad car.

“I shot you. I know I did.” He started the engine and pulled away from the hospital. 

He kept glancing at Chris in the rear-view mirror, and she wondered if she should tell him about her healing abilities. Chris snorted as air puffed between her lips. He wouldn’t believe her. Chris scrunched her nose and readjusted herself in the seat; the cuffs dug into her back and numbed her arms. She tapped her foot but stopped once Ted gave her a death glare. She just watched the buildings fly by as they headed to the police station. 

Chris cringed as Ted shoved her into the police station and against the desk as he signed in. Her eyes gazed at the woman behind the counter. Fear attacked her chest as misty eyes stared back at her with a glint of a smirk on the clerk’s lips.

Ted grabbed her arm and strolled through the doors to the open offices, and Chris felt like she was walking down death row. All eyes turned towards her as if she were on display. 

She squirmed in the cop’s firm grip as her heart pounded against her chest, trying to break free. She swallowed her fear and glared back at the angels and demons that possessed all the officers. Ted seemed not to notice the tension in the room or the gawking eyes as he firmly pushed her through the door that led to the back room, and the cells. He took Chris into the same holding cell as last time, only with one difference. She was not alone. Chris licked her dry lips as Ted uncuffed her and locked the door behind her.

“Now, stay put.” Ted pointed his finger warningly at Chris before he left.

Chris hung her head on the bars, banging it twice before turning and looking death in the face. Chris’s heart plummeted; there would be no help this time. On the dirty hard mattress, to the right of Chris was her destruction. 

A demon, possessed a poor, lonely prostitute, dressed in a short red cocktail dress and ripped stockings. Her legs crossed, and her back touched the dirty brick wall of the cell. A cigarette dangled from her crusted, cold-sore lips. Her deep blue eyes with black flecks flashed at Chris. A fake devil-horned headband kept her long, curly brown mane out of her eyes. Chris smirked at the irony. The demon didn’t scare her. 

No, it was her companion. 

Burning white eyes stared right through Chris. The angel’s bright red hair swept the floor. She wore a silky white gown with long sleeves covering her hands. Her poised body floated, and her dress exuded power; its skirt overtook the bed and stretched out onto the floor, covering it like a carpet. Her black skin shone as if she had swallowed the sun, and it was trying to break free. 

Chris jumped back against the wall, afraid of the gown as it glowed brightly in the dim room.

“Hey, honey, here for a good time?” The demon mocked as she took a deep drag of her cigarette.

“I have no wish to be with the likes of you,” Chris snapped back.

She swallowed hard and fisted her hands at her sides; her eyes never strayed from the angel. Fear crawled along her spine as a thought sparked, and Chris wondered how this beautiful creature would kill her – or if anyone would even care if she died. The memory of Peter’s face stabbed her brain. He gave up his life for her, and she would be damned if she lost it now, in a cell. Peter wanted her to live, and she would not dishonor his death wish. 

She spat at the immortals and gave them the finger. The demon was the only one to laugh at her display.

“What do you want?” Chris shot the question at the angel. It was a question she already knew the answer to. 

“We want our companions back.” The angel’s voice sounded like bells out of tune. The sound strummed through Chris’s body, and she quivered. 

“I’m sorry. They’re dead.” The teen’s voice was laced with regret and sadness. She brought out her last crystal. “See for yourself.”

Chris tossed the crystal to the angel, yet it was the demon who caught it. Both immortals stared wordlessly into the nothingness that used to be an angel. Their mouths hung open, and fear corrupted their features. The demon’s eyes narrowed, while her companion’s brows shot straight to her hairline. The demon shot an evil look at Chris as the crystal shattered in her hands. A puff of white smoke was all that remained. It flew up the angel’s nose, and she sneezed.

“You killed her. How could you?” The angel growled.

“Sofiel attacked me first!” Chris defended, narrowing her eyes at the angel. “Let me go, and there will be no fight. I don’t want to kill you, but I will if you force me to.”

“You are a dangerous monster! Die!” The demon shrieked and lunged from her seat, her sharp red fingernails aiming for Chris’s throat. 

Chris dove to the side as the demon slashed her nails on the wall. Bits of debris flung through the air.

“Those are some sharp nails!” Chris panted.

The demon smirked at her and swiped her right hand in front of Chris’s face, missing it by an inch. Chris jerked back and crouched low, tripping the prostitute onto her back with her leg, sending her head smashing against the concrete. Chris immediately gripped the prostitute’s leg and fed a stream of shards into it. The demon gave a inhumane shriek, kicking Chris in the face until she freed her leg. She backed up with her hands until she hit the wall. 

Chris shook her head, trying to stop the ringing in her ears. Warm and sticky fluid dripped down her nose and lips.

The demon’s fingers flew to her leg, her nails digging at the glass as the smell of sour milk and black mist floated in the air. 

Suddenly, she stopped and glared at Chris.

“I’m willing to die as long as you come with me,” The demon clenched her teeth as she spoke and stumbled onto her feet.

The brunette groaned as she moved toward Chris; sweat had broken out on her brow, but the determined look in her eyes made Chris gulp. The demon’s hand shot out, fingernails digging into her throat. Blood dripped from the puncture wounds as Chris struggled to breathe. She rammed both arms down onto the demon’s wrist, but it didn’t break the hold – the demon was too powerful. A wicked smile graced her lips, and she lifted the teen off the ground. 

Chris’s feet dangled for a minute before the demon slammed her back onto the concrete. Then she sat on Chris’s hips and punched her between the eyes until blood was smeared across her knuckles. 

Chris grunted, blood pooling in her mouth as the cartilage in her nose snapped.

“I will destroy you!” the demon screamed. Fire burned in her eyes as she continued to punch the teen.

“Enough, vile dog. Only I can destroy the creature,” the angelic voice sang out. “You know the prophecy, as I do. Bring the angel killer to me.”

At first, the demon didn’t listen and continued to smash the girl’s face with her fist. Chris’s jaw shattered, and one of her eyes was swollen shut. Finally, the demon stopped mid-punch, as if the angel’s words had finally penetrated her brain. She smiled down at Chris.

“My pleasure,” The demon purred and hauled Chris up by the shirt.

Chris spat blood onto the demon’s nose and latched her fingers against her cheeks, pouring all the shards she could muster into her. The demon howled, dropping the teen and clawing at her face as she backed away, her nails ripping the host’s skin to shreds. Her pinky made it to her left eye, and the sharp nail accidentally poked it out. It stuck on the tip like a skewer.

“Where is she?” The angel commanded.

Chris scuttled to the bars, away from her attacker, but the demon still had one eye to see with. Chris’s jaw snapped, readjusting itself before healing.

“By the bars!” The demon cried.

The angel smiled and finally stood from the bed, smoothing her dress with her hands as if she had all the time in the world. She stretched out her arms, fingers snapping from within her silk gown. A tune vibrated through the room. Enchanted by her movement, Chris stared dreamily at the angel, whose legs kicked out from beneath the cloth. 

“What’s going on here?!” A skinny officer demanded as he approached the bars.

All movement stopped and all eyes gazed at the newcomer.

“This doesn’t concern you,” the angel whistled to the officer, one brow arched.

“Sorry, but it looks as if you need a hand, Yofiel,” the officer jostled the keys in his hand. 

Chris stared at the newcomer in surprise. 

Who is this guy? Another angel? Has he come here to kill me too?

The door unlocked and swung open. The officer grabbed hold of Chris’s wrist. His misty-blue eyes were unafraid as he gazed at her. There was something familiar about him, yet she couldn’t place where she knew him from. His eyes darted over her shoulder at the angel behind her.

“She’s mine,” he said and yanked her closer to the cell door.

“How dare you betray us, Forcas!” Yofiel howled, swinging her left arm. Her sleeve transformed into multiple white ribbons with sharp points. 

Chris and Forcas ducked as the ribbons took hold of the bars. Yofiel pulled back, and the bars snapped in half like a twig. Debris crumbled from the ceiling as Forcas grabbed Chris’s arm and hauled her out of the cell, misty eyes boring into hers.

“Are you okay?” he asked, studying her bruised face.

Chris nodded, her mouth agape and eyes wide as she stared at Forcas, not believing he was here with her. She shook her head to control her scattered emotions and worried about the task at hand. Chris shot a look over her shoulder and spotted the demon with half a bar sticking out of her back. A black mist floated above the body with the spirit of the woman. Inky hands crawled out of the floor and clawed at the spirit. There were too many, and those hands crowded the spirit, dragged her through the concrete, and the black mist followed. 

The angel roared to the heavens. Instead of chasing them, she quickened her dance and spun and twirled like a gymnast. A cloud of debris rose with her feet. Her arms lifted and bowed like a bird; the skirt lifted as she twisted. Her clothes turned into strips. The ribbons soon had a mind of their own and flung out to attack like snakes. 

Chris crashed into Forcas as the ribbons broke the wall beside them and pieces of bricks scattered on top of them. Chris dipped, crawling on her hands and knees and pushed Forcas to move. She grasped his fingers as they stumbled down the hall in a half crawl, half jog.

“Forcas, I didn’t think I’d see you again,” Chris choked out as she pushed Forcas towards the door.

“I have a promise to keep.”

“Why do you keep saying that?”

Forcas had no time to respond as thousands of ribbons streamed their way. They ducked, and the ribbons smashed into the door. They pulled tautly, and Yofiel howled as the door splintered apart. Chris and Forcas ran through the broken door, and then they turned, and Forcas thrust his hands up. They glowed as the fractured wood reconstructed itself, forming a barrier between them and Yofiel. Chris turned, and all life drained from her face. 

“That won’t hold her for long,” Forcas huffed.

“I don’t think we need to worry about her,” Chris panted, her index finger tapping his shoulder. 

Forcas turned around, and his mouth dropped open. “We’re dead.”

Hundreds of lower angels and demons blocked their exit. Guns pointed in their direction while Yofiel pounded on the door behind them. 

“Now what?!” Chris’s eyes widened at the possessed cops. She scanned for white hair to see if Ted had gotten possessed, but he was not among the officers. “We can’t fight our way out!”

The sea of possessed cops suddenly parted, and Linda floated through, still dressed in her frilly pink dress with a giant lightning bolt in her right hand. She was six feet in the air and smiling, her arm arched, ready to strike.

“Linda, can you hear me?” Chris tried to get through to her friend.

“Linda’s gone,” Ariel hissed gleefully.

“You can’t destroy me. You’re not a higher angel!” Chris spat out. 

“Let’s just say... I’m getting a promotion,” the angel cackled. 

Energy crackled over Linda’s body. Ariel gleefully displayed her power to all in the room.

Chris looked to Forcas. “What does she mean by that?”

“It means God gave her the power to ascend to a higher angel,” Forcas choked out, pointing to the lightning bolt with a trembling hand. “Once she releases that bolt, Linda’s body will turn to ash, and Ariel will no longer need a host.”
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“YOU CAN’T KILL LINDA. I won’t let you!” Chris roared.

She clenched her hands. Her aura sparked, and her irises swirled with every rainbow colour. Her mind thought back to when Linda took her in when no one else would, gave her a home and forced a friendship upon her. Chris refused to let Linda die like this. Not if she could save her.

“No one will stop me when I have an army behind me,” Ariel cackled, grinning from ear to ear.

Chris saw the power change Linda’s appearance. She looked thinner, her face gaunt and cheeks sunken. The blue in her eyes was almost transparent. Her heart-shaped face had become more oblong.

“I’ll save you, Linda,” Chris vowed softly.

“I will help you,” a slithering snake of a voice said from behind her.

Chris quickly glanced back and saw Lilith and spied black blood on the door, as if someone had drawn squiggly lines all over it. And the rotten milk smell gagged her throat.

“Don’t worry, dear. Yofiel won’t bother us anymore,” Lilith chuckled and flashed her bloody hands at her.

Chris turned back to Ariel as Lilith snapped her fingers, and half the officers turned on their companions, ready to fight. 

Chris narrowed her eyes at Linda and paid no attention to the other immortals in the room; her only thought was to save her friend. A smirk lit her lips as she jumped into the air and with additional help, flew across the room and smashed right into the angel. 

Ariel screamed as their hands clasped together, both holding the bolt, and Chris used her other hand to strike the angel’s right cheek. Her fingers tingled as the shards itched against her skin, wanting out, but Chris could not use them against Linda. 

The power of the bolt sizzled down her arm. It burned within her chest, making her heart beat slower and out of sync. Boils grew on her knuckles and popped, splashing pus on their faces.

Ariel yanked her head back by her hair, head-butting her in the throat. Chris gasped for air and managed to return the head-butt, breaking the angel’s nose. The two lost flight and tumbled to the ground. Chris twisted her body until she was on top of Ariel and jabbed her bony knees into the angel’s sides. The immortal grunted and swung her arm at Chris, but missed. She seized the angel’s throat, nails pinching at Linda’s skin. Chris’s eyes burned with hate as her body trembled from the pain of the bolt, but she would not let the immortals win. Not now. Not ever.

“Leave her body, you bitch!” Chris hissed through clenched teeth, then placed a well-aimed punch to the angel’s jaw.
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LILITH GRINNED AS SHE admired her handiwork on the door. Yofiel was no match for her wards. Not even God could break them. She turned to see with ecstatic glee how all the angels and some demons were working together.

That’s a first.

Lilith’s mouth dropped when a ghost-like outline appeared before her in a display of rainbows, and she knew Ariel had gone too far and pissed off her daughter. Chris’s aura was practically leaping into the air. Lilith snapped her fingers to give her a boost, and watched her daughter crash into the angel. She was a little surprised Chris would willingly hold a soon-to-be higher angel’s genuine power. Bullets took her mind away from the fight as a possessed female officer stepped out from the others and fired her gun again. Lilith stopped the shell with a flick of the wrist.

“You Angels. Go to Heaven where you belong. No one will hurt my daughter,” Lilith spat.

At least, until she helps me kill Lucifer...

“We don’t take orders from you, daughter of lies. We only obey God,” the angel growled.

Lilith’s eyes fluttered over the angel’s host and grunted, her finger twiddling snidely. “And why would you wear something so tacky?”

The angel had spiky red hair and green eyes. She was chubby around the middle and her hands shook, but the mist in her eyes burned with hate. Lilith didn’t wait for her to respond and clapped her hands twice; the demons under her control threw themselves into battle, fighting for their queen, no matter if they fought their own kind. The angel’s host dropped to the floor. Dead, while a mist hovered over the body. 

Lilith didn’t interfere with the fight between her minions and the rest of the immortals. She was above it and stayed beside Forcas, who had eyes only for her daughter. Lilith grinned. 

“So, how do you know my daughter?” she asked, unbothered by the surrounding mayhem.

“Now’s not the best time,” Forcas shouted and balled his fists. 

His body jerked as if he were a part of Chris’s fight. Lilith saw the concern for her daughter in the lines on his face and how he watched the teen’s every move. 

“She’s a big girl and can take care of herself. Your host is very dashing,” Lilith flirted.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a lower angel coming straight at her. Lilith didn’t even blink, snapping her fingers. The angel’s host dropped to the floor.

“I hate being interrupted. It can be so frustrating,” Lilith pouted, and two more hosts dropped with another snap. 

Forcas shook his head and met Lilith’s charcoal eyes. He frowned before charging into the crowd of possessed cops without answering. 

“You demon witch,” a lower demon screamed, drew his gun, and fired three shots, gaining Lilith’s attention.

Lilith yawned, but her eyes narrowed into slits. She stopped the bullets in mid-air and directed them back at the demon, killing the host.

“No one calls me a witch and gets away with it,” Lilith purred. She had always hated that name; witches were goody-two-shoes compared to her. “I’m a succubus and damned proud of it!”

Lilith shifted her eyes to her daughter and saw she could no longer see Jezebel’s aura, only Ariel struggling with thin air. The demon pinched her lips together and narrowed her eyes, unsure who was winning the fight.
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THE TIPS OF THE SHARDS pinched Linda’s skin with a warning. Chris hoped it would be enough to fool the angel and drive her from Linda’s body. 

“Let her go, or I will suck your grace out,” Chris threatened.

“You and Linda will die together,” Ariel shot back, grinning like a madwoman.

The power of the bolt continued to course through Chris’s body. The tips of her hair had whitened, and her skin paled. Chris gritted her teeth as anger set her insides on fire. Her body fizzled, and a jolt shot up her back. More boils and blisters appeared on her skin, and it shocked Chris to see them pop and reform into smaller abscesses instead of one big one.

“Soon, you will die. This lightning bolt is seeping into your skin. It will burn your body from the inside out, and I will be God’s champion.” Ariel suddenly choked, gasping for air as Chris applied more pressure to her throat.

“You will let Linda go!” She howled, shutting her eyes as pain burned her legs, making them itch.

Chris lost her grip on Ariel’s throat as another wave of heat burned within her chest. Ariel wasted no time and landed a punch to her stomach. Chris gasped and teetered sideways. Ariel flipped the girl onto her back and straddled her, forcing the bolt between their hands and scorching Chris’s face with its edge. 

“You bitch!” Chris slurred, no longer able to feel the right side of her face.

Ariel bent down and whispered in her ear, “Your little friend here will die, thanks to you.” 

Ariel’s words woke up something inside of Chris, and she stopped struggling. The rainbow quenched the fire inside of her body. Her aura flashed twice, blasting Ariel across the room. The bolt fizzled out of existence.

The angel screamed, her legs kicking the ground as she tried to scurry backwards, but the aura wouldn’t allow it. The rainbow circled Linda’s body. Chris floated off the ground, her skin multicolored. The room fell silent, movement ceasing around them.

“You are not welcome here anymore!” Chris’s voice boomed throughout the room.

All the officers’ bodies dropped as Chris sent the immortals home. Then her eyes zoned in on Ariel, and she stretched out her hands.

“You will not kill my friend. Ariel of the Fifth Heaven, come into my crystal,” Chris sang.

Glass shards hovered in the air over her palms, lazily combining. She furrowed her brows and concentrated harder, willing a crystal together. Finally, the gem formed. It was lopsided and only had five points. The glass was clouded, but it would still make a suitable coffin for the angel. Ariel’s screams filled the room as the rainbow dragged her essence from Linda’s body. Linda slumped to the floor. Ariel’s misty grace fought with the rainbow, dodging in and around it. It looked like a game of tag.

“I said, get in!” Chris’s voice boomed again; her voice strengthened the rainbow until it flooded the room and caught Ariel’s mist. It wrapped itself around her before folding in on itself and zooming into the crystal. 

The next moment, Chris dropped to the floor in a heap, the pain back in full force. Her body was on fire, and she needed to quench it. Footsteps ran to her, but she was in too much pain to see who. Slowly, darkness covered her mind and claimed her body.
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IT’S HOT...SO HOT. Why is it so hot?

Chris was on fire; there were no red flames – only blackness. She felt small and afraid, like when she was eight and trapped in the basement that one time when Auntie had gone to the market. She had the brilliant idea to go down to the dark and damp place, wearing a brave mask until the furnace roared to life and scared the pants off her. She raced back up to the door, only to find it locked. She banged on the door for hours until Auntie let her out. She never explored the basement again. She felt that eight-year-old fear still, and for a second, Chris believed she was eight again. 

A voice breathed in her ear. “Do you know where you are?” 

“No.”

“Child, you are sick and trapped within your mind. You must fight the poison that courses through your veins.” The voice held concern and sounded like it was coming from within the darkness.

“But I don’t know how,” Chris whimpered. “I want my Auntie.”

“If that will help,” the voice sighed.

The voice disappeared, leaving her alone in the black. Darkness crowded her. It hurt and burned her, leaving red blisters on her hands and arms. Black flames licked her skin, where more welts scarred her flesh. 

“Auntie!” she cried.

“I’m here, baby,” Auntie whispered in her ear.

The darkness scurried away, and the fire inside her stilled. Warm arms wrapped snugly around Chris’s tiny waist. With the darkness banished, the sun glowed in the sky. Chris found herself on a grassy hill overlooking the ocean, sitting on Auntie’s lap, except she wasn’t eight anymore. She was sixteen. Still, the age difference didn’t matter. She wrapped her arms around Auntie’s shoulders and buried her face in the crook of her neck. Birds chirped overhead, easing her worries. 

“Why did you leave me?” Chris sobbed quietly. “I messed up everything... I’m a killer. A monster.”

Only in Auntie’s arms could Chris truly be herself. No one could understand her the way Auntie did. She tightened her hold on Auntie, afraid to let go.

“No, you’re not. Jezebel, my child. You must wake up. I can’t stay with you forever. I knew someday you’d leave me, but it was I who left you. You have the strength to fight the fire within you and live,” Auntie encouraged gently.

“But I don’t want to hurt anyone—no more fighting. Can’t I stay here with you?” Chris dried her tears on Auntie’s sleeve.

“My dear. I am only a dream in your mind. There is no soul within you. If you die, you disappear for good. Your body will become nothing but ashes, and we will never be together again. Please, fight for me,” Auntie’s voice boomed loudly as she too disappeared, and Chris was alone on the hill overlooking the ocean. She hugged herself, screaming at the cloudless sky, and demanded Auntie’s return. But Auntie did not reappear.

“How do I fight?” Chris slowly rose, stumbling to the edge of the hill. Her teary brown eyes gazed at the churning water below.

The turquoise water lapped at the cliff with immense waves. The spray sprinkled up and tickled Chris’s nose. A sudden urge inside of her made her want to jump in, except her legs would not move. Chris glanced behind her as the blackness crept back in. The ink blotted out the sun above and ate the grass as the black flames licked her heels. She turned back to the ocean, mesmerized by the changing hues. It was the only place where there was no darkness. The urge grew stronger

“I always wanted to live by the ocean,” Chris murmured to herself.

Black flames embraced her body, kissing her cheeks—more welts formed on her skin. Chris clamped down on a scream, closed her eyes, and stepped off the cliff’s edge. The sea swallowed her in one gulp. The waves eased her pain, and fire no longer ate at her flesh. The welts on her skin cooled and hardened. She swam to the surface, and before she could break through the water, she woke up, gasping.
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CHRIS COULD HEAR THE distant voice of a woman, sounding garbled to her ears until she finally made sense of her words. 

“Oh my God, she’s awake!”

Chris wanted to open her eyes, but her lids had a mind of their own. The fire was back, burning her skin. Her head hurt, and every muscle in her body screamed in protest.

“I’m on fire!” Chris croaked out. “It hurts!”

There was movement beside her, and fingers clawed her skin while she screamed from their prodding. They were hurting her. Every spot she was touched burned. Weightlessness overcame Chris’s body, and again she tried to open her eyes, only they were glued shut. A slight breeze filtered over Chris’s skin, stoking the fire within her that soon began raging. She began to breathe heavily, crying out for help.

“You will be okay. The worst is over,” a voice reassured her.

“I’m on fire! Please put it out,” she howled. “Where is Auntie?”

Intense heat shot up Chris’s back as someone readjusted her position in their arms, and another cry echoed off the walls. The blackness crept in on her again, ready to devour her.

“Please make it stop,” Chris whimpered.

The fire finally stopped, and wetness splashed against her eyelids. A cooling sensation encased her entire body, washing away any remains of the discomfort. Chris scrunched her nose, and her lashes fluttered. This time she successfully opened her eyes and found herself afloat in a sea of what could only be described as bliss. The first thing Chris gazed upon was a glorious rainbow playing on the cave walls. Bits of sunlight snuck in through small holes in the rock and sparkled off the waterfall. Long stalagmites hung from the ceiling. It was a beautiful sight, unlike anything she had ever seen before.

“Am I dead?”

This place was beautiful beyond words and must have been what Heaven looked like.

“No. But you came close,” Forcas whispered shakily. His hands shook as he let go of her body.

“Where am I?” Chris asked, floating on her back as the water lapped at her skin. The iciness of the water began healing her wounds.

“The sea of the Mother.”

Chris stood up with ease amidst the ripples, gawking at the blue-green sea. It reminded her of the ocean in her dream.

“How long have I been out?” Chris’s eyes finally focused on Forcas’s.

“Time travels differently down here. So, I don’t know. We brought you here every day so the water could heal you. You were in terrible shape.” Forcas looked away, barely able to contain the tremor in his voice. “I...I thought you would die.”

Chris’s mouth opened slightly, trying to digest his words. Her eyes wandered back to the water and spied something swimming near her. At first, she thought it was a fish. She saw a grey head pop out of the water as it got closer. Chris laughed at the dolphin as it swam closer and nudged Chris’s wrist with its snout, making her pet the creature’s head. She giggled like a child and returned her gaze to Forcas, only he was gone. Chris’s eyes darted around the cave and saw him cross-legged on the sand. 

His misty blue eyes stared at her, unblinking. 

She turned her attention back to the dolphin and before her eyes, the dolphin shimmered, merging with the water. Then it metamorphosed into a dazzling woman made up of the sea. She had stringy seaweed hair with small bugs and crabs hiding within and soft sandy skin from the earth below. What drew Chris to gasp in awe were her eyes. They were made from the sea itself, changing color and intensity like a raging tsunami. Amazement filled her, and she reached out two fingers towards the woman and grazed her cheek. When Chris pulled away, she saw sand particles on the tips of her fingers, but when she examined the woman again, there was no evidence that she had disturbed the immortal’s skin. 

“You can see me. How?” Chris sputtered, staring into the goddess’s stormy eyes, and was rewarded with a smile.

“Because I can,” the woman laughed.

Her laughter filled the girl’s heart with love. The immortal’s voice reminded her of Auntie. Chris steeled her nerves, not trusting her own emotions. 

“Are you going to kill me?” Chris asked. It seemed all anyone wanted to do these days was kill her.

“No,” the woman sighed and spread her hands, dipping them into the water. A powerful flash of lightning sparkled within her eyes. “I saved your life.”

“You’re the voice in my dream.” Chris stepped back. “You were in the darkness.”

“Yes, because I was with you. I am the one who allowed your aunt to visit.” The woman smiled, except her words sounded hollow to Chris’s ears. Her gut told her this woman was not telling her the whole truth.

“Who are you?” Chris wondered while her hands played with the water. 

“I am The Mother, but most people call me Gaia.”

Something lit within Chris’s heart. It was the woman from Forcas’s vision. A hesitant smile graced her lips, and her eyes sparkled. “Why are you helping me?”

“Why not? I will aid you, heal your wounds, and guard you against them.” 

From the way Gaia spit out her last word, Chris knew she had no love for the other immortals.

“This is my cave, and as long as I’m around, you are safe.” Gaia took Chris’s hands in her own and interlaced their fingers. They sank beneath the waves.

“Now, it’s time for you to hear the rest of the story.” Gaia’s voice was all around Chris. A whirlpool opened, and before Chris could thrash her limbs, it sucked her in. Her eyes widened as she slipped through the earth speedily and bypassed the magma to the core itself.

“This is my center,” Gaia said. “Or what you mortals call a heart.”

Chris sucked in a deep breath, surprised there was air to breathe and that the heat wasn’t scorching her skin. “Why did you bring me here?”

“You were born for one purpose,” Gaia said, evading her question. “And that is to kill him.”

“Him? What do you mean?” Chris hesitated. “Was Lilith right? Was I only born to kill?”

“Child, I am sorry. But you have one purpose in life—”

“To kill the angels and demons? Kill Lucifer?” Chris cut in. 

“Not the immortals—they are a bonus. No, your true target is...” Gaia’s voice drifted off.  

The metal core broke apart, and a piece of it vanished; a black mass hid in the center of Gaia’s heart. It swirled in both directions, but inside the blackness held eyes the color of fire.

“This is Strife. Yes, that is his true name. You will need it to kill him.” Gaia’s voice sounded tired as she spoke. “He is devouring my essence. Soon, I will be nothing but a hunk of lifeless rock. The earth and everything on it will die.”

“What?”

“You must kill Strife and set me free. I am so very lonely and in so much pain.” Gaia’s voice wavered, sadness lacing her words. 

“I... I can’t,” Chris sputtered and bit the inside of her cheek, clasping her hands over her heart, wishing to be back in the cave again.

“Yes, you can. If you do not, your friends will die, and so will the earth,” Gaia spoke into her right ear. Chris flinched.

A red crystal ball the size of the core appeared before her. It was round and reflected off the metal. With tentative fingers, she stretched out her hand and touched the smooth glass. It disappeared in a flash of light. Chris felt a tingling sensation on the tips of her fingers, running along her arm and chest, and settling in her heart.

“Thank you,” Gaia sighed, as if Chris had vowed to fulfill her request.

But I didn’t agree to anything!

The other half of the core reconnected, and it closed off the image of Strife. 

“There is a door in purgatory that will lead you to Strife’s lair. Take it and save the world.” Gaia’s words chilled Chris’s spine. “Save me.”

Chris’s body floated again, away from the core, bypassing the magma and crust, until she broke the water's surface. She took in deep breaths, eyes darting around the ocean in search of Gaia, but she was no longer with her.

“I’m sorry, my child. I have put a heavy burden on your shoulders. You are the only one who can kill him.” Gaia’s voice shimmered with the rainbow. “I am sorry, my dreams have changed, and I must change with it.”

Chris waddled to shore; her eyes found Forcas as he waited at the water’s edge. As her feet departed from the waves, her mind began to clear. The memory of Gaia’s request was nothing more than a forgotten dream.

You will remember, in time. The thought came to Chris as a breeze tickled her ear.

A flutter crawled in the pit of her stomach as she stood an inch from Forcas. Chris gazed into his misty eyes. She uttered no words. Her body heated again, yet it wasn’t from the illness as sweat glistened down the side of her brow. A blush stained her cheeks. Something made her heart skip a beat, except she couldn’t put any of it into words. Forcas had been by her side since he saved her from Eden, and here he was again, waiting for her patiently. Chris had never experienced that kind of loyalty before. She had no words to convey how grateful she was to him. 

Finally, she greeted him with a sombre ‘Hi.’

“I am glad you’re alright.”

Chris inspected herself, relieved to see no welts marring her skin except for a long scar on her hand from the bolt. She traced the scar with her thumb, and a zap of pain erupted on her palm. The flaw didn’t bother her. What bothered her more was something else entirely.

“Who put me in a dress?” Chris swore and clenched the wet, green fabric with her hands. “I hate dresses.”

Panic set in. Her dress had no pockets. “Where is the water from the Dead Sea?”

“Don’t worry, I have it. I saved it from your pocket when Gaia changed you into that dress,” Forcas assured her, patting his right pocket for emphasis.

“I got a surprise for you.” He smiled, took her hand, and led her away.
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GABRIEL PACED BACK and forth in his office, the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to his elbows. Every angel was now on earth, and God wasn’t pleased. He knew it was against God’s rule to stay too long on earth, but he didn’t have a choice. He needed every available angel, high and low. The beast had been missing for months, and no one could locate the abomination. The monster had taken the lives of Sofiel and Ariel...his partner and right-hand girl. She would have made a beautiful higher angel if only given a chance, but that thing had killed her. Next time, it would be him who would encounter the beast and kill it.

“Sir,” Ecanus’s voice broke through his thoughts.

“Anything new?” Gabriel said tightly, leaning back in his chair. He pinched the bridge of his nose and suddenly began dissolving into mist, hovering over his desk. He cursed as he struggled to turn back into a human. Gabriel’s erratic emotions were interfering with his transformation. He raged internally, forcing the mist to form an arm and then a torso until his entire body morphed into that of a gangly human again. 

“Yes, we’ve found her,” Ecanus whispered, shaking like a leaf. 

Gabriel’s mind didn’t understand why since she gave him the news he so desperately required. His eyes lit with fire. “Great! Now we can kill the beast.”

“There is a slight problem.” Ecanus hesitated, twiddling her fingers.

“What now? I have enough problems already. God is breathing down my neck about the lower angels. He says humans and angels cannot survive long together... I don’t have any other option,” Gabriel ranted. He brought his fist down on the arm of his chair loudly.

“She’s with Gaia...” Ecanus lowered her eyes to the floor.

“NO!” Gabriel roared, making Ecanus jump back three feet.

“You know as I do. We cannot intrude on The Mother,” she uttered miserably. “Unless given permission. We will have to wait until the monster leaves.”

Energy pulsed throughout the room as Gabriel stared at his subordinate. “Fine,” he finally grumbled under his breath. “Leave everything to me.”

Ecanus bustled from the room as Gabriel pondered his next move.

“I see you are having a lovely vacation from Heaven,” Lucifer’s voice interrupted Gabriel’s thoughts.

“What do you want, serpent?” Gabriel seethed as black smoke formed into a man and took a seat on a gold-encrusted chair. Lucifer’s legs crossed, hands clasped together over his kneecap while his eyes sparkled with glee. Naked, once more to mock Gabriel.

“I think you’ve been in disguise for too long, Gabe. You sound like a mortal,” Lucifer taunted, smiling at him. “I gave you a fair number of demons to capture the beast. You failed, miserably.”

“But...” 

Lucifer clicked his tongue and held up his hands.

“But I am the bringer of light, and I have good news,” Lucifer chuckled, snapping his fingers. Clothes adorned his body, this time a ruffled black suit with tails on the end. Golden encrusted cuffs dangled from his wrists.

“What news? We know where the beast is. The creature is with The Mother, and we cannot tread there,” Gabriel said, flustered.

Lucifer clucked his tongue. “Yes, I know, but she can’t hide there forever. I know how to track her once she leaves.”

“How?”

“Lilith’s been a canker sore on my tongue for far too long. I know why she’s helping the beast. She’s hoping her daughter will kill me,” Lucifer’s voice hardened. “So, I am tracking her powers as we speak. The succubus is outside the cave, waiting. We will wait for the creature and Lilith to leave the mother's protection; then, we will ambush them.”

“That is a simple yet clever idea, but we need a leader and five of our best angels and demons. Remember the prophecy,” Gabriel cautioned.

“Do you take me for a lower angel fool?” Lucifer mocked, his eyes darkening. He leaned forward, his voice laced with venom. “Don’t worry because I will be there to kill that thing myself. I will make Lilith suffer for eternity as a lesson never to cross me.” And with those last words, Lucifer fizzled out in a puff of black smoke.

“Lucifer has truly gone insane.” Gabriel rubbed his face with his hand as relief washed over him. Soon, his problems would be over. He could go back to Heaven with his fellow angels, live in peace, and leave the human world alone as God commanded. 
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ECANUS STRUGGLED WITH thoughts of abandoning her host and going back to Heaven. She hated this world. Her host fought with her grace every minute of every day. Claire’s spirit tried to regain control over her limbs, and with each struggle, it left Ecanus exhausted. Other angels had suggested she find another host, only she was unsuccessful and had no choice but to stay with Claire. Ecanus sighed as Claire’s voice invaded her brain. She rolled her eyes and knew the reporter would explain again why they shouldn’t kill the beast. She had to give the reporter credit; she made a good argument.

The girl is not evil, the reporter’s voice chimed.

“She’s killing my family!” Ecanus shouted out loud, strutting down the hallway. Her eyes darted around, glad that no one heard her.

Only because you are chasing her, if you had left her alone, no one would have died.

Ecanus huffed at her host’s nonsense.

Humans are like wild animals when cornered. If someone wanted to kill you, how would you react?

Those words stunted Ecanus’s steps. She bit her lower lip.

“I would kill in return,” she answered truthfully, voice no higher than a whisper. “But she’s not human. She has no soul. She’s a monster.”

She bleeds and feels pain like any other living creature on Earth.

Ecanus sucked air into her lungs before releasing it slowly as Claire’s words finally broke through her stubbornness. “Maybe she isn’t entirely evil, then.”

Ecanus turned and marched right back to Gabriel’s office. She wanted to convince him, as her host had convinced her. She reached the door and was about to go in when she heard voices inside. Ecanus shuddered when she recognized Lucifer’s inky voice. Her skin crawled with each syllable he pronounced. She quickly backed away and turned heel, bolting down the hall and out of the church to embrace the sun’s glory. She struggled with her emotions, doubting her trust in Gabriel since he was sullying himself with the King of Hell. Heaven taught her to hate demons since their existence. She had banished thousands of them back to Hell over the centuries, and it pricked her essence that one of her siblings was working with them. She tapped her finger against her lip as she journeyed down the street. Her eyes wavered over the possessed humans that stood rock still on the sidewalk, waiting for orders that might get them and their host killed.

“What can I do?” Ecanus asked herself as she turned left, walking towards the sun, while her mind raced back and forth. For a moment, her host was quiet. A feeling of smugness entered her body. She knew it was the reporter’s spirit telling her without words, ‘I told you so.’

“God will help,” Ecanus said, and Claire agreed.

Ecanus took out her feather, called God, and sighed happily when He responded. He answered all of her questions, and she nodded in satisfaction.

“I will obey your command,” she whispered as wise words pitter-pattered through her brain. Her eyes gazed up at the sky in loving devotion.

“God’s command is the only thing that matters. I will obey him,” Ecanus nodded to herself as she stuffed her feather away. It felt good to talk to God. He was always there for her when she needed His guidance, as a dutiful father should be. With the presence of God in her mind, she felt Claire’s spirit yawn and quickly succumb to slumber.
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CHRIS COULDN’T BELIEVE her eyes when she saw Linda as she neared the entrance to one of the cave’s many rooms and was pleased to see that she was no longer possessed. But the ordeal had changed Linda’s appearance – her honey-gold hair had turned to the color of snow, and her pink dress clumped around her shoulders, swallowing her bony frame. Even her eyes stayed a misty blue, though no angel hid within her anymore. Linda’s head tilted to the side as she sat on one of the four beds. Her eyes beamed at the teen. Chris’s feet could not move from where she stood in the entranceway. She was afraid Linda was an illusion. Forcas’s gentle fingers pushed her further in as Linda summoned all her strength to get up and hurry towards Chris. The wall solidified behind her. 

“I’m glad you’re safe,” the teen mumbled. She didn’t know what else to say.

“Me too,” Linda confessed quietly. 

There was an awkward silence between the two as they continued to stare at each other. Chris fidgeted from foot to foot, her fingers tugging at the awful dress she was wearing.

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re right, Chris. Helping people can kick you in the ass,” Linda paused, and then her face broke into a smile. “But I’d do it again.”

Chris’s mouth eased into a grin, and a light chuckle escaped her lips. Her shoulders relaxed, a weight now lifted off them. Linda opened her arms wide and embraced her. Chris found herself stiff, though she did not shove Linda away and slowly raised her arms and returned the hug with a tense pat on the back. The gesture made Linda laugh. 

They parted, and Linda took her hand and guided her to the bed where they sat. Gaia’s aura washed over Chris’s skin as phantom arms embraced her in a hug that told of love. But all warm moments must end as Lilith’s black eyes and gleeful laughter poked through her brain.

“Where’s Lilith?!” Chris jumped up.

“Lilith’s not with us. She’s waiting at the mouth of the cave. Gaia won’t let her in,” Linda chuckled. She played with Chris’s fingers, caressing them, and tugged at her to sit again.

“Oh, and Ted? He’s worried sick about you,” Chris rushed. She didn’t remember Ted being in the fight at the station and wondered if he was safe.

“Ted is here with me. Forcas thought it was best to bring him. We will not be their mindless slaves,” Linda explained. “I’m sorry, Chris.”

“Sorry?” Chris arched a brow. 

“For saying yes. If I knew angels were after you...” she paused and took a deep breath. “I would never have agreed.” 

Tears dampened her white lashes, and she bit her bottom lip, holding back a small sob from escaping her mouth.

Chris shook her head. “I don’t blame you, Linda. They tricked you.” 

A cough interrupted their conversation, and both women turned as the wall dissolved into an opening. Chris saw Ted, and he didn’t look sleep-deprived anymore. He no longer wore stained clothes, and it looked like he had taken a bath. Ted had on a clean pair of blue jeans and a grey sweater with his hair gelled back. He was frowning at them with Forcas behind him. Both girls stood, and Forcas rushed to Chris. On the other hand, Ted fumbled to Linda as small rocks impeded his efforts to walk in a straight line. The stones seemed to sense his next step and made him tumble. Ted couldn’t help the slew of curse words emitting from his mouth. His face flushed an angry red as he used his hands to steady himself.

Chris stifled a laugh. She had a feeling it was Gaia pranking Ted and briefly wondered why. She spied the unconcerned look on Linda’s face and knew this had gone on for a while. 

Ted fumbled again and fell into Linda and she helped him steady himself as he pulled her back, giving Chris a sidelong glance. His eyes screaming hate and distrust. He stuck his arm in front of Linda, protecting her. Obviously, whatever he knew now didn’t change how he felt towards Chris.

“Well, at least you’re not dead.” The bitterness in his voice was like a knife. “I see you’re back to your old self.”

The answer was clear why Gaia was mad at Ted; he was being a jackass. Chris arched a brow, keeping quiet.

“We can’t stay here for long.” Forcas peered at Chris sideways. “I’ve gathered the rest of the ingredients we need. Lilith said she will help us get into Purgatory. She’ll be going with you.”

Chris’s eyes hardened as she glared at Forcas. “Like hell, she will!” She yowled, her mind too fixated on Lilith to care about the rest of his spiel. “That bitch tortured me. I don’t trust her! I never will.”

“Lilith?” Ted questioned. Apparently, Forcas didn’t tell him everything. “Isn’t she the bad guy?”

“Neither do I, but we have no choice. We can’t open the gateway to purgatory without Lilith’s blood,” Forcas said quietly, ignoring Ted’s questions. “She said she would be on her best behavior. She even saved your life back at the station.”

Linda stared at Chris. “Why is Lilith helping us if she tortured Chris?”

Chris sneered, her mood souring. “She’s my mom.”

Ted and Linda paled at the news, a small gasp escaping the latter.

Chris huffed with annoyance while her fingers moved through her spiky hair, except it wasn’t spiky anymore. It had grown down past her ears, long enough for Chris to tuck two strands behind her ear and blow her bangs out of her eyes. She turned her attention back to Forcas.

“...Fine. When do we leave?”

“Gaia wants us to leave...” Forcas mumbled, eating the rest of his words.

Chris edged closer to Forcas, but his eyes refused to meet hers. “...Come again?”

“Gaia thinks you’re ready to leave now,” Forcas blurted out. “She said Linda and Ted could stay until the war is over.”

“War? Is that where we’re at?” Chris chewed on this new piece of information, not liking it one bit.

“The immortals have possessed all the grown humans on earth,” Linda cut in. “They’re hunting you, and Gaia wants it stopped.” 

They turned to Linda, and Forcas nodded. “She’s right. They will destroy the world if we don’t do something.”

“And hiding is the answer?” Ted stepped and tripped in front of Linda. When he straightened, his body shielded her from Chris’s view again, who rolled her eyes. “We should just hand Chris over and let the angels deal with her. Then they’ll leave us alone,” he spat.

Forcas stepped forward, nose-to-nose with Ted, his voice soft and dark. “No. She will not sacrifice herself for some blowhards who think they’re better than humans.”

“Everything that lives must die.” All eyes turned to Chris. A glint of a smile appeared on her thin lips, but her eyes demanded the most attention. Rainbows glimmered in and out of her irises, colors spinning and weaving within each other. “I understand that now. Even God must die. If I am their fear, then they should fear me.”

“What are you saying?” Forcas backed away from Ted.

“When I go into Purgatory, I want you to tell them where I am.” 

The silence that followed her words held shock. 

Linda reached forward to grab Chris’s hand.

“It’s time we stop running. If I am to bring them death, so be it. If I die—-” 

“—You won’t!” Linda tightened her hold.

Chris smiled. “—I will have no more human blood on my hands.”  

She didn’t know if the fight had transformed her or Gaia’s healing powers. She had been so afraid of dying, fearful of being hunted. After her near death experience, something inside her changed. She felt like a newborn baby, opening her eyes for the first time and seeing the world for what it truly was. Her mind went back to Peter, who gave up his life willingly for her. She now knew why he had done it. She was ready to end her life for Linda, and it humbled her heart to finally accept what Linda meant to her. It was the same warm feeling she had felt for Beth, except at the time, she didn’t know what it had meant. Now, she does. Chris would drive the angels from this world to save her loved ones. 

“If I die, so be it. But the fighting has to stop!” Chris slammed her fist into her palm. “I will complete the prophecy.”

Forcas nodded slowly, refusing to look her in the eye. “When you get to Purgatory, I will let all the angels know where you are. At least they’ll move on from their mortal hosts.” His voice at the end was no more than a hoarse whisper.

“Good,” Chris said, avoiding Ted’s glare. “Let’s go.”

No one spoke as heavy air stifled the room. It almost felt hard to breathe. 

Chris wanted to give her a quick goodbye hug, but she thought better of it with Ted’s protective arm around Linda’s shoulder. They turned to the left wall in the room, where stone stairs appeared before them. Chris gave one last lingering look over her shoulder at Linda, breathed in deeply, and then turned to follow Forcas, one step at a time as the wall slid shut behind them. 
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“DO YOU THINK THEY’LL be okay?” Linda’s voice held worry. 

“Yes,” Ted snapped.

“Don’t be mad at her. It wasn’t her fault,” Linda scolded, punching his gut lightly.

“Why not? Because of her...you almost died,” Ted choked out. “You were missing for months. I thought she had killed you.”

Linda buried herself in Ted’s arms, holding him tight. She couldn’t fathom the anguish he went through when she went missing, yet in her heart she could never blame Chris. Ariel had manipulated her feelings and free will against her. It was her own stupidity that allowed the angel to take over her body. 

“That will never happen again. I wish we could have said a proper goodbye to Chris, but it hurts so much. I fear she may never come back alive.” Tears welled in Linda’s eyes. 

They held onto each other tight, wondering what the future would be like for them as fatigue settled within their bones from their ordeal. 

“Maybe you’re right. I pray Chris beats those angel bastards to a pulp.” Ted's voice softened, and Linda smiled, knowing that he had forgiven Chris for what he believed to be her transgressions.

A soft humming sound interrupted them, and both of their heads turned towards the source. Hand in hand, Ted and Linda wandered out of the room and to the seashore without stumbling. Their eyes filled with wonderment as they followed Gaia swimming as a grey dolphin. Her soothing voice was lulling them in, singing of sleep and safety.

Their eyes fluttered shut as peace filled in every crevice of their hearts, and they sank beneath the waves. Linda opened her tired eyes when she felt the dolphin splash to the surface with them on her back. Gaia continued to sing softly as she carried them further out until they reached a small island that had surfaced as soon as Gaia’s tune changed.

Palm trees and flower bushes dotting the shore and crabs scuttling away. The white sand twinkled like jewels as rose vines circled the island. Gaia placed the couple gently on the beach, covering them with sand, roses, and fragrant leaves. 

As she hazily wondered about Ted, another wave of drowsiness washed over Linda, who immediately sank deeper into her dreams.  

“You will sleep until I wake you,” the soft echo lingered in Linda’s mind as she played with her adorable puppy on the couch of her old apartment. The rose carpet was a more vibrant red than she remembered. It didn’t deter the comfort and love she felt as the puppy licked her cheek. 
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THE CLIMB UP THE STAIRS was arduous, as if they had been walking forever in the darkness. Fleetingly, Chris wondered if the stairs would take her to Heaven as the song she knew suggested, but was a little surprised when she spied the sun’s light.

“Almost there,” Forcas groaned, and Chris was glad she wasn’t the only one tired.

When they finally made it to the top, she shielded her eyes from the brightness, blinking twice to adjust her vision. 

“Did you bring my daughter with you, Forcas?” Lilith’s stern voice hit her ears.

The Queen of Darkness stopped from her back and forth, pacing between the cave and the woods to their left.

Forcas grasped Chris’s hand. “Yes. Why?”

“We need to hurry. I got word that Lucifer is tracking my powers and is on his way. You don’t want to fight him here,” Lilith’s voice wavered.

Chris knew it wasn’t a good idea to fight the King of Hell in the human world. 

“Can he get into Purgatory?” She asked.

“Yes,” Lilith said hesitantly, her brows knitted together, her jaw clenched.

“Good. Tell Lucifer to meet me there.”

The surprised look that crossed Lilith’s face was priceless. Unfortunately, Chris had no time to gloat.

“How do you know all this?” Forcas asked. 

Lilith abruptly turned and disappeared into the foliage, and Chris and Forcas raced to follow, catching her next words. “I have spies everywhere. So, if you want my daughter to stay alive, we have to book it.”

Without warning, Lilith halted. Chris and Forcas crashed into her, falling back on their butts with grunts. 

She glanced back at them, unfazed. “Now, we are far enough away from the Mother.” With a jerk of her fingers, Lilith whisked them away.

Chris’s head pounded against her skull; she hated the pop-up-book effect. Her empty stomach heaved, tossing around what little contents she had left, glad she didn’t throw up. Her legs crumbled beneath her, and she landed hard on her backside. Again. 

Forcas was there to help her onto her feet as Chris took in her latest surroundings. Lilith had blinked them to the outer edge of a volcano. Smoke billowed from its awning mouth, the heat scorching Chris’s skin but not burning her.

“She’s not ready to travel.” Forcas glared at the demon. “Why not in the woods?”

Lilith pouted. “Gaia would kill me if I opened a portal near her cave. Don’t worry Jezebel will regain her strength soon. She will have to. Purgatory is not for the weak.”

The mischievous glint in her eyes sent a chill down Chris’s spine. She had a sinking suspicion that the succubus was plotting something horrible, and she hated the fact that they needed her. 

“Be right back,” Lilith winked and jumped gracefully into the volcano.

“I hope she dies,” Chris spat.

“That woman was reborn in hellfire when she became a demon. No fire on earth could kill that succubus,” Forcas muttered sourly, equally fond of her.

Lilith hadn’t even broken a sweat when she made her reappearance. She just smiled like a fool and held lava in her cupped hands as if cradling a precious toy.

“Why do you need lava?” Chris asked.

“Can’t start a ritual without lava.” 

Her eyes darkened to a color beyond black—one Chris had never seen before. There were no words to describe her dark, dangerous beauty. Chris swallowed hard as her body began to quiver in the presence of the power emanating from Lilith. The force of her essence was so strong that it brought the teen to her knees. She cried out as Lilith’s power suddenly struck her like a truck at full speed. 

The next moment, the wind died, and Lilith poured lava onto the ground, but it did not scorch the earth. Instead, the lava hardened and formed a black cauldron.

Lilith cackled as she slit both her wrists with her claws, the black blood flowing into the newly constructed cauldron until it brimmed to the top.

Chris could only watch with a mixture of horror and awe as the madness unfolded before them. Flowers of red, blue, and green hues floated to the surface of the black pool. Three inky snakes poked out of Lilith’s mouth. They sounded like they were hissing, only it was rhythmic. A couple of seconds later, Chris realized they were chanting. The serpents grew as they slithered out, and their hissing grew louder with each chant. Lilith’s power was now burning the very ground around them. Chris tried to grab onto Forcas’s hand, but he was no longer beside her.

“W-Where is Fo-Forcas?” Chris stuttered. She could barely breathe.

“We don’t need him anymore,” Lilith said merrily as the snakes slithered onto her shoulders and down her body, curling around her ankles. “Only I can protect you!” Lilith threw her head back and laughed as the snakes continued their ritual. “Purgatory is not for you!”

“What...?” Chris tried to stand, except Lilith’s power kept her in place.

“You’re weak. There’s no way you can kill Lucifer,” Lilith hissed. “You almost lost a fight against a lower, snivelling angel. I need you to be strong! So, I will send you to The Forever.”

Clouds darkened overhead; smoke from the volcano swirled around Chris as the snakes slithered from Lilith’s ankles onto the ground and knocked over the pot with their leathery bodies, spilling her blood, turning the soaking earth pitch-black in its wake. Her blood ate the dirt, and it gave way to a massive hole, and the darkness of the abyss sucked a shouting Chris inside along with Lilith’s cold laughter.
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The Forever

CHRIS’S SCREAMS FILLED the darkness as she plummeted, wind whipping her hair and stinging her eyes. Her stomach churned, and she gagged, wanting to throw up, yet nothing spewed from her lips. Chris’s throat hurt from the screaming that kept going until the icy wind stole her breath, leaving her mute. It ripped the dress from her body and sent her shoes flying off her feet. The stabbing currents pinched her exposed skin until small patches of frost appeared on her arms and across her stomach, and her limbs continued to flail to no avail. 

Her mind was numb as she continued to fall for what felt like hours. Over time, her heartbeat slowed down to normal, and fear had given way to simple exhaustion.

“Is this what The Forever is?” Chris spoke hoarsely into the darkness, but she got no answer. “Endless falling?”

The wind had settled, allowing her to turn onto her back and pillow her arms behind her head, bored. 

The wind had lightened its ferocity and cradled her softly like a mother with a newborn babe. She imagined herself to be a feather, slowly fluttering in the sky but never landing.

“When will it end?” she groaned. “How will this make me stronger?”  

Time passed. It felt like it could have been days, weeks, or months later. Who knew? On more than one occasion, her stomach protested its emptiness, and she had no way to sate it. She picked up a habit of biting her nails to give her a sense of chewing, hoping it would ease the pain. It didn’t. 

The only companion Chris had on her never-ending fall was herself, and talking to herself was her only comfort. Sometimes, she would make up silly voices and make them talk to each other using her hands like puppets.

“I’m Lilith, and I hate everything! Obey me!” Chris tried to imitate Lilith’s sneery voice.

“No, I will never obey you, you hag!” Chris’s other hand shouted. The two hands were fighting and interlacing with her shrieking during the wrestling. 

“You’re dead!” Chris’s left hand screamed triumphantly and punched the other palm until pain shot up her arm and shoulder. It told her she was still alive. 

Sadly, that, too, became boring, and there was a time she thought she would go crazy with the endless falling, but it wasn’t like she could stop it. Or do anything, in fact. 

At other times, she would stretch out her arms and flip, then arch backwards in a backflip. She would sway from the side and twist her body in a half-flip, then quickly twist around and do a double backflip. She called this new move the whoopee-doo-twister.

Chris touched her hair and snorted, it now fell to her shoulders. She examined the rest of her body. Her nails grew rapidly, even though she bit them whenever hunger gnawed her gut. Her skin had tightened on both hands. She didn’t know how long she had been falling and was too tired to guess.

After what felt like...well, forever, she was taken by surprise when the ground rushed up to catch her. Her bones jolted as she landed on her backside in a well-lit room. Before her eyes sat a desk with a tall ant-like creature behind it, filing its nails. The being had antennae on its head, and its black, beady eyes stared at her unnervingly, its mouth looking more like pincers than lips—the tips of which were rouged with lipstick. It wore a tight-fitting blue dress on a surprisingly human shaped body with a high neckline. It snapped its pincers in annoyance as if Chris’s presence was unwanted. 

It finally put the nail filer down on the desk to address Chris.

“Come here, child.” 

Chris rose slowly and painfully from her spot, licking her cracked lips. A wave of dizziness hit her, and she paused before continuing. Her left arm subconsciously went to her breasts while her other hand covered her crotch as she tiptoed over to the ant...woman? Whatever it was behind the desk. A blush reddened her cheeks as Chris felt the eyes of the ant-thing judging her naked, now-bony body.

“Have you signed the paperwork yet, dear?” 

Chris stopped near the desk. “Paperwork?”

The ant-thing’s pincers clicked. It handed over a stack of papers at least a hundred pages thick. “Sign these and come back to me.” 

Next, she pulled out black clothes and slid them across the desk. Chris wanted to shout at the lady – or was it an ant? 

Mind hazy, and tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. She snatched the papers out of the ant-thing’s hands with a scrunched nose.

With the new clothes clutched against her naked body, she padded over to the chairs into what looked like a waiting room. The ant-thing shook its head at the teen. Chris wiggled into the black jeans that hung loose on her malnourished body and a long-sleeved shirt before taking a seat. She realized she could see the veins along her skin, it left a chill along her arms. She shook her head and noticed her scraggly feet.

“How about some shoes?” Chris hollered to the creature.

“You don’t need shoes where you’re going,” it spat back.

Damn. Well, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed today. 

There were four empty chairs next to Chris and strange paintings on the wall to the right. The creature behind the desk went on to apply make-up. Chris watched with a sick fascination as it applied lipstick to its pincers, the red coat looking somewhat grisly. 

The teen tore her eyes away from the sight and looked down at the forms in her hands.

“Hey, um...Ant-lady. I can’t read this. It’s not in English.”

“Call me Miss Anita, not ‘Ant-lady.’ And if you can’t read Latin, that’s your own fault. Now sign them before I get hungry and eat you,” Anita snipped at Chris.

Chris swallowed hard as she signed her street name and omitted the last name at the bottom of every page, then reluctantly got close enough to hand the papers back.

“Thank you. You may go through those doors now.” Anita pointed a long sharp nail to the left, and a door appeared as if on command.
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GAIA’S HEART SANK IN her chest as she felt Lilith’s wicked powers seeping into the earth. Tears slid down her sandy face while her dreams showed Chris being sucked into the pit of The Forever.

“No! No!” Gaia wept. “She can’t go there. The Forever will destroy her!” 

Several volcanoes erupted, coloring the air black with smoke and ash as the world fell into calamity. The seas boiled, killing hundreds of thousands of creatures that lived in them. Birds dropped from the skies, and their bodies rained down on the cities. No one noticed or cared because the humans were possessed by those wretched immortals. 

I should have destroyed Lilith after she gave birth! 

She knew, deep in her heart, that she was lying to herself. Despite Lilith’s faults, Gaia had a special place in her heart reserved for her. Only now, Lilith had gone too far; the succubus was ruining everything Gaia had worked for. 

Now, I need a backup plan.

After nodding to herself and hoping her heartache away, Gaia transformed into a dolphin and swam by the island where Ted and Linda slept. 

Ideas faded in and out of Gaia’s mind. The earth was in turmoil, and her children would die if she didn’t do something fast. She loved her children and needed an alternative plan to save them. She knew The Forever changed a soul, turning it evil, thanks to Blue-Ivy. But she was unsure of how it would taint someone without a soul. She needed someone to go in there and get Chris out.

But who?

No solutions came to mind. She had to put it on the back-burner as cries reached her ears from the world. She sank into her dreams and used the wind to see what was happening on top of her. Thousands of possessed angels and demons fought amongst themselves. Houses burned, and fires blazed across the cities of the world. Children were going hungry as their possessed parents neglected and abandoned them.

“No, I will not let this happen. Not to the children!” Gaia screamed.

Gaia weaved a song and sent it out to every child and babe, filling their ears with her soft voice. Her essence touched their hearts, blessing their safety. Her spell couldn’t encompass all the children of the world. Nevertheless, she would protect as many as possible. She told them to follow the beat of the calming lyrics. And among them was a child, a child of strength. Gaia closed her eyes and felt the child’s love and compassion for...Chris? 

Jezebel must have touched this child’s heart. 

It gave Gaia hope.

Maybe she is the key I am looking for. 

The image of a small redheaded girl sucking her thumb took over Gaia’s thoughts, and she knew that child might be the answer she was looking for and could save Jezebel from The Forever.

“Sometimes, we need a child to save a life,” Gaia relented sorrowfully.

Jezebel might lose her life in The Forever, and everything Gaia had worked for all these aeons would be for nothing. She would no longer have the power to fight the immortals. Strife would break free. She would die, and so would her children. She shook her head; she must stay positive for herself, Jezebel, and the whole human race. More ideas fluttered within her mind until she finally settled on one that might work. All she had to do now was wait for the child to come to her.
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CHRIS WAS SICK AND tired of magical doors appearing and disappearing at will. She rolled her eyes, scratching her head as she walked on. Though she knew it was a mistake to walk through the door, there was no turning back. She didn’t plan on staying with Anita forever.

Why does an ugly thing like that even want to wear make-up?

The thought made Chris miss a step and trip, landing butt first onto a chair. Chris wanted to get up, except something had glued her rear to the metal. The chair took off before she could scream and glided down the long corridor, stretching for miles until it stopped in front of a massive table. Chris blinked the spots away, her eyes adjusting to the eerie yellow light. She found she wasn’t alone at the table—there were hundreds of people—men, women, and children on either side of her, stuffing their faces with...supper?

“Um...what’s going on here?” 

Chris watched everyone, young and old alike, gorge on the feast before them as if they would never see food again. No one looked up from their plate; not even a grunt of acknowledgement escaped their mouths. It was as if they never heard her speak.

But truly, what a feast it was. The smell of cooked potatoes, steak, and chocolate wafted up Chris’s nose, and her mouth instantly began to water. As if on cue, a plate and cutlery appeared in front of her. She picked up the fork, ready to dig into the food. 

Then, she spotted something out of the corner of her eye. The sight made her still, the utensils clutched in her hands tightly, her knuckles whitening. 

The creature was green, and it moved fast in the darkness, flitting in and out of the shadows. It darted around the table, and what had looked like a small creature at first had grown in size as it approached her. The green thing stood twelve-feet-tall and was kneeling to meet Chris’s eyes. Blazing red orbs gleamed at her as if he undressed her down to the bone. It sent a shiver down her spine.

Giants aren’t real, are they? 

She had only read about them in fairytales when she was little. And usually, giants were always male. He was no exception. He had a mop of black hair and skin the color of lush-green grass. Muscles rippled down his arms and across his bare chest with an enormous belly flopping over his black pants. 

“Who are you?” Chris choked out. Fear clenched her gut, and tell-tale goosebumps had spiked down her arms. 

“I’m Gluten te Glutton,” his voice boomed around her as he beat his chest. “Welcome to Te Forever.” 

She stared at him and then swallowed. “What is The Forever?”

Despite her fear of the looming hulk-like being before her, she couldn’t help but sneak a glance back at the food every now and then. Oh, how badly she wanted a taste of that greasy cheeseburger. 

“Didn’t ya read te contract, love?” the giant inquired, confusion crossing his brutish features.

Chris cocked her head to the side and gawked for another solid minute before realizing he wasn’t pronouncing the ‘h’ in his words.

“I can’t read Latin,” she confessed.

The giant chuckled, making his stomach wobble like jelly. He slapped the back of his meaty right hand across his forehead. “Sign notin’ tat ya can’t read, love. Alrigt, I’ll be nice tis once. Ya in Te Forever. Tis is te place where demons are born.”

“But I don’t want to become a demon!” Chris interjected.

“Ten eat, and ya will not become a demon. Instead, ya will become my supper.” Gluten’s boisterous laugh scared Chris. “Ya see, to get out of Te Forever, you must pass te tests. If ya can witstand te seven deadly sins, ya turn into a demon, if not, ya become food for us.”

“...There are seven of you?” 

“Yes. Eat and die or witstand te test, love.” Gluten licked his chops. “Few people pass my test.”

“All I have to do is not eat?” Chris asked. “For how long?”

“A ‘undred years.”

What?

Chris couldn’t stay here for a hundred years; who knew what was happening back on earth? Where were the immortals? Weren’t they searching for her?

“Don’t worry your ‘ead, love. You will never pass my test,” Gluten assured her, straightening up to leave. “I make te best food.”

Chris watched her neighbours across from her eat their fill, going back for seconds, thirds, fourths, eighths – stuffing their mouths and swallowing without chewing. She looked at the man who sat to her right. He was a sight to see with corn growing out of his ears. Most of his brown hair had turned green, and when Chris reached out her hand to touch it, she gasped. It didn’t feel like hair, more like leaves. His belly grew three times its size; his eyes bulged out of their sockets and rolled down his shirt. It didn’t stop him from eating. Blindly, his hands searched for more food. He grabbed a plate full of strawberries and brought them to his gaping mouth, and allowed the fruits to slide down his throat, stems and all. His fingers looked like sausages, fat and sweaty. Chris soon realized the man next to her was turning into the same food he was eating. 

Bile rose in her throat as the aroma of food tantalized her, but she didn’t want to turn into a salad, or worse, a hamburger. 

“Oh my God,” Chris breathed out, wanting to move away, except her chair wouldn’t budge. She watched on in morbid fascination.

Soon there was not a human there, but a stack of vegetables and meat. 

You are what you eat, huh?...

Gluten soon returned to the table, rubbing his hands together. A hungry smile settled on his lips. “My food is ready.” 

Gluten poked the man’s belly, and it popped, spilling beans and steak everywhere. The man was now dead. 

Vomit choked the scream in her voice box as Gluten tore the corn out of the man’s ear and chowed down on it. He then snapped the man’s sausage fingers off his hands and stuffed them into his disgusting mouth.

“Fres’,” the giant announced, pleased as chewed food shot out of his mouth. Chris could see bits of the man’s fingers between the giant’s yellow teeth. He then picked up the rest of his meal, whatever was left of the man’s body, and disappeared. Chris closed her eyes and heaved in the empty space next to her, finally throwing up what little substance she had in her stomach. 

As time passed, Chris’s hair grew even longer; she could feel it tickling the middle of her back, and she had to keep swiping at her tangled and dirty mop to get it out of her face. The distraction was a blip in Chris’s mind as her brain continued to direct her to the food on the table. Her now beyond-starved stomach was yowling for food, and hunger pangs were almost unbearable, and the overpowering aromas of meat and veggies, fresh fruit and chocolate weren’t helping at all. Sweat poured down her forehead and into her eyes.

I won’t become Gluten’s next meal. 

If this was the first trial of seven, Chris had a sinking feeling she wasn’t going to survive.
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SLEEP ELUDED CHRIS as the constant chomping and slurping assaulted her ears. Her eyes refused to remain closed any longer, so she opened them and watched everyone around with a mixture of awe and horror, her head still resting on the table as her companions turned into carrots, steak, bacon, and more. It was as if they did not feel their own transformation or they didn’t care, for they continued to gorge. One by one, her companions died off, leaving the table in Gluten’s loving arms, never to be seen again. Meanwhile, someone else would take up the place the previous victims left vacant. 

They, too, ate.

Chris didn’t know how much more she could take. The tantalizing smell alone was driving her nuts. 

One bite won’t hurt, and then we will stop. Gluten will never know.

Thoughts of taking that bite plagued her mind every minute. Chris’s fingers itched to grab, and her tongue wandered in her mouth, dying for a taste. 

No! I won’t become food. 

Her stubbornness kept her from eating. Her mind and gut continued to play devil’s advocate with her strength, chipping away at it until she gave in.

I need to get out of here. 

Chris chewed her lower lip raw as she observed Gluten licking the cheek of a human salad bar. He then hoisted the woman into his embrace and marched into the black.  

Chris stared after him, her eyes squinting, trying to penetrate the blackness. Blue light banished the dark as a door opened, coloring Gluten just before he strutted through with his prize, vanishing inside. The door closed behind him, and the shadows returned, yet she could still see the glow around the cracks — it mesmerized her, calling to her. The food from the table lost its appeal as the light corrupted her mind.

How had I not noticed that door before? I must get to it.

Escape plans fluttered through her brain, and thoughts of using her powers to free herself sounded like a good idea, but she was afraid it would attract Gluten’s unwanted attention. 

“I see ya not eatin’ a ting, love,” Gluten suddenly spoke from beside her, pouting.

Chris clamped her hand over her mouth to stop herself from screaming.

“My cookin’ ain’t good enoug for ya?”  

“I...I just don’t want to become food!” She spoke her fear between her fingers.

“Ya know, gettin’ eatin’ by me ain’t so bad. Soul food is the best kind of food, if ya ask me.” He shoved a plate piled high with chocolate-coated strawberries in front of Chris. “I know tese are your favourites. Come on, just one bite.”

“No.”

“‘ell, can’t kill me for trying,” Gluten chuckled before taking off down the table to check on the others.

Soul food? 

Chris didn’t understand his words; then realization dawned on her. Chris possessed no soul—only flesh and bone. The people at the table were not flesh, but the souls of the deceased. It brought a small smile to her face. 

As soon as the thought entered her mind, things changed. Chris gagged, choking as the illusion broke its hold on her. 

The smells had turned from mouth watering aromas to sour stenches within seconds. Food no longer covered the table – instead, there were crawling bugs, worms, and rats. Maggot burgers stuffed into faces as the creepy crawlers wiggled out of the sides of hungry mouths. Rotting flesh mounted on the plates to be consumed by the souls of the dead. 

Cockroaches crawled up her arms, and she flicked them off in disgust, her body trembling. Rats scampered back and forth across the table, chewing fingers and chasing after worms. 

Her intestines clenched, stomach rolling with nausea. Ravenous hunger no longer stabbed at her gut.

I can’t believe I thought about putting that in my mouth!  

Chris desperately rocked back and forth in her seat, trying to escape the table's horrendous display. She gasped when the chair leg moved an inch. Hope seeped into her pores, and she jolted until it moved again. And tilted to the front, the opposite back leg lifted. 

Jaw set in determination, Chris bounced around in her chair until all four legs moved, but with the legs no longer stuck to the ground, imbalance made her and the chair fall sideways, crashing into a woman eating the flesh of another human’s leg. They both hit the floor with food, bugs, and rats flying everywhere. Chris landed on her side with a grunt and the chair broke into pieces, freeing her butt. Her sight fell on the pieces.

White?

Chris looked closer at the broken chair and paled. It was constructed from human bones. The woman she knocked over didn’t cry out; she just continued to eat, grabbing a rat and sucking on its head like a lollipop while it emitted keening squeals that suddenly stopped. 

Chris shuddered, averting her gaze. She didn’t have anything left in her body, or she was sure she would have heaved yet again. Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself up, ignoring the pins and needles stabbing her legs. Chris limped towards the door with light shining through the crevices, glad that the commotion hadn’t alerted Gluten. Now, she could follow her impulses. 

She opened the door to peek inside. The room was a kitchen, an off-grey color rather than blue, yet there was a spray of azure dancing across the walls. Chris’s eyes followed it and noticed it was coming from the back wall, but giant-sized pots and pans in the kitchen blocked her view.

She snuck in, inching towards the glow, mesmerized until a rustling sound from within the kitchen caught her attention. Chris quickly shook herself out of her daze and darted behind a large freezer. Peeking out the side proved to be a mistake. The “kitchen” looked more like a slaughterhouse. Small bits of flesh dripped off unwashed pots stuffed in an industrial-sized sink. There were giant machines with sharp blades meant for cutting bone. 

Fear, an icy blade, sliced up Chris’s spine as she watched Gluten hover over what looked like a wooden stove. He was singing off-tune as he dropped a severed human head into an enormous pot.

Chris had to remind herself not to trust her eyes. It’s not real. They’re souls, not actual flesh...

Without taking her eyes off the giant, she lowered herself to her hands and knees and crawled over to an enormous meat grinder to hide behind it. A rat scurried across her toes and out into view, rattling a nearby pot on its way. Gluten turned at the sound, his gleaming, red eyes searching the room. 

Chris held her breath, hoping Gluten wouldn’t notice her presence as she popped her head back behind the machine. She took deep breaths and peeked out again to see Gluten’s back turned to her, his right hand now wearing a blue glove. It looked like a hospital glove as if he were about to operate, but the material didn’t look like latex – it was fleshier. He sliced the human’s soul with ease using the glove, hacking and cutting through the body into bite-sized pieces with swift movements. He plopped the meaty essence into the pot. 

It stunned Chris that it could cut better than a knife. The glove was both frightening and impressive, yet her mind was distracted again by the glow and its call. An overwhelming need to get to it took over every conscious thought in Chris’s brain. She simply HAD to. 

Unable to resist, she ran full kilter towards the vortex, but the floor was slippery with a green mucus-like substance. Chris lost her footing and fell onto her backside, and then her eyes locked with Gluten’s.

“Well, look wo’s coming for dinner,” Gluten’s voice boomed across to her, smug. “I don’t know ‘ow you escaped from the cair. Ya time’s not up, but I’m peckis...”

“I’m not...your dinner,” Chris choked out. She saw hunger within the giant’s eyes as he licked his lips. He was worse than those souls at the table as if the souls never satisfied his appetite. A shiver ran up her spine, fear immobilizing her for a moment. Chris shoved herself off the ground, her legs wobbly. 

I will NOT be this monster’s next meal. 

Behind Gluten, the light beckoned to her yet again, reassuring her it was the way out. 

Gluten raised his glove hand like an axe and charged at her. On pure instinct, Chris ran and ducked under a nearby machine, crawling out of his reach as far back as possible.

“Come ’ere, kitty. I won’t ‘urt ya,'' Gluten purred, a huge grin splitting his face. 

Is he toying with me?

She scuttled over to the next device, seeing the vortex a mere two feet away. She took off towards it with a smirk, but she was yanked back as Gluten grabbed a fistful of her hair, lifting her until her hair couldn’t take the strain as it ripped out of her scalp. Her scream was silenced when she hit the floor with a sickening crunch. 

Gluten’s giant boot kicked her immobile body, sending her sliding across the floor. A stray knife embedded itself into her scalp. Blood pooled into her eyes, blinding her. She could no longer focus, and a stabbing sensation in her brain was disorienting her. Chris reached up and slid her fingers across her head until she felt the knife. Her fingers crawled up the blade, reaching for the handle, then she freed it from her head. Blood flowed freely now, her body convulsing for a second until the tingling started, and she knew the wound was healing. 

He froze, head tilted to the side, eyebrows slowly scrunching. 

“Wat are ya? Ow is your leg ealing so fast?” Gluten asked, his words laced with...fear?

Confusion hazed her already muddy brain; she didn’t even know her leg was broken until her ankle turned on its own. She cried out as the bone snapped itself back into place. Gluten backed away from her, his flaring red eyes narrowed.

“No soul can ‘eal itself once it’s broken. WAT ARE YA?” 

“I have no soul,” Chris replied darkly, hoping to instil more fear in Gluten. It was her only chance of escaping uneaten.

But he just threw his head back and let out a roar of laughter. “All umans ave souls.”

“Not me.” His laughter was cut short.

Gluten took a long look at her before he said, “Angels and demons can’t enter Te Forever.”

Chris stumbled to her feet and wiped her bloody hands on her pants. With her mind racing, she decided the truth was her only way out of this.

“My mother is Lilith, and my father is an angel from Heaven.”

“So, ya te beast.” Awe lit up Gluten’s face. “A ‘ybrid immortal wit no soul. I see your ‘umanity is still intact, for now. I’m surprised your emotions aren’t getting the better of ya.”

Chris wasn’t sure of what Gluten meant by that. That damned light was pulsing, distracting her again. 

“Is it true tat only an immortal can kill ya?” Gluten wondered, his eyes alight with hunger once again.

“That’s what they tell me,” Chris huffed out, annoyed that he wasn’t letting her reach her destination.

“I could feast off ya skin over and over again and with ya skill to regenerate,” Gluten grinned, “I wouldn’t ‘ave to wait for tose souls to fatten up before I eat tem. I could grind my teet’ on your bones forever.”

Chris swallowed hard. Suddenly, things looked worse than they were before. She didn’t like the look in his eyes as he stalked toward her.

“Ya no matc’ for me, love.” Gluten swung his gloved hand towards her head.

Chris ducked underneath him and grabbed his right leg, embedding his flesh with shards. Gluten crashed to the ground, howling as she climbed on his back, embedding the small of his back with more fragments. Gluten let out more wails and deafening screeches as he clawed at Chris and the floor. Black blood leaked from his wounds, and Chris gagged. It smelled worse than a garbage dump. 

Gluten convulsed on the ground, upending Chris onto the floor. She hurriedly scrambled over to his head and implanted more shards into his cheek and neck. He screamed louder than ever; she could almost feel her ears pop. He swiped at her blindly and failed. His right eye filled with purple shards glistening in black blood, while his other eye had dulled to a light red. 

Soon enough, he lay limp. Chris kicked the giant’s nose. Her big toe broke on impact, but she barely noticed even as it healed itself. She had to make sure he was dead.

Finally!

She surveyed his body one last time and spied Gluten’s glove. Her thieving ways were not behind her yet. 

Chris strolled over to his hand and swiped his glove as a souvenir, slipping her right arm into it. It was too big for her, and it swallowed her arm. Her newly won glove pulsed and glowed a bright green and shrank to fit her hand. Chris’s eyes widened in panic, and she yanked on it, but it wouldn’t budge. The material had stretched over her hand and molded like a second skin. Chris had been right; it felt like leather. Stitches crossed over the knuckles and along the palm as if the glove had been pieced together one cloth at a time. 

Deciding to figure it out later, she faced the light once more and succumbed to it, feeling its power pulse through her and fill her with yearning. Still unable to understand why it was consuming her mind, her legs moved towards it. 

A sudden chill crawled up her back. She looked over Gluten’s dead body to see black dripping down the walls. It reminded her of her dream, and fear swelled in her belly as the darkness drank up the light. It ate everything in the room, slowly tracking its way over to her. Chris backed up four steps; her body shuddered, knowing the ink would scorch her skin if it touched her. 

“I guess it’s time to leave,” she whispered to the room just as the darkness touched the tips of her toes. 

Chris screamed and jumped back. A wind picked her up and hauled her into the portal as the darkness finished its meal. The portal closed, stopping the ink from following. 

Chris rubbed her shoulders, thinking of how the ink made her feel when it nipped at her toes. It felt like emptiness.
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“WHERE IS THE BEAST?” Lucifer growled.

The whip licked Lilith’s back again. Black blood spurted across her back.

Lilith sucked in her scream and instead let out a laugh to taunt him. She forced her skin to mend back together, but the burning sensation remained, tingling across her back. It would last for thousands of years, but she didn’t care. Soon, her daughter would kill Lucifer and make her the Queen of Hell. The bindings cut into her wrists, torso, and thighs while the tips of her toes scraped against the floor, her naked body hanging from the ceiling of Lucifer’s throne room.

Grotesque paintings lined the walls, displaying all of Lucifer’s conquests. Statues of breathtaking men and women graced the four corners of the room, and the floor was a polished green stone of Malachite. Her black blood stained the polished stone, and it was the most beautiful sight to see. Lilith still didn’t know why Lucifer had a taste for such vulgar human nonsense, but then again, he loved everything human – except for humans themselves. 

“You can tease me all you want, but I will never tell you where my daughter is.” 

“How would you like it if I skin you slowly with a dull knife?” Lucifer snarled, rounding in front of her and flicking his wrist. The whip snapped before him again, hitting Lilith’s stomach.

“Yes, please,” Lilith purred. “Turning me on won’t get you anywhere.”

Lilith knew turning her lust filled eyes on him would infuriate him. She reveled in the feeling of holding power over him and had toyed with him as he had tortured her for months – and yet, she had not disclosed Jezebel’s location. Her smug grin widened, and her tongue darted out to lick the blood dripping down the side of her mouth.

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

SNEERING AT HER BLOOD stained body, Lucifer decided he had had enough of her for today. He threw the whip onto the stone floor and walked up to Lilith, grabbing her face. His dark, abyss-like eyes drank in the firelight, absorbing everything around him.

“You will tell me eventually, succubus!” he hissed, spitting in Lilith’s face before leaving the room.

His bare chest glistened with black blood, and even though he enjoyed torturing Lilith, it wasn’t bringing him any closer to his goal. He needed to find the beast and destroy it, wherever the thing was hiding. He strode down the long hallway, torches silhouetting his movements. The igneous rock walls glowed as hellfire’s light rushed in through the many windows.

Lucifer’s mind went back to the day he captured Lilith.

His small army waited outside the Mother’s cave when he smelled Lilith’s power and knew he was too late. He cursed and followed the smell to a volcano where her power pulsed through the earth. His feet stuck to the ground as he watched the sky blacken. By the time he won against her strength, she had already opened a portal that had sucked everything within a ten-mile radius into it.

The earth, scorched with magic, now lay barren and dead. Lilith sank to her knees with a smile on her face. It was a smile that told Lucifer her plan had succeeded. She was weak when he viciously pounced on her, dragged her back to Hell, and strung her up in his throne room like a prized animal after a hunt.

Since then, he had tortured her with his whip and burned her skin with hellfire, but nothing worked. His patience was now running thin.

“Has she talked yet?”  

He looked up to find Ami standing near a window as the light glowed upon her skin. Ami was his trusted advisor even when things went awry.

“No. The bitch thinks this is a game.” He ran his hand down his arm and chest, enjoying the feeling of the skin he had formed even though his anger ran rampant. A sinister grin adorned Lucifer’s face. “This is the reason I turned Lilith first. She always had a fire in her soul.”

“Lilith’s powers opened a portal for the beast. We just have to know where she sent it,” Ami said.

Lucifer stepped towards the window and looked upon Hell, watching the souls being tortured for all eternity, musing aloud, “She could have sent the beast anywhere. Purgatory, or to Hell, or to—” He stopped mid-sentence. His coal colored eyes sparkled in the fire of the torches flaring on the walls. 

“Or?” Ami prompted.

“The Forever.”

Ami gasped. “But only humans can enter The Forever.”

“Only souls can go to The Forever,” Lucifer corrected.

“The beast can’t enter, Sir. It’s impossible.”

“Maybe. Humans are so vain they keep their body’s illusion, even after death. And with each soul comes raw emotions. The Forever heightens those emotions, turning souls into demons...” His eyes gleamed in understanding. Lilith was more intelligent than she looked. “The beast isn’t human. I wonder what’s going to happen to her in The Forever.”

“I’m still not sure she is in The Forever,” Ami squeaked apprehensively, then closed her eyes and stood still waiting for her punishment. She sighed slowly when it didn’t come, placing her hand on her chest.

“Impossibilities are becoming possible quicker than you realize. Immortals never knew fear until the beast was born. Now, more than ever, we’re forced to face it. I can sense it welling up in my body too. The angels deny they have fear, but it’s there.” Lucifer’s voice was dangerously soft. “Their eyes are too blind to their follies, but not me. I knew from the beginning. I was the first to experience fear when God tossed me from Heaven. I tried to rid myself of it and bury it deep inside me...but now, our fear mocks us.” 

He pivoted and stormed back into his throne room, stopping an inch away from Lilith’s pale face. He tipped her chin up, making her dark eyes open. 

“I know where the beast is,” Lucifer smirked. 

He squished her body against his and raked his sharp nails across her throat, hot, black blood dripping onto his bare chest and down his leg. His member twitched with excitement. “And you thought you were so clever.”

Lilith choked, her blood spurting out. For a moment, panic flashed in her eyes. “You’ll never find her.”

“You sent her into The Forever, didn’t you?” It wasn’t a question – it was an accusation.

Lilith’s eyes closed. Her body sagged, giving Lucifer the answer he needed.

“Ami!” 

In an instant, she was by his side, bowing before him for orders. “Take this trash out of my sight and put her on The Wall for a thousand years. And find out if the beast is truly in The Forever.”

He stepped back slowly as relief flowed through him. He had won. 

And soon, he would revel in the satisfaction of slicing every inch of Lilith’s skin with his demon blade, but for now, he had a beast to kill. Ami cut the binds that held Lilith, who crumbled to the ground with a quiet moan. She was grabbed by the hair and dragged away unceremoniously to the ninth circle of Hell.

Lucifer snapped his fingers, and his throne appeared, encrusted with all the earth's gems. He sat regally, crossing his legs, fist under his chin with a Cheshire cat smile curling his lips. 

He would wait to see if the beast could survive The Forever. If she did, she could be his perfect weapon.

Maybe she can kill God for me. Or I could just kill her. So many choices...

He chuckled darkly, caressing the golden armrests on the chair. Now, all he had to do was wait since the last stop in The Forever was his throne room. 

“This will be so much fun.”
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SURROUNDED BY ENDLESS blue, Chris felt like she was swimming rather than falling. She fought to keep small black spots from hitting her, but they continued to sail through her stomach and chest. They ate something inside of her as they passed through, and it terrified her not knowing what that something was. 

Her eyes finally made out a white light at the end of all the blue, and she crashed through it the next second. The wind took hold of her body and drummed her hard onto the ground. 

Numbly, Chris stared up at the blackness that blanketed the sky – if she could even call it that. There was no moon, no stars – only never ending pitch black. She stumbled onto her feet, and a crunch made its way to her ears from underfoot. Chris slowly looked down, and her hand went to her mouth.

Bones.

There were bones of a blue hue everywhere beneath her feet. They shared the same color as the portal. 

Chris looked around and noticed she was alone in the desert of bones. 

Chris inhaled sharply and stepped forward; another bone cracked under her foot. She was afraid of what creature she would stumble upon and could only hope it wasn’t another starving giant like Gluten. 

“Maybe this sin is worse than Gluten’s,” Chris muttered to herself as she continued to walk, fear glistening against her skin.

In the distance, she spied more cobalt bones piled high in the shape of a pyramid. The closer she got, the more obvious the shape, and hundreds of similar monuments dotted her surroundings. She tried to turn around and run away from the bone pyramids, except her feet kept walking towards them as if they had a mind of their own.

Moaning drifted towards her on the wind, making goosebumps crawl up her arms, and a heaviness settled deep in her stomach. Chris licked her chapped lips and stumbled towards the sound, and with every step, her mind screamed at her to turn back, but she continued to plough on. 

The moaning grew louder and louder, its high pitch now sounding like a woman screaming in pain. Or was it pleasure? 

Chris froze in front of an enormous pyramid that blocked her view of everything else. She knew whoever it was was on the other side.  

She stepped forward and peeked around the pyramid, and held her breath. She wanted to shut her eyes in shame from the scene, yet heat drummed her body, compelling her to watch. 

A large, king-sized bed of bones lay before her eyes, but it wasn’t the skeleton bed that froze her to the spot. No, it was the occupants on the mattress that drew her attention. A woman on her back, golden hair fanned across a white pillow, her cheeks red and her mouth shaped like an O as she let out moans filled with desire. On top of her was a skinny man with fire-red hair and a babyface, donning a silver trench coat that hid the lower parts of their bodies from Chris’s view. The woman’s legs kicked up at the inky sky as the man thrust hard and fast into her, making her breasts bounce wildly. 

A gasp was stuck in Chris’s throat as she covered her mouth with her hand. The heat within her rumbled into flames as if given kindle to scorch her organs, making her bite down hard on her lower lip.

The man’s moans mingled with the blonde’s, and together, they increased their speed. Her hands shot out and grabbed his collar roughly.

“I can’t take it anymore!” She cried out.

“Yes, you can.” He captured her lips and fought with her struggling hands, forcing them to the sides of her head.

Chris couldn’t help but pant along with them. She was about to get a better view by moving closer, only to halt her steps as the woman on the bed began to glow red. Her lovely blonde locks caught on fire and burned down to her scalp. She painfully howled in the man’s mouth as the fire continued to char her skin.

“Stop, I’m burning!” she cried when their lips finally parted.

He ignored her cries, increasing his speed as skin cooked and flaked off her body. He laughed at her as his mouth gaped open, and suddenly it opened so wide, that it cut off half his head, revealing rows of thousands of sharp teeth. A guttural roar escaped his throat before he tore into the woman’s breasts. Her blood curdling shrieks rent the air before her eyes dulled, her body going limp. He continued to eat as green blood pooled from the gaping hole and haloed around them as he slowed his movements and rocked lazily back and forth.

Chris swallowed hard and closed her eyes against the gore. The heat within her died, and she had control over her legs. She hastily shuffled backwards behind the pyramid, slumping against it. A couple of bones fell from the top, and a skull rolled down until it hit the ground, breaking with a small crack. Chris sucked in a breath and held still, trying to sense movement, hoping the monster didn’t hear her. After a moment, relief allowed her breath to whoosh out, and she carefully stepped away and took off into a run, trying to distance herself as much as possible from that thing. 

A pointy bone jabbed into the heel of her left foot, and she fell with a cry, landing hard on her hands and knees. She could feel cuts stinging her palm and winced as she pushed herself upright. The bone promptly tore from her foot.

“Well, well. What do we have here?” 

A familiar laugh rang through the air, and Chris froze, not believing her ears. She turned towards the voice and saw Forcas standing behind her in Peter’s body. Chris got to her feet, eyeing the familiar silver trench coat she had last seen on the monster. It had to be another illusion because Peter was dead, and Forcas didn’t follow her into The Forever. 

“What are you?” She asked shakily.

“I see I can’t fool you.” Forcas’s body faded out, and in its place stood Linda, with her honey-colored hair and deep-set eyes. “Do you prefer this face better?”

Chris’s eyes bulged as she gaped, almost running into Linda’s arms before stopping herself. Chris knew better – Linda was with Gaia.

“Let me rephrase. What kind of sick monster are you?” Chris spat, more furious than afraid now.

“You’re not like the other souls I have encountered,” Linda’s voice echoed in Chris’s ears, making her shudder. “Many don’t keep memories of their old lives, only their desires.” 

“Stop wearing Linda’s face.” 

“Do you want to touch me, little one?” Linda’s voice was deep and haunting. “I am whatever you lust after.”

“I don’t lust after anything!” Chris lifted her chin in defiance. She had lived on the street for too many years to succumb to lust.

“All humans have lust. It might not be sex, but you crave for someone to touch you,” the monster, still wearing Linda’s face, taunted as the tails of its silver trench coat blew in the wind. “In your life, you tried to deny it. You kept people at a distance. But I know your desire.” 

“You’re wrong. I don’t need you or anyone,” Chris sneered. “I hate to be touched.”

“You think you can pass my test?” The creature made no move to step closer and introduced itself with a flourished bow. “My name is Lucous the Lust.”

Chris arched her brow at its behavior. “Yeah, I’ll pass on your Lust — no sex for you. I saw what you did to the last woman you slept with.” 

She shivered, trying to block out the gruesome memory.

“Not sex, only touch. The challenge for you is not to put your long slender fingers on my arm. Can you go a hundred years without the caress of someone you love?” Lucous asked. “If you grab me even once, you lose, and I get to eat your soul.”

Lucous turned and strutted away, leaving a bewildered Chris on her own. She stared after the creature.

Without a soul, would I be immune to its touch? 
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TIME WAS MEANINGLESS, and her inner heat returned with a vengeance. She rubbed the back of her neck as sweat slid down her body. Her skin tingled with wanting, and desire flooded her thoughts as her fingers itched to touch something alive.

Lucous did not revisit her as she stumbled aimlessly among the bones, trying in vain to quail the fire within. It spread from her stomach and into her veins, stinging her flesh. The only thing that took her mind off her turmoil was the music of the blue light as it called to her from afar. She followed it like a moth to a flame, meandering among the bones.

She knew this world was affecting her lust, heightening it until it overwhelmed her senses, like in Gluten’s world where hunger tried to take over her mind. 

But my hunger is gone. It was a weird realization, noticing that there was no gnawing in her gut. It was a fleeting thought as passion overrode Chris’s circuits, and she tried to shake it away, afraid she would succumb to her need and sink her fingers into Lucous’s arm.

Chris flexed her glove, and it distracted her. Let’s see what this can do? 

She took two bones, threw them up in the air, and snapped them in half. Chris knelt and picked up half of one bone and marveled at how smooth and even the cut was. Satisfied with her work, she chucked the bone over her shoulder and admired how the glove shrunk to fit snugly on her hand as if it belonged there. 

The music tugged at her again, and it shifted her focus. It was distant, just out of reach. Chris trudged on, hoping the portal would appear soon so she could escape this sin. A skull rolled off one of the pyramids and landed by Chris’s feet, leering at her. She kicked it away in disgust.

“I need to reach that stupid, idiotic blue light!” Chris yelled at the inky sky, her legs hurting from walking for countless hours. 

She could feel her blood boiling and shards poking out on her left hand. Chris paused and stared at her hands in shock. She willed the glass to poke out again, and only her left hand obeyed. Her gloved hand remained indifferent. Chris flexed her right hand, her fingers twiddling up at her. “So, it restricts my powers.” 

She knew the glove was magical but hadn’t realized how powerful it was. For a brief moment, it took away her need – it didn’t last long. The more she wandered the wasteland of bones, the more she craved someone’s...maybe Lucous’s touch. What infuriated her the most was how the monster never attempted to visit or taunt her, except she felt its eyes on her from afar; only its body remained out of sight.

She ached to feel something, and the bones weren’t doing the trick. No matter how many she caressed, it just left her empty inside.

The sound of waves crashing suddenly caught Chris off guard. She stumbled to a stop, her ears perking up, and she was afraid it was her imagination, but she could definitely hear water. Her curiosity got the best of her, and her feet ran towards the sound, a smile creeping onto her face when she saw blindingly beautiful cobalt water lying ahead of her. She didn’t stop running until she reached the water's edge and dipped her toe into the blue lake. It felt funny, more like loose jelly. The goo stuck to her bare toes. As she studied the cerulean hues, a thought struck her.

Could the light be under the water? 

Her peripheral vision caught something silver, and she stiffened. Afraid she was about to run into Lucous again and lose her resolve. 

Stop it. You have to face him at some point! She scolded herself 

As Chris turned, she did not see the handsome face of Lust, just his trench coat lying among the bones. 

Scanning her surroundings carefully still didn’t reveal the monster. Chris snuck over and snatched the trench coat, feeling the silk-like material between her fingers, and without another thought, she put it on. Like the glove, it shrunk until it fit snugly against her body. She spun a bit, playing with the coat and swishing its tails around, when she heard a splash coming from the water. Her eyes darted to the lake to meet the ugliest creature she had ever seen. 

The monster that emerged from the water was beyond human imagination, with tentacles protruding out of its head. Each tentacle had a huge red eye—and staring straight at her. Its mouth took up most of its face, large, sharp, white teeth gleaming in the blue light of the water. Green lines zigzagged over its blue skin while four bulging arms boasted brute strength, more muscles gleaming on its strong swimmer's legs. 

“Hey!” The monster gurgled, sounding like it had water in its lungs. “Give me back my jacket!”

Chris backed away from the shore. She couldn’t believe this was the same Lust monster that had enticed her. Now she didn’t want to go anywhere near the thing, let alone touch it.

“My oh my, you are sensational with it on,” Lucous purred, stepping closer to her. “But it’s an illusion.”

Chris stepped back tripping over bones and landing on her butt. Like a crab, she continued to scuttle backwards, away from it.

“You can’t touch me!” Chris shouted.

“No. No, you’re wrong. You are touching me. My skin makes up that coat. I do moult,” Lucous informed her before growling in glee. “I can also take control of your body with my spikes.”

Chris’s eyes fell on the pointy spikes that started on its palms and trekked up to its many arms and across its chest. She swallowed hard, afraid of the sharp needles as they pointed in her direction. 

“You will never put those filthy tentacles on me!” 

Lucous took another slow step towards her. 

“I just want what’s mine back. I’ll make you a deal – give me my coat, and I will allow you to travel through the portal to the next sin,” it said, pointing to the lake.

“The portal is under the water?” 

Lucous nodded, and Chris swore under her breath.

“At the bottom. The blueness will suck you into it.” 

Chris nibbled her inner cheek as she got to her feet but continued to back away with small steps. 

“No,” she said finally. “The coat is mine.” 

Wait, why did I say that?

“You bitch!” he howled. “Thief!”

Lucous spoke the truth, and Chris couldn’t deny it. She was a thief, and with a shrug, she sprinted away from the lake and veered towards the pyramids—the only place to hide in the bone desert. 

“You can’t elude me. This is my domain!” Lucous roared. Its inhuman voice vibrated through Chris’s body, jolting the air from her lungs. Another howl rattled her bones, and fear traveled up Chris’s spine as she heard its footfalls chasing after her.

She darted towards another pyramid and circled it, trying to spot and evade the monster, but it was quick. Its roar snuck up behind her, making Chris scream, and before the monster’s needle palms could reach her flesh, she took off again. 

When it came to fleeing, Chris was a pro. She had escaped many cops throughout the years, and if it weren’t for the ice, she would have gotten away from Ted. She rapidly circled the third pyramid and ran to another, ears keen to its quick, webbed feet smashing against the bones.

At least the thing is not quiet.

The lake called out to her again. This time, the lure was too strong. Chris circled the tenth pyramid and quickly spied Lucous only a couple of feet behind her before she sprinted for the water. Air rushed from her lungs, and her feet were in pain from the bones, except she refused to stop as adrenaline overtook her body. Chris reached the lake and jumped into the goo. The water at the border was deeper than she thought, and suddenly, Chris was immersed in it, choking on the goo and gasping for air. It filled her lungs as she struggled to surface. 

Another body joined her in the goo water, swimming like a shark on a hunt.  

The thing’s feet kicked with ease as its fingers fumbled with the edge of the trench coat. Chris kicked away, and she sank further into the goo than planned. Within seconds, Lucous was beside her and four hands clamped onto her arms and sides as needles pierced her skin, making her stiffen suddenly. Her body refused to obey her commands to move. All she could do was look around frantically. 

Lucous struggled to get one sleeve off when a current broke between them, and Chris slipped out of its grip. Something grabbed her body, encasing her like a cocoon, and she shot straight down, moving through the water like a bullet. The monster roared as it dove after her, its fingers an inch from grabbing the coat, but the blue light swallowed Chris with the treasured trench coat, leaving Lust to fume as the portal closed. 

The black dots were larger this time, and Chris had no way to defend herself against them as they bombarded her body. They ripped something from within her again, leaving her numb as the darkness took her.
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CHRIS’S THROAT HURT. She rolled onto her side and coughed up goo. It trailed down her chin as she struggled to open her eyes. Eventually, she gave up, and her body relaxed as she shifted onto her stomach. She curled her fingers into the soft sand beneath her and sighed, snuggling deeper into its warm embrace. Chris was on the way to dreamland when a shrill voice hissed into her ears.

“If you sleep, I will eat you, child.”

Chris’s head sprang up, and she gawked at her surroundings. Three suns were trekking across the sky and nothing but dunes for miles. No vegetation sprouted from the ground, and no animals scurried across the sand.

“Who’s there?” Chris croaked, her throat still sore from swallowing and coughing up too much goo.

Another hiss. “Down here.” 

Chris rubbed her head and sat up, dusting off the sand. Her eyes continued their search for the voice and narrowed when she spotted something moving in the sand. It was hard to identify by how it was perfectly camouflaged against the brown grain. 

Suddenly and without warning, the viper popped right up in front of her. Chris screamed and used her hands and feet to scuttle back as fear gripped her body. The snake stared unblinkingly at her. Its tongue slithered out, tasting the air, but Chris couldn’t be sure whether a snake had just talked to her or not.

“Ew, gross. Did you just talk to me?”

I killed a fucking giant. Why am I afraid of a snake?

The knot didn’t leave her stomach as Chris gawked at the animal. At least she had no reason to touch it – that was a bonus because there was no way in hell she was going to handle a goddamn snake.  

“I’m ancient, not gross. My name is Sidious the Sloth,” the snake introduced itself, its voice low and deep.

“Sloth? Like...the animal?” The name triggered something in Chris’s brain, and all she could think of was the cuddly animal that lived in the trees. “You don’t look like a sloth.”

“Not the animal. The sin. I am the master of laziness,” Sidious bit out and rolled its reptilian eyes. The snake finished digging itself out of the sand and slowly slithered by her foot and waited.

“So, are you going to kill me and eat me, too?” Chris asked, tired of fighting monsters.

“No.”

She tilted her head in puzzlement, wondering if the snake was lying to her. How was she going to fall under its spell of laziness? She yawned and rubbed her eyes, smiling as her body wavered. Sleep was calling to her.

“Like my namesake, I am too lazy to eat you. Besides, word has gotten around. Rumors spread faster than your portal hopping,” Sidious yawned.

“Rumors?” That woke a part of her brain up. She shook her head, trying to shake out the fog that clouded her mind and refused to let her think properly.

“The portal is a gateway between dimensions and is alive,” Sidious explained. “And she is not pleased with you.”

“She?” another yawn escaped Chris’s lips; she lay down and used her arms as pillows.

A short nap won’t hurt...

“Blue-Ivy is her name, and she has taken an interest in you. She watched you kill Gluten. Now she’s pissed,” Sidious laughed – if it could be called a laugh. It was more like a high-pitched hiss, followed by a snap as Sidious bit Chris’s arm before the teen could fall into a deep slumber. She shot straight up.

“I’m up. I’m up! You didn’t have to bite me!” Chris cried and rubbed her arm. And while her eyes remained open, her words began to slur. “Why is Blue-Ivy mad at me?”

“Because you killed and stole from her children,” Sidious explained and then slithered away, expecting Chris to follow.

She watched it go, and when Sidious was a good way away, it turned back and shook its head. Chris grumbled as she stumbled to her feet and trudged after the snake.

“So, you and the others are her children?” she asked.

Sidious nodded and slithered onwards. “A mother’s love can be dangerous.”

Chris didn’t want to follow the snake. She only wanted to lie down, yet she fought that urge and stumbled after it. Her mind registered everything it said and kept the conversation going.

“You stole Gluten’s glove and Lucous’s trench coat,” Sidious observed. “Those were gifts from Blue-Ivy. She doesn’t appreciate you taking them.”

“Lucous said its skin was the coat,” Chris defended.

“Mother likes to knit,” Sidious hissed. “She’s got to do something with his skin when he moults.”

“If I sees it, I takes it,” Chris slurred. She tried to shrug, but it took too much effort. “Still doesn’t explain why you aren’t attacking me.”

“Laziness. Plus, I don’t want to die,” Sloth confessed. Even its slither was slow and lazy.

“Oh, where are you taking me, by the way?” Chris yawned and stretched her arms over her head.

“How do you feel?” Sloth flicked out its tongue.

It was a weird question to ask. Chris didn’t know how to answer it and pulled every neuron in her brain to work it out. 

Tired? Sleepy? Snoozy? 

What other words could she describe how extremely fatigued she was? 

“Tired,” she mumbled while she dragged her feet. Sand wedged between her toes and under her toenails.

“Is that all?”

“I think so,” she sloshed out.

Chris noticed Sidious’s smile, its face twisted, mouth gaping, displaying two long slender fangs. A shiver ran up her spine.

God, I hate snakes.

They continued along the sand as the suns beat down on them, and red patches appeared on Chris’s skin.

“Can’t I rest for a minute?” she whined.

“Not if you want to get to Blue-Ivy. Then we will part ways,” Sidious explained. “I built this land for laziness. You are feeling its power. So, I wouldn’t stop if I were you.”

Chris nodded, her head jerking up and down like a bobblehead doll. 

“Be careful. I have many tricks that await you,” the snake chuckled.

Chris saw one of those tricks up ahead through the waves in the heat. Her feet took her off the snake's path, and she stumbled among the sand, her eyes roaming over... a couch? 

What’s a couch doing out in the desert?

She saw Linda on it with her feet tucked under her bottom as she shuffled closer. She lifted her head and smiled at Chris.

“Come join me!” Linda hollered, waving her hand in the air. “It’s movie night!”

Chris grinned. Her feet picked up their pace, jogging over to the couch. Linda’s blue eyes beamed at her, and Chris was about to sit when she heard a voice behind her.

“Do you really want to do that?” the snake called from its spot.

Chris turned towards Sidious and blinked; when she turned back to Linda, she had disappeared, taking the couch with her. All that remained were bones slowly being buried by the sand.

“What the hell? Where’s Linda?” Chris moaned and rubbed some grains out of her eyes. She hurried back to the snake and put her fists on her hips, stomping her foot by its tail.

“What the hell happened back there?” Chris demanded.

“It’s called a mirage. You almost fell for it,” Sidious laughed. “Now, keep up.”

Off it went, with Chris following doggedly behind the serpent once again. She kept her eyes focused straight ahead, refusing to fall for it again as more mirages popped up on the right and left. Only she couldn’t help but glimpse them out of the corner of her eye. Auntie was knitting a sweater and called out to Chris to sit with her and hold the yarn. Chris shook her head defiantly and the mirage went away. Another illusion of Forcas lying in bed wavered to the left of her. He patted the space next to him, and his voice invaded her ears.

“We can sleep all day.”

The mirages kept tempting Chris, but she knew they weren't real even with her foggy mind. The suns stayed overhead and never thought about setting as the patches on her skin turned into small red blisters and popped out red pus. She refrained from itching them, but it took all her willpower. 

When will this be over? It hurts like a bitch...

The wasteland stretched on endlessly in their walk, and Chris thought she would never make it to Blue-Ivy. 

Soon, however, her heart lifted as she heard Blue-Ivy’s call; it hummed in her veins, awakening something inside her. Tiredness lifted from her body, and the fog left her brain. No mirages plagued her sight. She sighed with relief as the blisters on her skin melted away to reveal fresh, unblemished skin.

Blue-Ivy appeared in front of them, but her blue light wasn’t pure blue anymore – now it was a mixture of blue and black, and the black dots were larger than before. 

And they frightened Chris to the core. She stepped back, afraid to jump in, accidentally stepping on Sidious’s rattle tail.

“Ouch!” it screamed, hissing angrily. “Watch it.”

“Sorry,” Chris mumbled.

“This is your exit,” Sloth said, its fangs out, ready to bite.

“Are you sure? This doesn’t look like the last portal.” Chris took another step back.

The snake nodded, and Chris took some time to gather her nerves. She took a deep breath and jumped into Blue-Ivy with no other choice.
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“STUPID GIRL,” THE SNAKE snickered. “I didn’t want to part with my powerful charm.” He wiggled the charmed rattle attached to his tail. “Mother said to let you go, and I did. I bet you would have tasted awful, anyway.” 

Sidious dug deep into the sand, laughing, knowing he had done his job well as he tunneled back to the beginning when he heard the call of another soul. A soul he could eat. His eyes peeked out from the sand, but he didn’t bother talking to this soul. There was no point as they had nothing to say anyway. 

He followed the spiritual essence, who kept the illusion of an old woman as she dragged herself across the sand, a smile forming on his reptilian face when she lowered her body to the ground, eyes closed.

“Good girl,” Sidious purred, slithering up to her, nudging her leg.

The woman didn’t move. He opened his mouth wide as he grew four times his size and swallowed the woman’s legs, mouth expanding to take in her hips. 

“At least I get to eat,” he mumbled with his mouth full.

Once he devoured the soul, he slunk down into the sand again, tired from his busy day. He yawned and curled up around himself.

“I always do as mother says.” 

He laid his head down on his coiled body and fell into a deep sleep, waiting for the next victim.
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THE BLACK DOTS WERE not as gentle with Chris this time. They bombarded her body, leaving bruises after each attack as she winced in pain and clamped her teeth together as small grunts left her throat.  

The white light appeared again, and to Chris’s relief, it was the end of the ride. She was flung out of the whirlpool and landed in an array of thorny bushes. Chris crawled out of the foliage, wincing while brushing the thorns away and checking her body to make sure she was okay. She had lost the bottom half of her shirt, and her jeans had ripped into shorts, but the trench coat she wore had stayed well intact.

“Blue-Ivy really doesn’t like me.” Chris looked at the bright blue sky for the portal. It was gone again.

She stretched her arms over her shoulders and cracked her neck until it popped, relieving a strain. She took a deep breath, surveyed her surroundings, and found herself in some woods on top of a hill. There was a small clearing ahead where the sun peeked through the green foliage. Slowly meandering to the opening in the forest and squinting down the hill, she noticed a small town in the middle of a clearing with a gate protecting it. 

Her brow shot up. Everything looked normal from where she stood. Something or someone kept the lawns manicured to perfection, and houses sat in neat little rows. Everything was perfect, even the weather. The sun beat down with soft rays that warmed her skin, and a gentle breeze kept the temperature cozy. Except there were no sounds of birds or animals around her.

“What kind of sin is this?” Chris scratched her head. 

She shrugged and took off and rushed down the hill, almost tripping a time or two. Chris caught her balance as she stumbled to a stop at the bottom. 

Straightening, she inhaled the rich, clean air.

“This place is too perfect,” she murmured, surprised she wasn’t out of breath from her run.

Chris spotted twin golden doors to the left of the gated community and jogged over to them. There was a golden knob waiting for her to turn, and she did. The door swung open, and she stepped into a place that didn’t match the outside of the town.

The lined houses were far from ordinary. Some looked like candy, while others looked like televisions stacked up neatly with a space in the middle and no door. What mesmerized Chris was how they never stayed the same shape for long – the houses kept changing in color and size. It transformed from a candy house to a birdhouse.

“Where the hell am I?” she choked out.

People began turning up and nudged her to the left and right. Some hands grabbed at her and tugged on her coat.

“You’re so beautiful,” a young woman swooned, her fingers reaching for Chris’s sleeve. “I must have you.”

She tried to yank the teen over her shoulders, but Chris shoved the golden-haired woman away and took off down a side street. Her eyes picked up more oddities like two people in a boat rowing down the road with ease or trees popping up and devouring soul-people where they stood before the trees disappeared back into the ground. She had a tough time wrapping her head around it all. She hid between two shape-shifting houses to see what was going on.

The souls of this world were acting strange, unsurprisingly. One lady walked with several mink coats clutched in her arms, and with every two steps, she’d bend, and another mink coat would appear in her hand. 

Chris’s mouth hung open as her eyes turned to a young teen across the street jumping up and down to collect golden apples from a tree. He overfilled his arms with apples. They bounced all around him, yet he never noticed as his eyes never left the tree. He continued to jump; his smile was enormous as he won another apple.

The house beside her changed into something out of a fairytale. It was made up of books. Some books were open at random pages, and Chris sighed again, seeing Latin scribbles. The books’ papers flapped in the wind, while some other books lay closed and held their secrets tight.

“This place is beyond weird,” Chris muttered, “They’re so greedy.” And with that, it struck her. 

Greed!

She scampered out from between the houses, and once more, people picked at her like a prized possession, trying to gain her.

“Unlike anything I’ve ever seen. I must have you in my collection,” announced a man with a pointy moustache and a monocle on his left eye. He wore a fancy old-timey suit with ruffles down his neck.

“Stop that!” Chris slapped his hand away.

“And it can talk!” The man cried in shock. His fingers tried to caress her hair.

Chris batted his hand away and shoved her way through the crowd.

“Look, Mommy! A monkey!” 

Taken aback by the child’s words, Chris’s eyes widened in disbelief. The child pointed straight at her. “Can I have it?”

The mother was off to the side, busying herself with jewellery from a house and ignored the child.

I’m not a monkey!

Then Lust’s words rushed back to her, “I am whatever you desire.” Chris quickly took off the trench coat and tied it around her waist in a double knot. It worked because the spirits stopped poking her or attempting to lift her off the ground like some prized specimen. 

Relieved, she continued down the street in search of Blue-Ivy. It wasn’t more than half a block when the tugging started. Chris grinned and took off jogging, following the music. And as she slipped by the souls, her fingers itched, snatching a necklace or a wallet here and there. She stuffed them in her pocket on her journey.  

“Stop!” A voice shook the ground.

Everyone stopped, Chris included. All eyes turned towards the sound. Her mouth dropped open as the crowd parted, revealing a sensational and ugly creature of a woman. Diamonds, jewellery, money, books, and furs made up her body. Two dark red rubies were set where her eyes should have been. Her teeth glittered with small golden eggs. She had a lion’s mane wrapped around her head with white ivory shoes adorning her dainty feet and her diamond-tipped index finger pointed straight at Chris. All heads turned in her direction. There was electricity in the air as the world's magic lifted; no longer did Chris itch to steal. 

“You killed my brother!” The creature shrieked, a glass tear slipping from her eye. “I loved Gluten with all my heart. And you have their gifts. I must take them back, no matter what Mummy wants!” 

She snapped her fingers and drew the attention of the souls back to her.

“My children, look at her. She is the gift I seek. The first one who wins and brings her back to me will move on to the next sin,” she said with an evil smirk.

“Yes, Griselda the Greed!” The people chorused.

Shit.

Chris sprinted across the road and jumped through a window made of sugar. It took a minute for her to realize she was in a candy house, and it wasn’t long before footsteps drummed in her ears and the house shook.

“Weirdest place ever,” Chris groaned, gawking at two old grannies who sat at the table, eating chocolates and sipping tea. They didn’t pay any attention to her brash entrance, nor did they look her way.

“How on earth did they get past Gluten’s test when they are eating chocolates?” Her curiosity got the better of her, and she inched closer to the women and saw that they weren’t eating the chocolates but stuffing them into their bras after every sip from their empty cups. Their neckline was smeared with brown, and chocolates fell on the floor by their feet. Chris’s nose wrinkled at the sight.

It keeps getting weirder and weirder. 

Her pause was brief when the souls began to charge through the door and windows. They knocked down the gingerbread wall in their desperation to get to her. Chris ran to the stairs and charged up, two at a time, her ears catching the sounds of the mob reaching the bottom of the stairs as her foot reached the last step. Unexpectedly, the step caved in, and Chris’s foot went through, and her leg followed. 

She winced, trying to pull her leg out of the hole, which only made it crumble more at the edges and widen. Soon, half her body dangled as more traffic pounded the stairs behind her. The gap widened, and the wall on the right crumbled. She grabbed the rug on the landing to pull herself up; it unraveled like a candy string.

Chris swore as the string snapped, and she plummeted into the basement. Her back hit the chocolate ground hard. She stared up at the hole as a masked man peered down at her from above. 

He was in full ninja regalia and somersaulted into the basement, landing on his feet nimbly. As he hovered over her, she saw weapons decorating his body, from ninja stars to katanas, amongst other things she couldn’t name.

“Come on! I can’t do that,” Chris shouted, impressed by his skills. “This is so not fair. Don’t I get a sword?”

The ninja stayed silent and raised his katana high, ready to strike. 

Chris squeaked as she crouched onto her feet and scrambled between his legs, the blade missing her by an inch. The wall to the right crumbled as more people charged in. Chris turned and rammed the ninja into the crowd while slicing his head clean off with Gluten’s glove. 

People pushed around the dead body as Chris slashed at them, cutting a leg here and an arm there. There were so many lost body parts that she couldn’t keep up. A phlegm-like substance flew from their bodies and drenched Chris in the sticky green mucus. Finally, she stumbled out of the house and made a mad dash for the clearing on the outskirts of town, where Blue-Ivy swirled under the sun. She just had to jump three fences.

She jumped the first fence when books flew past her head. She ducked as a razor-sharp dictionary came close to decapitating her. Spying a glance over her shoulder, Chris laughed at the man throwing books at her. 

He was an old scholarly man in a graduation cap and gown. Owl glasses perched on his nose as he aimed a book at her leg. 

Chris dodged out of the way of the next book and hopped over the second fence, where she came face to face with three tall, elegant women dressed to impress in gold and diamonds. Their noses were high in the air as they stared daggers at Chris.

“Look, Pam, Sandra. Riffraff has shown up to our party,” the woman in the middle clucked. A diamond coat graced her chubby body, and she held jewel-studded binoculars in her right hand.

“Addie, I think this is the girl Griselda wants,” Sandra said, miffed, her blonde hair coiled in a fancy updo. Rubies and diamonds weaved in her tresses, and a big red hat sat on top of her puff of hair like a cherry.  

“Listen here, you old bats. I’m not riffraff,” Chris snapped. “Now, get out of my way.”

The one named Addie clicked her tongue. “Can you believe the way this commoner is speaking to us?”

Pam and Sandra chortled as if Addie had told a hilarious joke. Their arms glittered with gold and diamond bracelets that jingled with every move.

“I don’t know what Griselda sees in her,” Sandra sniffled. Her red, feathered hat almost flew off her hair, but she caught it with her fingers. 

“I should be Griselda’s favourite. Look at my lovely gold and jewellery,” Pam pranced towards Chris, showing off her goods.

Chris squinted at them, shaking her head. She had no time for these ladies. Suddenly, Addie clasped Chris’s wrist.

“I guess if Griselda wants her, we should bring her in. Hold still.” Addie firmed her grip on the girl’s arm.

Chris stared at Addie, then down at her hand. "You better let go.” 

Addie ignored her and went back to gossiping with her companions. 

Chris struck her in the nose with her fist. 

The woman stumbled back, landing on her butt. Her two companions raced to her side, trying to clean the green mucus that had begun to wet her expensive white ivory clothes. 

Addie stared at Chris, swearing up a storm. The teen ignored her and leaped over the cowering ladies and towards the next fence. Dark clouds amassed before she could hurtle herself over, and the sky darkened. Thunder rumbled, and within seconds, rain began to fall in buckets and the sound of screaming rushed into her ears. Taking a glimpse at the town, she saw a black twister roaming the streets, destroying everything and everyone in its path.

Chris swore and laced her fingers on the fence, and sprinted over into a river of wine. It chilled her bones and red stained her clothes even more than the mucus she had attained back at her hacking spree, but she shuffled through to the other side. She swallowed as she stared at Blue-Ivy, who didn’t live up to her namesake anymore.

“What’s going on?” 

Blue-Ivy was no longer blue with black dots, but black with blue dots. It was strange to see the portal change color so drastically.

Why? Chris gulped. Her body jerked her forward unwillingly.

She was about to vault into the whirlpool when firm hands grabbed her shoulders and threw her onto the golden ground.

“And where do you think you’re going?” Griselda sat on Chris’s legs, almost crushing them under her weight.

“Get off me, you fat bitch!” Chris shouted. 

“So you can leave? No, my sweet child. My greed for your blood is too great.” And with those words, she turned her massive diamond ring around. Chris winced at the sight of the long, sharp needle on the back of the band. 

Griselda jammed the needle in Chris’s arm. She shrieked; her arm tingled and then numbed. The numbness spread throughout her body.

Greed smiled and punched Chris’s nose, breaking it. Blood gushed like a waterfall into her mouth. 

The golden woman gave another blow to the teen’s chest, and Chris’s lungs collapsed. She tried to draw air into her body; it got stuck in her throat.

“You killed my brother. Do you think you can get away from me? I don’t want to eat your soul. I bet you taste like garbage anyway,” Griselda spat as another blow connected to the side of Chris’s head.

The golden ground soaked up Chris’s blood, drinking it like a fine wine. Another blow dislodged her left shoulder, but her numb body still felt no pain.

“I have to say, you are a strong one. A normal human soul would have died by now.” Griselda’s golden teeth sparkled in the thunder’s flash.

Rain matted Chris’s hair as her body tried to regenerate, and the numbness slowly wore off. Pain, along with pins and needles, sizzled up and down her body. 

Chris could finally move her fingers as she weakly swiped at Griselda’s leg with her left hand and shot shards into the woman. But Greed’s leg didn’t break – instead, it simply absorbed the glass.

“Your powers won’t work on me. I am made of glass and so much more!” Greed laughed, smacking Chris upside the head. “You’re going to make a great punching bag!”

The sin grabbed Chris’s hair and ripped out a handful. 

The assault continued on Chris’s body, and with each hit, it took longer for her to heal. Pain overrode her senses, and her vision blurred from all the blood washing her face. Her thoughts jumbled as she weakly batted Greed’s hands away. It was no use; she was at the creature’s mercy. 

Eyes half-lidded, Chris stared at the blue glove on her right hand and whimpered as she sluggishly draped it on Griselda’s knee and tried to shoot shards out of her fingers, forgetting that the glove didn’t allow her to use her powers. 

Griselda screamed anyway. 

Chris’s swollen eyes watched as Griselda scrambled off her, gold blood mingling with Chris’s on the ground. Her mind cleared as she saw Griselda’s leg missing from her body. It twitched on the floor beneath Chris’s hand.

Realization dawned on her. “I’m going to kill you with Gluten’s glove!” Chris snarled, spitting out blood.

She slowly climbed onto her feet. Pain shot up through her back and settled in every nerve of her body. She was still healing and struggled to stand. Yet Chris was determined to fight.

Griselda hissed, hopping on one leg. “I will have your head on a golden platter.”

Chris staggered to her with Gluten’s glove ready to hack Greed’s body.  

Griselda started to sing, “Come forth my beautiful golden babies...”

It was low and hollow, and the words stabbed Chris’s heart. The teen tackled her before Griselda could finish, slashing at her face. 

“Stop!” Greed cried out, batting at the glove. Chris cut her fingers off at the knuckles. 

Half-formed creatures surrounded them, stuck within the golden ground, their arms waving wildly, trying to help their master. Their fingers brushed Chris’s clothes, yet they could not get a firm grip on her. 

Griselda used her needle again, stunning Chris’s body, and she fell off the woman. 

Chris staggered onto her feet, mindful of the hands. The ring’s poison didn’t have the same effect on her as before. Chris was still regenerating and regained control over her limbs quicker. 

Griselda's jaw dropped. “This can’t be. How?” 

Greed scrambled onto her feet, backing away, stumbling in front of the portal. 

Chris glared daggers as Griselda’s body shimmered in front of Blue-Ivy’s glow. The light overtook her senses, and she smashed into Griselda, throwing them both into Blue-Ivy. Greed screamed right before bursting into flames and melting in front of Chris’s startled eyes. 

“What the fuck?” 

Her eyes fell to the piece of jewellery floating in the vortex. 

Griselda’s ring was the only thing left of Greed. 

Chris snatched the diamond and put it on her right index finger as she hurled through Blue-Ivy. She didn’t understand how Griselda had died, but she was glad to be free of her greed. 

The blackness attacked her without mercy again before Blue-Ivy dumped her onto a mirrored floor. 

Chris stared, docile, into the thousands of mirrors on the wall as the next sin awaited her.
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THE IMMORTALS TOOK over the earth, and a mild truce emerged between the angels and demons – after five years, the ceasefire wore thin. At first, skirmishes arose between them; then, wars broke out between cities and buildings burned. 

Humans lay dead in the streets as white and black mist hung in the air, waiting for an available host.

Sam wrapped his arms around Carol’s shoulder and squeezed her close to his body. She buried her face deep into his chest as tears leaked down her chin, her thumb firmly lodged in her mouth. They huddled against the cold in the basement of an abandoned house with broken glass scattered on the floor. They heard shouting and fighting from the windows as another immortal barbarically sacrificed its host.

“Will it ever end?” Seven-year-old Carol sobbed around her thumb. She got no response and was about to ask again when Sam clamped his hand over her mouth, accidentally shoving her thumb further in.

“Shhh. They’ll hear you,” Sam whispered harshly in her ear.

They had traveled for years, following the song that first picked up on the wind the night their mother died. Carol didn’t want to think about her mother, but the memory raced to the forefront of her mind. Five years ago, when the world took its first steps towards the apocalypse, was the day Carol’s life was destroyed.

It was like any other day. Grandma had just picked her up from her daycare.

“Grandma,” Carol giggled, staring at the grey-haired woman she adored.

Grandma said nothing and smiled down at the toddler, ruffling Carol’s curly red hair. She shuffled her granddaughter into the car to take her home, but the house was no longer a home once she stepped through the door.

Sam was already there, a baseball bat in his hands. He grabbed Carol roughly and threw her behind him. Carol squeaked and clung to her brother’s shirt for dear life. Sam’s blond hair was wild, sticking out all over the place as if he’d been in a fight. Blood matted his wrinkled T-shirt and jeans. The girl peeked out and saw their mother with a knife, her red hair wild and her face fuming at them. Her hazel eyes were dark, like a layer of dust was blocking out the light.

Beth repeatedly stabbed Grandma in the back while shouting vile words, and Carol quickly covered her ears. 

Grandma slumped to the ground. Her body was still as a mist seeped out of her wounds and thickened the air.

Carol stepped out from behind her brother, wanting to race to the elderly woman, but Sam’s hand stopped her.

“That’s not mom anymore,” he choked. 

Carol stared into Sam’s blue eyes, then glanced back at her mother, her mouth trembling. 

“Momma?” she questioned.

The only answer she got was a loud, inhuman roar. Then, Beth ran towards them with her knife held high. 

Carol cried out as Sam flung her into the wall. She hit her head on the edge of a shelf and slipped down to the floor.

Carol remembered nothing after that, only shouting, cursing, and in the end, Beth’s dead body slumped across the couch. Sam was holding the bloody knife and bat in his hands.

Carol closed her eyes, trying to shut out the memory, and squeezed Sam tight as another fight broke out over their heads and screams echoed around them.

“It will be over soon. We just have to wait it out.” Carol wasn’t sure if he was trying to comfort her or himself. 

Sam brushed her red curls with his fingers, untangling a few knots. Carol sighed against him, her fingers twiddling his ratty black shirt, wishing Chris was with them. Her heart beamed when she thought of Chris and how he had saved them from the streets. Carol had no real memory of that time as she was only two, but Sam had told her stories of Chris’s heroism. Carol had her own image of Chris – someone strong and mighty. She hoped he was okay. She sniffed, fearing the worst. If the immortals could possess her mother, then it was likely that Chris had succumbed to their powers.

“Where are Kathy and Henry?” Carol mumbled.

They met the siblings two days back when they entered Cas City and bunkered down in the house.

“Either dead or the song took them,” Sam replied grimly.

Carol nodded. 

The song was getting louder and louder each day. They knew it was time to follow it again, but not tonight. Not with a war going on around them. They had been following the song for five years on foot, and it felt like they would never reach it and never be safe from the immortals. 

Carol closed her eyes and shut her ears. She didn’t want to hear the screams of death any longer and slowly drifted off to sleep.

Sam nudged her gently, and Carol shot straight up. Her belly rumbled for food, but she pressed on it to quieten it down. It had been days since their last meal. 

Sam shook her again and pulled her up onto her feet. “It’s time to go.”

Carol nodded, afraid to speak as she gripped Sam’s shirt, and they wandered in the dark to the stairs and up. They slowly slipped down the hallway and passed the living room where Kathy and Henry’s blood stained, motionless bodies lay lit in the moonlight. Carol gasped and burrowed her head into Sam’s back as he opened the door and slipped out. 

The streets were quiet as they moved between the shadows, trying to stay out of sight of the beings disguised as humans. They stepped over the dead bodies of both humans and animals, and the streets were stained red with their blood.

“The sun will come up soon. We have to make it to the woods by then,” Sam murmured, pointing to the forest on the city's outskirts.

The music was now pounding in Carol’s ears, drumming throughout her entire body. She wanted to just run for the forest, but Sam’s cautious arm slowed her. They had to be careful as they slink between boarded-up buildings and storefronts.

Luck was on their side—they managed to leave town without encountering a single immortal, and then they ran full kilter into the forest when the opportunity presented itself. 

Feeling slightly more relaxed and safer, Carol touched the pretty leaves on the bush to her right and giggled. 

Tall trees surrounded them on both sides, while bushes littered unevenly on the right side of the trail. A new sound drifted into her ears, and for the first time in years, Carol heard birds singing. 

“The trees will protect us.” She didn’t know why she said it, except it felt right.

Sam pointed further into the colorful forest. “The music is coming from the east.” 

Carol nodded quietly, and they continued onwards, following Sam's directions. 

They were pushing low-hanging branches out of their way when they heard other footsteps following them—more than one pair, and fear immediately entered their hearts.

“Do you think it’s one of them?” Carol whispered. “I’m not going to be like mom. They won’t possess me.”

“I won’t let that happen,” Sam bit out quietly.

The footsteps closed in from the left of the purple foliage. Carol hid behind Sam as he searched his surroundings for a weapon. He grabbed a branch from the ground and waited. 

Two three-year-olds tumbled out of the bushes, sucking their thumbs as they made their way over to Carol and Sam.

“Hi!” The twins cried together.

Carol gasped softly at the dirt and grime in their blonde hair, tears streaking their puffy cheeks. The boys no longer held the cherubic look of toddlers. Their faces had lost their youthful chubbiness and were thin and hollow, and deep lines ran under their sunken blue eyes.

“Mommy?” a twin asked Carol, and both boys grabbed her hands.

Carol bit the inside of her cheek, keeping her hold on the kids, and wondered how they had made it this far into the forest alive.

They continued east, picking at low hanging berries to fill their bellies, and soon stumbled on another group of children, varying in ages. 

Sam was now the oldest at fourteen among the seven of them. They looked to him for leadership.

“Will we ever find where the music is coming from?” A boy named Connor whined one night as they huddled in a cave. 

It was a chilly night, and they used each other for warmth.

“Yes, it gets stronger every day,” Carol replied patiently.

Connor was her age and had lost his mother to an immortal. He refused to talk about it, and nightmares kept him awake a night. 

“Go to sleep!” Sam ordered when Connor opened his mouth again. He smacked his lips shut and closed his eyes, grumbling under his breath.

The next day, as the sun rose, they continued to trek through the forest. More kids started to spring up like flowers to the left and right.

Soon, hundreds of children were weeding their way through the foliage of dark greens, purples, pinks, and reds when someone shouted, “I see a clearing!”

Everyone gasped, and the group of children ran for it. Carol gripped the twins’ hands and quickened her pace, forcing the toddlers to run. When they made it out of the forest, they saw a woman in the middle of the clearing. 

Her skin was soft and grainy, like sand. She had stringy green hair, yet her tsunami eyes mesmerized Carol the most. All the kids gathered around her, touching her sandy skin and staring in awe.

“My poor children,” she sighed sadly in a voice filled with love. “Your life has been hard with those immortals stealing your mommies and daddies.” 

Tears began to wash the children’s cheeks. They howled at the woman as all their repressed memories came rushing back.

“Come with me. I will make it all better,” she smiled.

Rocks shot up from the earth, building onto themselves, and with the snap of the woman’s fingers, a cave opened into the side of the newly formed mountain. 

All the children walked towards it. Even the twins let go of Carol’s hands and ran towards the cave. 

Carol remained rooted to the spot, unsure of the woman. She spied her brother’s blonde hair among the children, raced to him, and grabbed his hand, tugging him back.

“You can’t go in there! What if she’s evil?” Carol forced him to stop. “She has the powers of an immortal!”

“She’s not evil. She is the music,” Sam said in a trance.

He shook her off and started for the entrance again. Carol bit her lip and slowly paced back and forth in front of the mouth. Her eyes searched the ground and found a big rock to protect herself as she stepped into the mouth of the cave. She had to save her brother. 

The music had stopped. 

Carol raced ahead forcefully, pushing and bumping between the kids until she was beside Sam.

“Why did the music bring us here?” she demanded.

Sam didn’t respond; he continued walking, and soon they came into a vast cavern with the blue sea lapping on a sandy beach. Carol gasped as the rainbows played on the cave walls. 

Giant stalactites hung from the ceiling, tapering down to sharp points. There was a tiny island near the waterfall, covered with flowers and trees—all the colors in the world splashed across the rocks. 

The children lined up on the sand, staring straight ahead before slowly laying down and stretching themselves onto their backs. The sand crawled up their toes and worked its way up their bodies.

“What’s going on?” Carol stepped back in shock. “Don’t let the ground eat you!”

No one listened to her. She hopelessly watched Sam lie down by her feet, and the sand began to bury him. Carol threw down her rock and began digging at the sand, refusing to let it take him.

“Wake up, Sam!” She screamed as he closed his eyes. Carol watched in horror as her brother sank into the ground. No matter how much sand she threw away, more took its place. A screech of grief left her throat; tears dampened her cheeks as she continued to dig and dig, creating a hole, but her brother had already disappeared beneath the sand. 

“NO!”

The woman who had brought them here approached Carol, knelt beside her, and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s alright. They’re safe,” she cooed.

“Safe? Safe?! You buried Sam alive. He’ll die without air!” Carol scratched at the sand desperately, dirt building under her nails and hurting her fingers.

“He’s not dead, but asleep.” 

Carol stopped and slowly turned towards the woman and caught her turbulent eyes. Those eyes quailed the fear in her stomach. “Who are you?”

“I’m Gaia, Mother to all humans. I am here to protect you,” Gaia said, playing with Carol’s hair. “You have lived a hard life, Carol. I’m afraid it’s about to get worse.”

Gaia’s touch filled her with light, love and happiness, something she hadn’t felt in a long time. Alas, those fingers poked at her soul, aging her mind to understand what was happening around her.

“Why am I the only one not asleep?” Carol observed, suddenly wishing she were underground with her brother.

Gaia motioned for the child to follow her. 

They wandered on the beach, glancing at the waves as they greeted the shore. The soothing sound of rushing waters from the waterfall helped ease Carol’s pain.

Gaia’s voice tinged with sadness. “You are not asleep because I command it so.” 

Carol picked up on it, and something inside her stomach clenched. “You have something else in mind for me?” 

“You’re a brilliant girl and so, so brave. And you’re right. I have other plans for you.” Gaia clasped her hands. “I’m afraid I have a mission for you. You’re so young...”

An open door appeared before them, and Carol could see into another room. It was far smaller than the cave, and Gaia guided her through it.

“What do you want me to do?” Carol asked in fear when she spied a man sitting on a bed, his eyes a misty blue – like an immortal’s. She screamed and hid behind Gaia. “He’s evil!”

Gaia shook her head. “No, he is not evil. He is here to help.”

“My name is Forcas,” the man introduced himself. “The mother has commanded me to be your tutor.” 

Carol looked at the immortal with distaste. “A tutor?”

Forcas forced a tight grin before he spoke again. “You remind me of Chris.”

The name shocked Carol. She stepped out from behind Gaia and glared at Forcas. “You know Chris? Is he okay? Where is he?”

“She’s...” he stopped and scratched the back of his head.

“She?” Carol puzzled over his word. 

Forcas laughed, “Yes, she. Chris is a girl.”

Carol thought they were talking about a different Chris; but deep in her heart, she knew it was her Chris – the one who saved her mother all those years ago. “Where is...she?”

Gaia hung her head. “She’s in The Forever. We have not heard from her.”

“No, Blue-Ivy doesn’t allow angels or demons to enter The Forever. Until then, we wait until we can find a way in,” Forcas explained.

“What will happen to her?” Carol demanded.

“We don’t know. Only souls can go into that place,” Gaia shivered. “A soulless creature has never gone through the trials. We don’t know the effect it will have on her. That is why we need you.”

Carol wasn’t sure she heard Gaia correctly. “Me?”

The woman slowly nodded. 

“But what can I do? I’m just a kid.”

“No, you’re more than that.” Gaia’s voice grew confident. “Forcas here will train you. It might take days, possibly years. You will need to be ready for when the time comes.”

“What is it you want me to do?” Carol asked, afraid of the answer.

“Save the world,” Gaia said softly as she walked out of the room. The door disappeared, leaving Forcas and Carol alone.

Carol turned to Forcas. “What does she mean by that?”

“Gaia is preparing to end the war.”

“Huh?”    

“All in due time,” Forcas said, firing a fiery white light from his hand. It singed the tips of Carol’s hair as she dodged to the right. “Right now, we need to train.”

[image: image]

29

––––––––
[image: image]


“NICE OF YOU TO JOIN me,” a buzz of a voice spoke.

Chris’s eyes fluttered around the room to pinpoint the voice, but she could only see thousands of images of herself. It reminded her of mirror rooms in a funhouse.

“Show yourself!” Chris hollered as another faint buzz slipped by her ear.

“I’m right here,” the voice sang.

Chris’s legs collapsed underneath her; a sudden pain had forced her onto her knees and numbed them. She finally found the voice – it belonged to a four-inch fairy. 

Black wings sprang from her back, her eyes were red, and her tongue was long like a lizard’s when she hissed at Chris. A cobweb dress adorned her dainty body, and she wore no shoes. A golden horn protruded from her forehead. It completed the fairy’s unusual appearance.

“You’re a fairy?” Chris scoffed and rubbed her knees. Her fingers pulled out a small stick from her right knee and tossed it on the floor.

The fairy flew over and retrieved the stick, sticking her tongue out at Chris.

“Yes, you must be powerful to get past my brothers and sister, but you won’t get past me,” the fairy beamed.

“Let me leave, and you might live.” Chris swiped at the fairy as she flew towards the mirrors, her little body lighting up the mirrors and making them glow.

“Little can be dangerous. You won’t pass Evy the Envy,” Evy boasted.

Chris gritted her teeth, and her gloved hand swatted the air, trying to cut the fairy in half. But the little creature was fast and effortlessly fluttered out of the way. She attempted to stand, except her legs were useless. 

“This is more than a stick,” Evy laughed, flying higher. “Now look into my mirrors.”

Chris frowned at the odd request, but her eyes moved to a mirror. Her reflection wobbled, and Beth appeared.

“Beth?” Chris cried out in shock.

Beth sneered at her; her nub of a nose turned up in the air as she spoke. “How could you, Chris?”

Chris lost her voice as she registered the loathing in Beth’s tone.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were a girl?”

Chris remained silent as her shoulders sagged. Her eyes bore into Beth’s angry hazel ones.

“You were jealous of me, admit it!” Beth screamed. “I have the love of my kids, and you wanted it.”

Chris shook her head, at a loss for words, then the image changed, and Linda took Beth’s place.

“Linda!” Chris cried out, stunned by the change. “This must be another illusion.”

Linda’s misty eyes bore holes into Chris’s chest as they glared in hatred at her. Her thin lips were turned down in a frown. Linda crossed her arms over her purple waitress outfit.

“This is all your fault!” Linda accused. “I wish I’d never met you!”

Her words cracked and then slowly broke Chris’s heart. She choked on a sob and swallowed the lump in her throat, tears streaming down her cheeks.

She blames me.

“I’m sorry,” Chris sobbed.

“Sorry? Sorry?!” Venom laced Linda’s words. “Just admit you were envious of my life because you didn’t have one.” 

Chris shook her head, trying to deny it, except something in the pit of her stomach turned, rushing up to her throat and making her speak words that weren’t hers. “Yes, I was envious!”

Her hand clamped over her mouth, and she rocked back and forth, retracting her words immediately. “No, I didn’t mean to say that.”

A tingling sensation raced up her fingers on her gloved hand, but Chris ignored it, her eyes glued on Linda.

“What about Ted?” Linda shouted.

“Ted?” Chris had never thought about Ted. 

“You didn’t want me with him. You wanted me all to yourself. Is that why you wanted him gone?” Linda pointed accusingly at Chris.

Chris tried to back up. She felt like Linda’s finger touched her nose and burned her, but that wasn’t possible since the waitress was four feet away, stuck in a mirror.

“No,” Chris said, then the gurgle sounded in her gut again, and more words spewed out that weren’t hers. “Yes, I wanted you all to myself!”

The satisfied look on Linda’s face as she faded from the mirror shocked Chris, and her brow rose to her hairline. 

Now, Forcas stood in Linda’s place in Peter’s body, his green eyes sizing her up as if she were nothing but dirt. His hands waved in the air as he spoke, his voice a low growl. 

“I destroyed my chance to get back into Heaven for you!” 

“I didn’t ask you to,” Chris whimpered, but her gut took over again. “I didn’t want you to go back. I wanted you with me!”

Lies upon lies spewed from her mouth, and she couldn’t stop them. The tingling in her hand turned into a burning sensation that traveled up her arm. It was nothing compared to the pain she felt in her heart.

“It’s your fault Peter died!” Forcas shouted. “He was a gentle soul, and you killed him!”

“No...” Again unfamiliar words interrupted Chris once more. “Of course, it was his life or mine, and mine was more important. I was envious that he was so close to you.”

“You’re a monster.”

Those words cut Chris to the core. She didn’t care if the other immortals labeled her a monster, but she couldn’t stand those words from Forcas.

“Tasty!” the fairy squealed, fluttering around Chris. “Real meat!”

“We’re friends, aren’t we?” Chris asked uncertainly, trying to take back her words.

“Friends? No. Why would I want a friend like you?” Forcas huffed. “You’d be too envious of my heavenly powers and try to steal them. You might even kill the real me!” 

As if his words were a knife, Chris felt every slash.

“Fine! I’ll make good on that promise and kill you!” Chris couldn’t hold the false words back, no matter how hard she tried.

Soon, every mirror in the room featured her friends. 

Linda shouted at her, accusing her of ruining her life. 

Forcas joined in with his taunts and jeers. 

Beth tutted and clicked her tongue in disapproval. 

Then Auntie made an appearance. Her face hurt Chris’s heart the most.

“You must pick yourself up,” Auntie said. She smiled at Chris, which was odd since none of the other images smiled. It threw her for a loop.

“I’m sorry I killed you, Auntie. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be alive,” Chris grieved, her eyes drinking in her aunt’s red hair and grey eyes, her heart-shaped face and pointy chin.  

“Hush, child. We only have a little time. Evy the Envy has her hold on you, and you must break free,” Auntie’s voice echoed in her ears.

“Auntie, I’ve destroyed so many lives,” Chris stuttered, not listening to her words. “I’ve killed. And I’m envious of everyone.”

Auntie held out her hands and knelt, so she was at eye level with Chris.

“You’ve enriched my life. I would not change it for the world. Evy is an evil fairy. She is filling you with lies. Don’t let her do it, Jezebel.” Auntie’s voice grew powerful with her next words. “Break free!”

The echo in her voice broke and the illusion shattered. All the mirrors exploded around Chris, showering her with tiny figurines of Linda, Forcas, Beth, and Auntie. They were smiling up at her and were no longer angry with her.

“Ouch!” Chris cried out, registering excruciating pain for the first time. She howled, grasping her wrist, her hand was missing, and her glove lay on the floor in front of her. 

“You bitch fairy!” Pain zipped up her arm as skin started to peel from her wrist. 

Chris swatted at the fairy with her other hand. She wasn’t fast enough to hit the creature.

“I don’t know how you escaped,” Evy fussed, “but I will eat you. You taste so much better than a soul!”

Chris cursed and wished she could move her legs. She heard Auntie call to her once again. Her eyes darted around and spotted Auntie’s shining face in a large shard of glass by her knee.

“This is Evy’s power source. It will kill her,” Auntie said.

Chris grinned, picked up the glass, and saw the bones of her fingers shining through.

“So, that’s how you’re eating me,” she whispered.

She bowed her head and waited for the fairy to get closer to her. Her body sizzled in pain as bones piled themselves onto each other and new muscle and skin crawled up her fingers and molded over her joints. She clenched her teeth to keep herself from screaming.

Evy buzzed to the right and then to the left. Closer. Her wings fluttered so fast that they sounded like waves in Chris’s ears.

Her upper arm peeled as flakes of skin dusted off her body, and blood puddled on the floor by her left knee. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the fairy dive towards the blood and settle in the pool, bathing in it like water while her tongue lapped up the juices. 

Seizing the opportunity, Chris swiped the glass across the fairy’s midsection in one swift motion, and the fairy’s body parted in half. Her black blood mixed with the red on the floor. Chris smiled as the feeling in her legs returned, and she rose to her feet. She viciously stomped on the fairy’s body until nothing was left but a mince of mini bones, flesh, and broken wings. 

“Take that, you bitch,” Chris sneered as she pocketed the glass.

She grabbed the glove from the floor and tugged it onto her other hand with her teeth. Chris looked around for Blue-Ivy and saw the vortex underneath her, shimmering below the glass. Chris brushed back her now over-long hair in annoyance and stomped on the floor.

“How am I going to get through this?” Chris asked herself.

More hair got into her eyes, and Chris had enough. She took her gloved hand and chopped her hair off. It littered the floor, tickling her toes. A black drop dripped on her nose. Chris gulped, her eyes averting to the glass ceiling to see the blackness seep through. 

“Shit!”

The room shook as the ink swallowed the walls, and the glass broke under Chris’s feet. She fell into Blue-Ivy, and the portal closed just before the blackness could get through.
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CAROL FELL TO HER KNEES with a bouquet of tulips in her hands. She laid them at her brother’s resting place, wondering if he would ever wake up.

“Happy birthday, Sam. You’d be sixteen today.” Carol allowed her eyes to dampen with tears. “It’s been two years.”

Two years...it had felt like a hundred. Carol wished again that Gaia would give her the option to sleep, but Gaia kept saying they needed her and she needed to train more.

“He can hear you, little one,” Gaia appeared across from her. The goddess sat on the sand, peering across as if she could see the bodies that lay beneath.

Carol’s voice hardened. “How much longer am I to wait?” 

Whenever she saw Gaia, it meant more training. She had had enough.

“Not long. I could see into The Forever. Blue-Ivy is stealing Jezebel’s humanity that I gave to her.” 

The way Gaia sprang the news was so casual that one would think she was chatting about the weather. 

Carol shuddered, her thoughts going to Chris, wondering what kind of hell she must be going through.

Probably the same hell as me.

Carol blew air between her lips. She had hated her life for the last two years. While everyone slept, she had to stay awake and learn how to fight. 

Forcas was ruthless, saying Carol needed to be quicker and faster. 

She was turning ten in a couple of months – how much faster could her legs get? Her lack of speed had almost cost her an eye. 

Three weeks ago, Forcas’s temper was worse than ever. He forced her to train for ten hours straight. 

She had grown tired, and her legs were sagging. Carol couldn’t dodge out of the way of a knife, and it slit her right eye. 

Forcas had immediately rushed her to the water, where Gaia took Carol into her arms to heal and salvage her sight, but the scar down the centre of her eye never left.

Carol shook the thought away and turned her attention to Gaia. “Will he ever wake up?”       

“Yes, they will all wake up one day,” Gaia sighed, scooping up sand and letting it fall between her slender fingers.

“Do they age when they sleep?” Carol had asked this question before. Gaia had always refused to answer, and the child swore she would never stop pestering the goddess about it.

The mother sighed again and shifted her eyes to the water. “They will be the same age when they first took slumber.”

Gaia’s words sent a shiver down Carol’s back, and her mouth hung open. She finally answered her question, and it sank Carol’s heart in the process. If this was not over soon, she might out-age her older brother.

“Guess Sam will be my little brother then,” she chuckled humorlessly.

“It might be over sooner than you think.” 

Gaia’s words made Carol sit up straighter.

“What do you mean?” she gripped the sand, and the grains bunched under her nails.

“As I’ve said before, I could see into The Forever, and I might have found a way in for you,” Gaia smiled, her eyes bright.

The cave door behind them opened to greet more children who had survived the apocalypse and made their way towards the song. As the days went by, fewer and fewer children arrived. This time, there were only ten. 

They staggered onto the beach in a trance-like state and found a place to lie down. The sand crawled over their bodies like usual and covered them for their long rest.

Carol remembered another question that frequently plagued her mind. “Why don’t the immortals wear the bodies of children?” 

“Because children are not strong enough to hold the power the immortals wield,” Gaia answered. “You’re avoiding the real question.”

Carol sighed. Gaia was right; she was avoiding it. Fear gripped her heart about going into The Forever. Forcas had told her The Forever made demons, and she didn’t want to become one. Carol wasn’t ready to go. She could make up thousands of excuses to stay, talking about her age, inexperience, and fear. But the excuses died on her tongue. She would do anything to get her brother back, even if it meant traveling into that awful place.

She flicked the sand and turned her eyes towards the sea, staring at the blue-green waves lapping at the shore, hearing their song echoing off the walls.

“Why me?” She questioned. Her eyes never strayed from the water.

“Because you are innocent.”

Carol huffed. She wasn’t innocent. Not anymore. Not since the world ended. She kicked at the sand and found a rock by her toe. Carol quickly picked it up and saw that it was flat and smooth. She stood and wandered to the water’s edge and skipped the stone across it.

“I’m not innocent. My eyes have seen many horrible things,” she shouted towards the sea. A vision of her mother’s dead body came to her mind. 

She pushed the memory away and sat back down, tugging her long curly red hair out of its ponytail. It fell down her back, and the tips kissed the sand. Her hazel eyes hardened with hate. Nothing about her said innocent, yet Gaia told her she was.

“You have never taken a human life. Blue-Ivy is a demon who heightens emotions in souls, overwhelming them. She makes the souls go crazy, blackening them. They become demons,” Gaia explained. “But to do that, the soul must have a black mark on it already.”

“And I don’t?” Carol asked, standing up again in frustration. She stepped into the water. The icy sting traveled up her legs as she waded further in.

Gaia followed her. “You have a powerful love for those around you. That makes you special.”

She turned into a dolphin when Carol was waist deep and nudged her hand. Carol could not help but stroke Gaia’s smooth grey skin. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Forcas heading towards them. 

He wore a new host, this time a woman with long blonde hair and misty, sea-green eyes, dressed in a black skirt and plain white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows.

“Seems like Forcas wore out his last host,” Carol spat. 

She still hated the angel. He was never kind to her, constantly working her to the bone. Being an immortal didn’t help his case either.

Carol ignored the grumpy angel and waded further into the water until she could no longer touch the ground and then kicked her feet and swam. She loved to swim and enjoyed the icy water as much as she could. The child raised her arms and did a lap with the dolphin to the island and back three times. Her muscles quivered from exertion, but her ears loved the sound of her feet splashing through the water. Fish, sharks, and whales swam underneath her, except they never bothered her. On her fourth round, she couldn’t help but notice Forcas’s host tapping her foot on the sand. 

Forcas crossed her arms, and her eyes were like daggers as they followed Carol. 

She shivered. 

Carol did a slow breaststroke back to shore and walked out of the water. Her leather clothes were wet and dirty with sand. She checked behind her to see Gaia swimming back to the island before the dolphin disappeared out of sight. Carol sighed and turned an icy gaze to Forcas.

“Why are you not in the training room? You should have joined me ten minutes ago, and I find you here, swimming!” Forcas huffed, her right arm shooting out to grab Carol. The child slipped out of reach and stuck her tongue out at the angel.

“I’m not the one wearing a new host. Are you a woman now?” Carol shot back and decided she wanted to act her age for once.

“You’re not immortal,” Forcas spat back. “And I am genderless, so use any pronouns you want.”

“I’m done. There’s nothing else you can teach me,” Carol grinned, wishing she could slap that annoyed look off Forcas’s face.

“Really? Good news, your training ends today as you will be going into The Forever,” Forcas explained, stilling the girl’s tongue.

Carol felt her legs give out, and she dropped to the ground, sand puffing up around her as her mouth went slack. She swallowed the bile that rose in her throat and held the fear in, trying not to tremble. The time had finally arrived for her to fight.

Forcas sat down before her, taking her hands and rubbing her knuckles gently with the host’s feminine fingers. Carol looked at the angel in shock – never had Forcas been tender with her before. It unnerved her.

“It’s okay to be afraid,” Forcas said gently. “We all are, but you have to save Chris. We’re counting on you.”

The words felt like a heavy burden on Carol’s heart. She snatched her hands away and jumped to her feet, schooling her features and throwing all her emotions into the sea.

“Let’s get this done,” she said tightly.

Forcas nodded, and together, they made their way to the training room. 

The room never looked the same twice – Gaia always knew what they needed in each arrangement she created for them, and it still shocked Carol whenever she walked into it. Today, however, it was even more different than usual.

An assortments of weapons from every era graced the walls, most she could not name. In the middle of the floor swirled a blue vortex with tiny black dots swimming in it. The entire room was aglow with the same blue hue. 

“What is that?” Carol breathed out and knelt beside the vortex.

“Blue-Ivy,” Forcas said.

Carol froze. “Really?”

“Those black dots are dangerous,” Forcas continued quietly. “We will make sure they don’t harm you.”

“What do you mean...?” 

“The dots will tarnish your soul, corrupting it. It is stealing Chris’s humanity, picking away at her emotions until there will be nothing left.” 

The barely leashed anger in Forcas’s voice sent a quiver down Carol’s spine. She closed her eyes, tears slipping down her cheeks and into the vortex as she thought of Chris fighting this monster all alone while Forcas scurried around the room, preparing.

All too soon, Forcas thrust three objects into her hands. 

She had no choice but to look. In her right hand, she held a brass cup. It was empty, and Carol did not understand what to do with it. Next to the brass cup were brass knuckles with claw-like points, making it easy to pierce skin. Carol inspected the claws; there were engravings on them she couldn’t read. She was proficient in hand-to-hand combat now, and brass knuckles were her specialty, so she was pleased with the gift.

In her other hand was a small vial with a glowing white liquid inside. Carol slowly swirled the liquid. It grew brighter until its light took up the entire room.

“What’s this?” 

“Swallow it, and I’ll tell you,” Forcas commanded.

Carol was used to Forcas’s curtness, and two years of training with the angel had her swallowing the contents without question. It burned down her throat, making her gasp for air. The liquid settled in her stomach and spread out like a warm blanket, filling her with light.

“You just drank some of my grace and part of Gaia’s soul,” Forcas told her. Carol’s eyes widened, ready to vomit it back up, but she swallowed hard to keep it down.

“What...Why?” she asked.

“It will help protect you from Blue-Ivy’s influence,” he said. “The Holy Grail and the brass knuckles will help you destroy her and get Chris’s humanity back.”

Carol nodded, and her fingers slipped into the holes on the brass knuckles. She flexed her hand, and the claws sparkled in the brilliant blue light.

“The Holy Grail will hold anything you put into it. Don’t lose it!” Forcas took it and showed her how to turn the cup into a square.

Carol nodded mechanically, storing the instructions in her memory. She placed it in the pocket of her black leather pants.

“You will travel to each world, retrieve Sloth’s charm, and meet Chris in Hell. With my essence and Gaia’s soul in you, we’ll ensure your human body doesn’t die there or that The Forever doesn’t tarnish your soul. Good luck, Carol.”

Carol felt hands on her back as Forcas shoved her into the portal. 

She tried to cry out as the blueness swallowed her up. The last thing she saw was Forcas waving goodbye to her from above.

I’m going to kill that damn angel!
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CAROL STRUCK OUT HER hand and slashed at the black dots, the claws on her brass knuckles shredding them into oblivion. She heard screaming and cursing within her head and knew it was Blue-Ivy.

Bastard child! Get out of me!

“No!” Carol cried out into the blue, doing away with more black dots. “Give me Chris’s humanity!”

The blue shook and wavered, tossing her body back and forth like clothes in a washing machine. Carol screamed as a wave of nausea hit her, yet she continued to kick and punch at Blue-Ivy. More black dots swarmed her, clouding her vision. Carol’s training kicked in, and she fought them ferociously until they were no more.

“Give it back!” Carol hollered with each slash. Her clawed knuckles sliced within the blue and got caught on something, ripping through it. It oozed yellow, turning Blue-Ivy green.

Is she bleeding? 

Carol spotted something in the distance. She kicked out her legs and guided herself down to what looked like a dark blur. As she got closer, Carol realized it was a child, no older than two.

“Hello,” Carol said softly, gazing at the child’s black hair and brown eyes. She wore a white dress dotted with yellow sunflowers, and her thumb was lodged in her mouth.

Carol smiled, missing the days of her own innocence where her thumb was her only source of comfort. Then her eyes hardened. It had been two years since her thumb kept her company, and she refused to think about simpler times. Carol’s eyes darted around, wondering if this child was an illusionary trick.

“Scared. Hungry,” the child cried. “Here, long time.”

The fear in the child’s voice gutted Carol’s stomach. She swam closer to the girl.

“No touch,” the girl cried out. The toddler batted Carol’s gentle fingers away. “Need Auntie!”

Carol sucked in a deep breath as the girl’s words registered in her brain. Gaia had told her endless stories of Jezebel and her Auntie. 

Could this be Chris’s humanity?

“Jezebel?” Carol asked tentatively.

The toddler’s eyes widened in surprise; her thumb popped out of her mouth.

“Know you?” Jezebel asked, her lip trembling. “Friend?”

Carol’s lips twitched up in a smile, and she held out her hand again. “Yes, friend. I’ll take you back to Auntie.”

The toddler squealed and took Carol’s hand. A purple glow sparked and the toddler turned into a amethyst gem. Carol placed the jewel into the brass cup where it liquified, then returned the cup to her pocket.

Blue-Ivy shrieked in her mind, forcing Carol to cover her ears. It was no use—the sound strummed every nerve in her body.

“Shut up!” Carol shouted, yet, the screaming continued. 

Carol slashed out at the green, puncturing a hole in the whirlpool with her brass knuckles. More blood spewed from the gash. She continued to kick her feet, trying to find a way out.

Something grabbed her leg. 

Carol looked down to see another part of Chris’s humanity. This time, Chris was older by four years.

“Don’t you know? You shouldn’t be here,” the older Jezebel hissed at her.

“I’m here to take you home.” Carol’s voice shook, and she couldn’t believe there was more than one Chris. Then she wondered how many pieces of Chris’s humanity there really were. 

“She might find us.” Fear was evident in the child’s eyes as they darted all over the place.

“Who?”

Before Jezebel could answer, a wind whirled around them and shot them through a portal that appeared to the left. They fell from the sky, tumbling down, hitting the top of a pyramid. The weight of their bodies crushed the tip, and they rolled down onto the ground.

“God, that hurt,” Carol groaned, rubbing the back of her head. She managed to sit up and quickly forced back a scream as her eyes noted the black sky and bone desert.

She frantically dug through the bones, trying to find land. Carol fingers never brushed against solid ground.      

“This looks more like a graveyard than anything else,” Carol spat as she punctured her hand on a pointy bone. A white light surrounded the wound, and it quickly closed. Carol bit her bottom lip, knowing it was the power of the vial that healed her. 

“Where are we?” Jezebel whimpered, eyes as wide as Carol’s.

“I don’t know.” Carol got to her feet and helped the child up. “I don’t like the looks of this place.”

Jezebel nodded. 

They trudged through the bones, and more pyramids popped up the further they went. 

They journeyed for what felt like days, but they could not track the time as the scenery never changed. There was no moon or sun to go by. 

Both their bellies constantly grumbled from hunger. The six-year-old stayed silent and kept hidden behind Carol. Her tiny hands ghosted down Carol’s arm, never firming their grip. 

“How do we get out of here?” Jezebel broke the long silence, her voice hoarse.

“I don’t know,” Carol chewed her lip. “You don’t know where we are, do you?”

Jezebel shook her head, hair hiding her eyes. 

“What is the last thing you remember?” Carol said gently, kicking a bone against a pyramid. 

Jezebel hummed and was about to speak, then clamped her mouth shut. Her foot stopped mid-stride, frozen to the spot. 

Carol turned to eye the girl and registered the fear on the child’s face. She slowly put her hand out to Jezebel, but the child jumped away.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Carol cooed.

“It’s not you,” Jezebel choked out and pointed north.

Carol followed the pointed finger to see a monster not meant for her eyes to gaze upon. 

The thing was grotesque, with tentacles all over its head. Attached to the end of each tentacle was a big red eye. Its mouth took up most of its face, with shark-like teeth. Skin, blue with green lining, zigzagged over its entire body. The creature’s four arms stretched out towards the girls, and the index finger on each hand beckoned them forward. 

Carol gasped, backing up. “What is that thing?” 

The tentacles all pointed to them as saliva dripped from the creature’s mouth. Carol slowly backed away further as she saw Jezebel move towards the thing as if in a trance. She tried to grab the child, but a magical barrier shocked her. She screamed as Jezebel’s tiny feet pattered over to the beast.

“Stop, Jezebel!” 

It was too late.

The beast wrapped its tentacles and arms around the child’s waist and swallowed her in one gulp. It roared to the black sky as a red ruby appeared in the centre of its forehead, just above its gaping mouth.

“Great,” Carol gulped as the monster’s many eyes turned to her again.

“I’m going to kill you for hurting my mother,” it growled.

Carol shuddered, backing up yet another step. She willed herself to recall Forcas’s training, and she heard his voice whispering in her mind.

Aim for the eyes. 

Carol nodded as if Forcas were beside her, coaching her. She tightened her fists; the brass of the claw sparkled as she charged at the creature. She slashed and severed one tentacle. Black blood spewed all over the bones on the ground like ink. She stepped on the eye, squishing it under her boot. 

The monster howled as its hands stretched out around her small body, trying to grapple her. 

Carol ducked while darting between its legs and knuckled it in the back. The claws stuck in its blue skin, and Carol ripped chunks of it out, making foot holes as she climbed onto its back, using the claws as an anchor. Once she reached the top, she put her feet on either side of the monster’s muscular neck and her arms wrapped around the top of its head, away from his sharp teeth.

The creature’s many hands tried batting her away as its snarls intensified. 

Carol used her small size to her advantage and managed to dodge them. She tipped too far on either side at times, almost falling off the creature’s shoulders, but she still held on tight. Her eyes zoned in on the red ruby, and her fingers stretched out to claim it. 

The monster howled and slammed itself onto its back. Air whooshed out from Carol’s lungs as every bone in her body felt crushed underneath the creature’s weight. Her arms and legs let go of the monster’s head. 

It lifted itself and turned its head around like an owl, roaring in the girl’s face. Saliva dripped onto her chin from its teeth.

“What are you?” Carol choked out as its pointy teeth got closer. She could smell the putrid stench of rotten flesh on his breath.

The monster’s tongue wagged out of its mouth and licked the side of Carol’s face. She turned to the left to avoid it, grimacing as it slithered down her neck. The rest of its body twisted, and the monster’s neck popped back in place as its arms gripped Carol’s shoulders. 

Tiny needles stabbed her body. Carol screamed in the monster’s face, squirming in its grasp. Her body started to glow an off-white color.

“You are food for me, little one,” a harsh voice gurgled out of his throat.

“Not today, you foul-smelling garbage bag!” Carol spat out, rotating her arm and jabbing her clawed knuckles into its elbow. 

She managed to free her arm and used it to uppercut the monster’s chin. She bent her legs against her chest and smashed her feet into its mouth, shattering its front teeth. Its many eyes glared at her in pure hatred. 

It grabbed her shoulder and flung her away, and Carol skidded across the bones, covering her head until she stopped.

“That’s not possible!” the creature screamed. “My powers do not affect you!”

Carol dusted herself off, not understanding its words. She rubbed the back of her head and dug out small pieces of bone fragments; blood oozed down her neck just as she felt the white light heal her. Her shoulders stiffened, eyes trained on the ruby in the monster’s head.

“It’s now or never,” Carol breathed to herself and ran at the ugly thing at full kilter and jumped, leaning sideways so both her feet connected with the monster’s chest. The impact drove the beast back. It scraped its claws against the bones to slow itself down to a halt. 

Carol was quick to flip onto her feet as the monster charged again like an animal. She landed a roundhouse kick to its jaw. Then she elbowed the monster’s right cheek while her sore muscles screamed in protest, only Carol refused to give up and give in to the pain. She used her brass knuckles and lobbed off two more tentacle eyes. She wound up her last punch and punctured small holes with claws around the ruby. Triumphantly, Carol dug the ruby out of its skull as the monster moaned beneath her. Black blood covered her fingers as she finally ripped the ruby free and backed away from the creature.

It howled, clawing at the air with weak fingers until it made one last screech, and its head dropped onto the bones. The monster lay still as Carol hovered over it and kicked it in the head. It didn’t move.

“I killed the monster,” Carol choked out.

She had never killed before, and it sent shivers up her spine. She slowly backed away as her tears mingled with the monster’s blood on her face. 

The bones around her suddenly began to shake and cave in on themselves while the pyramids crumbled. 

Carol took off, running away from the inkiness that was consuming everything in its path. She ran until her legs burned, and she panted for air that never reached her lungs. Up ahead, Carol spotted something blue and raced towards it. The vast nothingness was catching up to her. Only inches away from the water’s edge, Carol jumped in as the blackness touched the top of the water.

Her eyes had difficulty seeing through the goo. However, she was able to spot Blue-Ivy at the bottom and kicked out her powerful swimmer’s legs towards the vortex. The portal grabbed her body, swallowing her up seconds before the darkness destroyed the world. 

Carol giggled in relief, glad to be alive and back in Blue-Ivy. She uncurled her hand to see the ruby that glowed in the blue. She grabbed the Holy Grail and placed the ruby inside where it liquified, yet the colors did not mingle. The red of the ruby floated on top of the purple. 

The black dots were massive this time. Carol fought them off with no rest as she slashed and cut the spots into oblivion. Blue-Ivy’s screeches rang in Carol’s ears while she was being hurled through the vortex, until she was thrust out of the portal and onto the ground. Her bones cried out their exhaustion and pain, wanting to rest but couldn’t.
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AMI WALTZED INTO THE throne room, an evil smirk on her demonic face. “We have located the beast.”

Lucifer grinned. “Is the beast in The Forever, like I said?”

Ami’s smile faltered. “Yes, Your Highness... there’s a problem.” She clasped her hands behind her back and closed her eyes as she continued, fear lacing her words. “Blue-Ivy is dying.” 

Lucifer slammed his fist on the gold-encrusted arm of his throne. Black power zapped from his index finger, and Ami crumbled to her knees, her body convulsing as his power crawled along her essence.

“HOW?!” Lucifer roared.

He had spent hundreds of thousands of years trapping Blue-Ivy’s children in their respective dimensions and changing Blue-Ivy into a vortex. 

If those brats got free... 

He didn’t want to think about it. 

“Is it the beast?” he hissed.

Ami cowered, covering her face and peeking at him between her fingers.

“No, my Lord. Our informants have detected another being in The Forever, unlike anything we’ve seen before,” Ami quivered, backing away on her knees. “She’s a pure human with magical powers.” 

Lucifer’s eyes narrowed, a brow rising. His right hand tickled under his chin.

“This has Gaia’s stink all over it,” he mused. “What about Blue-Ivy’s children?”

Ami gulped and shuffled back further. She was halfway across the room before she spoke again.

“Dead or dying by both the beast and the human,” Ami stuttered. 

The reward for her hesitance was another zap. Her body exploded, turning into smoke. Her essence lingered over the floor, then seeped through the cracks as Lucifer sent her to the ninth-circle of Hell.

“Don’t come back unless you have better news!” he howled at the floor. 

Does the beast know about the charms those brats possess? I should hope not. 

He shot out of his chair and stormed out of the throne room and into the hallway. If she gained those gifts, it would spell more trouble for me. He zapped every servant who gazed upon him to another part of Hell. His eyes burned with black fire.

“I have underestimated both the beast and Gaia,” Lucifer muttered, cursing up a storm as he blasted another demon from his sight.

With the flick of his wrist, he used his powers to teleport to the ninth-circle. His eyes gazed wickedly at Lilith high on The Wall. 

Ami had tied the succubus to a large rock, spread-eagle, her naked body exposed to all who looked. 

The rock took its time rolling down, squishing Lilith’s body repeatedly. Lucifer waited patiently as it finished its roll down the side of the wall and then casually strolled over to it. 

Lilith was a gruesome sight and resembled a piece of Cubist art more than a demon. Black blood painted the rock. Her right breast sat at her navel, slowly inching up to her chest. Her right eye blinked from her chin, and her nose sniffed the air from where her ear should have been. Lilith grunted, and her black energy sizzled, weakly trying to repair her body. 

Still, her dark eyes danced when she saw Lucifer, and she showered him with a half-smile as she tried to reconstruct her lips.

“Having trouble with my daughter?” Lilith spoke out the side of her mouth.

“She is killing Blue-Ivy, your first demon-born,” Lucifer hissed. He stopped the rock from its trek back up the wall.

“Oh well,” Lucifer heard the coldness in Lilith’s voice as she spoke.

The devil snapped his fingers. 

Lilith’s body convulsed uncontrollably. Her cries filled the air like an opera singer, and Lucifer reveled in her screams before forcing himself to sober up. He had more questions for her.

“Did you think the monster wouldn’t harm Blue-Ivy?” Lucifer snarled softly, easing his power from her body.

Lilith averted her eyes and tugged at her bound wrists. “Blue-Ivy was the last thing that reminded me of Adam. Maybe it is time for her to die.”

Lucifer didn’t believe her words, “Bitch.”

He stepped up to her, nose only inches away from hers. His hand dragged back and he slapped Lilith.

“You didn’t know you were pregnant with Adam’s child when I turned you into a demon. I raised and nurtured her as if she were my own,” he breathed in her face. “I was a doting father.”

“You mean you poisoned her!” Lilith screeched and fought against her bonds, fingers clawing the air. “She would have been human if it weren’t for you! You turned her into a vortex for your sick games. You trapped her kids in their own worlds so they wouldn’t take over Hell! You feed them the souls of the dead!”

“You’re right. And whoever passes the seven deadly sins gets rewarded with unimaginable power,” Lucifer seethed. “And if Blue-Ivy dies, so do her children. There will be no more new demons.”

Lilith spat black blood on his muscular chest. “Good.”

Lucifer gripped her cheeks, and it forced her lips to pucker. He smiled; his words were biting. “You know as much as I do that my throne room is the last stop for whoever enters The Forever. Do you think your daughter can kill me?”

“With all my heart,” Lilith gloated, spitting in his face. Lucifer backed away and wiped the black spittle from his right eye. He sucked his lower lip and clicked his tongue as he double punched Lilith in the gut. She continued to laugh, even though it sounded forced.

“You damn succubus,” the devil hissed. “Don’t worry. You will attend a family reunion once the time comes. I suggest cleaning yourself up. You look horrible.”

Lucifer turned on his heels, and with another click of his fingers, he was transported back to his throne room. He plucked a black feather from his back.

“Gabriel, the beast is coming to Hell. Bring her father; we have much planning to do.” 

He cut the call short. The feather dissolved to ash, and he snapped his fingers. Ami materialized before him, her body quivering in fear.

“Now, there’s a lot to be done. We have a family reunion to plan,” he said, ignoring her fear. “Make sure everything is in order.”

Ami bowed hastily and retreated from the room without a word.

“Once I have the monster and human in my grasp, I will make them wish they were never born!” Lucifer muttered to himself. He twiddled his fingers and a crystal goblet appeared in his left hand.

He threw it against the wall, admiring the glass as it broke into tiny shards. The sound reverberated off the walls, soothing his nerves. He reconstructed the glass once the music faded away and chucked it again. When he finally calmed himself, his mind turned to the beast, and a plan began to form.
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BLUE DOTS ZOOMED THROUGH Chris’s body, numbing her senses. She no longer had the energy to fight them off. She allowed the spots to invade her body as she lay limp until she was unceremoniously thrown into another world.

Chris swallowed deeply as she stared at her house—the white farmhouse where she and Auntie used to live. The forest lay to the east, and their garden grew by the pond on the outskirts of the woods. 

She stumbled towards the house on shaky legs as memories flooded her mind. 

Without warning, the house exploded in front of her. Fire rained down, licking the wood, and the structure crumbled like a house of cards. Black smoke bloomed and mingled with the blueness of the sky. The sun sat above Chris’s head without a care in the world. No birds chirped, nor were any frogs singing in the pond. 

Silence. 

Chris broke the silence with her angry screams, hands outstretched towards the house. Her body burned red, and shards poked out of her palm.

“Auntie!” she sobbed.

Chris fell to her knees; she didn’t want to relive this memory. She spotted Auntie’s body glowing in the firelight from her peripheral vision. Auntie jogged from the front of the house and rushed towards the garden. Chris’s eyes glistened with tears as she ran after her. They met up by the tomato plants, and Chris stood before her, reaching for Auntie’s shoulder, except her fingers went through her like a ghost. 

Auntie smiled as her skin melted away as sand replaced it. Her curly red hair was now stringy green seaweed.

“Gaia?” Chris took a step back in shock. “It can’t be...you were Auntie all along?” 

Gaia had no words for her. A single tear dripped from the goddess’s eye as she sank into the ground.

“No, this isn’t real!” Chris roared and kicked the dirt where Gaia had stood. Her eyes whipped back around to the burning house; it was no longer on fire. The house was nothing more than charred wood and ash. 

Chris felt hollowness eat away at her insides and slumped to the ground. Her eyes never looked away from the incinerated remains of the house.

“None of this is real,” she assured herself, rocking back and forth.

“Of course, it is,” a child sang in her ears. “This is what you missed on the day you lost everything.”

“Come out and show yourself!” Chris hissed out at the voice.

Her eyes scanned the area and fell upon a small child no older than six, floating high in the sky. 

She wore her golden hair in curled pigtails that glistened in the sun’s rays, and red, evil eyes stared back at Chris. A blue dress adorned her petite body.

“Who are you?” Chris asked.

“I’m Angus the Anger, and from the smell of you, you’re full of it,” Angus sniffed the air, giving a toothy grin. “But don’t call me Wrath. It sounds too grown up.”

Chris stiffened at the child’s words, and anger pumped in her veins even more strongly than usual. It heated her skin as shards in her hand poked out from her palm, and her breath grew ragged.

“Let me pass,” Chris growled. She hated the child for showing her lies.

“They’re not lies,” Angus laughed, lowering herself onto the ground. 

Chris kept a level glare aimed at Angus and wondered if the child could read her mind.

“These images are accurate. Your precious Auntie never existed. Gaia left you to fend for yourself. She called the angels here!” Angus cackled, holding her stomach as laughter bubbled from her lips.

“No!” cried Chris. She covered her ears, not believing the child’s words. “Auntie would never leave me.”

Chris’s face turned red, and shards pricked her skin again, forcing her to take her hands away from her ears. She shot the shards at the child. Angus floated above them effortlessly and laughed.

“Is that all you got?” the child taunted, giggling.

Vines crawled up from the earth and wrapped around Chris’s waist before plunging her into the ground like a newly potted flower.

“Now, it’s my time to eat,” Anger smirked.

Her red eyes glowed brightly, and sharp fangs pinched between her lips as she walked on the wind towards Chris.

“You taste heavenly. I’ve never had real meat before.” Angus chuckled. “Only souls.”    

Chris struggled, and her knees disappeared within the earth. She shot more shards into the vines. Nothing happened. The earth covered her upper thigh, and the vines tightened their grip around her body.

“This might take a while,” Angus mused, putting a finger to her chin. “I know! Let’s have a picnic.”

Chris stopped struggling and stared at the child.

Is she nuts?

Like quicksand, the stillness of her movements slowed her descent into the ground. The dirt crowded around her waist. Chris held her breath and stilled her body, trying not to move an inch.    

A checkered blanket appeared in front of Chris. A pink tea set with cups and a teapot sat on the sheet. 

Angus perched herself on the opposite end.

“One lump or two?” The child held up her fingers.

“Two,” Chris gritted out. Dirt climbed up an inch over her waist. “Let me go.”

Angus put two lumps of sugar into Chris’s cup and poured hot brown liquid over it, setting the teacup in front of her before preparing a cup for herself. Chris had no way to sip her drink, so she stared at Angus.

“Isn’t Angus a boy’s name?” Chris mocked.

A storm suddenly brewed overhead. Angus threw her hot tea in Chris’s face, making the teenager shriek in pain. Her little nose scrunched, her red eyes deepening, reminding Chris of Gluten.

“It’s not a boy’s name. It’s a girl’s name!” Angus shouted, slapping her knee with her cup. It shattered and sprayed bits of glass on her knees and the blanket. Angus huffed and repaired the cup with her powers.

“I will not have you ruin my picnic,” Angus sighed, calming down. Storm clouds parted to reveal the sun once more, and a gleeful smile graced the child’s lips. “Now, would you like a cucumber sandwich?” 

“Why are you doing this?” Chris could not understand why Angus wanted to have a picnic with her meal.

“Momma told me manners are important. You can’t just kill someone willy-nilly,” Angus chided. She pulled a brown teddy bear from behind her back and sat him to the left of Chris. She set another cup filled with tea in front of the bear. Then Angus snapped a plate full of cucumber sandwiches into existence and laid it in the centre of the checkered blanket.

“I have questions to ask, if you don’t mind?” the child began. “Why did you kill my brother and sisters?”

“Because they were trying to kill me,” Chris stated plainly.

“Yet, we too need to eat. Being only half-immortal has its flaws.” Angus sipped her tea. “I don’t like this dress.”

With a flick of the hand, the golden-haired child’s dress changed from blue to white, with pink flowers and leaves spiralling all over it.

“Ugh, enough! Let me go, now!” Chris barked, releasing more glass. Her weight shifted, and she sank two inches deeper.

“No,” the child laughed, popping a small triangular sandwich into her mouth. “I don’t need to show you anymore. You have no control over your anger.”

Angus grabbed her bear and held it out to Chris. “Would you like to give Foo-foo a kiss?”

Chris shook her head, and the ground climbed up to her ribs.

“My bear has magical powers,” Angus giggled again. 

She shoved the bear into Chris’s face, pounding the soft bear’s fur against her lips. Chris stilled her body as fear crawled its way into her heart. She was terrified the ground would swallow her whole, and she couldn’t think of a worse way to die.

“Stop that!” Angus suddenly chided. “I don’t want fear. I want anger!”

Her tiny hand punched Chris’s right cheek with surprising strength. 

Oh.

Chris poured more fear into her features. Her eyes grew large, and her lips parted to suck air in and out rapidly. 

It worked, and suddenly, the sin screamed in Chris’s face and stomped her little foot. She shook the bear and fire sprang up around them, scorching the edge of the blanket.

Chris noticed that the ground was slowly regurgitating her body back out. 

Soon, ice took the place of fire with another shake of the bear. 

A shard of ice snagged Chris’s hair, tearing a lock of it out, and blood painted her cheek. Chris tried to show more fear, but the more the ice kept poking her, the more her blood boiled and seared her veins. And despite herself, her brows knitted in a frown.

“That’s better.” Angus stopped her tantrum and returned the bear to its spot on the charred blanket. More ice pinched and poked between the vines at Chris’s skin.

“Stop it!” Chris hissed. Her eyes narrowed into slits.

“No,” Angus pouted, folding her arms over her chest.

Angus turned away from the picnic as the burned-out house disappeared, and Blue-Ivy floated above them. She no longer had any blue left.

“But momma!” the girl screamed, stomping her foot. “I’m hungry!”

Angus cried as her hands flew into the air. She jumped up and down, throwing a hissy-fit. Fire and ice ruined the ground in a circle around her until the small child slumped onto the black ice.

The vines around Chris slumped onto the ground before disappearing, and the ground spat her out. 

Chris dusted the dirt off her clothes as she stepped over to the child and saw Angus holding her cheeks in her hands, crying.

“Momma says you may go through,” she sniffed. “She promised me something better.”

Then Angus stuck out her hand, and her bear materialized before her. She grabbed it, hugging Foo-foo to her chest.

“Go before I disobey my momma,” the child warned.

Chris scratched her head in confusion, but she didn’t stick around for answers. The tug on her heart pulled her to Blue-Ivy, and she hopped into the blackness.
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CAROL RUBBED HER HEAD, shaking the sand out of her tresses. She stared up at the three suns.

No more bones, at least...

Grains of sand had made their way up her nose, making Carol sneeze as she staggered to her feet.

“Where am I?” Carol asked the empty desert, surprised when she got a response.

“My world,” a voice hissed.

Carol caught sight of something slithering near her right foot. A snake popped up and bared its fangs, and bit her boot. 

The child screamed, shaking her foot, and kicked the snake like a football across the sand. 

The brown sand camouflaged the snake, making it impossible for her to see its long body. 

Carol took tentative steps towards where she kicked the reptile and found a hole.

“Damn snake!” she cried into the hole.

“Damn human!” the snake echoed back.

Carol knelt and pressed her eye against the hole, trying to see the serpent. She snapped her head back as the thing lunged at her again. The snake sailed into the air and landed two feet before Carol, coiling itself neatly into leathery layers.

“You vile witch,” the snake seethed.

“You can talk?” Carol asked dumbly. Her eyes narrowed on the snake’s rattled tail, tipped with a blue sapphire that sparkled against its brown body.

Carol’s eyes traveled up from the snake’s tail, along its body, and stopped at its face. The ribs around its neck extended to form a hood. Its thin body rose so it was eye-level with Carol. Two beady eyes stared hatefully back at her.

Carol loved snakes, and the King Cobra was her favourite breed to study – and nowhere in her studies did a cobra have a rattlesnake’s tail. Its size told her it was male as they were larger than their female counterparts. Then Forcas’s voice once again echoed in her mind. 

Take Sloth’s charm...

“Are you Sloth?” She asked, thinking back to the other world. The thing she killed in Bone World had no charms on its person. And she would know – the monster was naked.

“You’re smarter than you look for a human,” the snake said, swaying his body back and forth as if dancing to a snake charmer's tune. “How could a mortal hurt my mother?”

Carol backed away as Sloth followed while keeping his height. “You won’t get away from me.”

Carol tightened her grip on her brass knuckles, and the suns’ light caught the claws. It made the serpent stop in his tracks.

“You’ve stolen some powerful objects. I bet you don’t know how to use them.” 

Sloth darted his neck out and snapped at Carol. She met his bite with a punch in the mouth, tearing out his fangs with her claws. Sloth recoiled and ducked his head within his shaking body, yellow pus leaking from between his coils.

“Don’t kill me,” he moaned from within the leathery body.

Carol cautiously stalked towards the serpent, plucking out the two fangs from between her claws. She glanced into the snake’s body, searching for his head.

Sloth leaped into the air again. 

The jump forced Carol to back up a step; instead of biting her, he spat sand into her eyes. She waved the sand away and coughed as it entered her lungs. Her eyes immediately drooped. She staggered, almost falling onto the sand, but managed to keep her balance.

“You’re under my power now,” the snake laughed gleefully.

Carol stumbled away, wiping her blurry eyes as more sand crowded the edges, trying to force her lids closed. Time seemed to slow, and a yawn escaped her lips as her arms stretched to the sky—then she shook her head when she heard someone calling to her.

“Hey, sleepyhead!” 

The voice led Carol to the right. She spied short blonde hair and sky-blue eyes.

“Sam?!” She called back. Her eyes noted the boy’s thin frame, long legs, and a crescent moon shaped scar on his forehead.

“Sam!” Carol’s voice bounced off the sand. She was thrilled to see her brother and hurried to him.

“Everything will be okay,” Sam’s voice soothed her ears.

She plopped down beside her brother, wrapping her arms around his waist. She laid her head on his chest. The steady beat of his heart lulled her to close her eyes.

“I thought you were asleep.”

“We can sleep together,” he hummed in her ear, “like you always wished for.”

Carol sighed, lying down with Sam. She tightened her hold around him as the sand inched up her feet.

“And we never have to wake up,” Sam continued to whisper in her ear. She nodded in agreement as more sand tickled her legs. Only it didn’t feel like sand. It was rough like cardboard and solid. The thought was fleeting, and all Carol cared about was finally being with her brother.

“You’re so stupid,” Sam said, except it wasn’t her brother’s voice she heard. It was Forcas’s.

Carol opened her eyes and found herself cuddling the angel.

“Don’t let Sloth eat you,” Forcas chided.

Carol’s mind became frazzled, trying to make sense of Forcas’s presence.

“Where’s my brother?” She asked the angel. And like sand, he blew away with the wind.

Carol sat up, rubbing the last particles out of her eyes, and stared in shock at Sloth’s gaping mouth, swallowing her legs. Her mind finally cleared. It was not the sand covering her, but Sloth’s mouth. She tried to wiggle out, except Sloth swallowed her hips. His mouth slurped up another inch of her body.

“Not today, scumbag!” Carol slammed her brass knuckles in his eye. The claws tore the eyeball out of his socket. Then she turned her attention to the next eye and did the same thing.

The serpent let out keening cries of pain and was unable to dislodge his jaws from the girl’s body in time. 

Carol continued to punch his head until all that remained was a matted mess. 

Sloth’s body slackened, and he had stopped moving. 

Carol wiggled her way out of the serpent’s mouth and got up on shaky legs. She kicked the giant snake, realizing he was four times the size he had been before. Then she stomped on Sloth with both feet. “Eat me!... No one eats me... Stupid snake pretending to be my brother!”

Finally, anger left her body. She overdid it as Sloth dissolved into yellow sand, leaving his rattle behind. She didn’t care and just wanted to let out her frustration.

Carol quickly snatched it up, wedging the blue sapphire out of the rattle and placed it with the others. She pocketed the rattle just when the sand changed color from brown to black, and the emptiness returned.

Carol took off in a run, trying to beat the collapsing world. She spotted her escape up ahead. 

Blue-Ivy floated in the air, but her color had changed once more. The vortex had more black than blue, except Carol didn’t care. She needed to get out of this world fast before the blackness ate her up. She picked up speed and made a mad dash for the vortex, jumping the last two feet as sand under her vanished. White encased her body, allowing her to fly as she sailed into Blue-Ivy.

Carol fought the black dots, and a white glow obliterated them until nothing was left but blue. The shrieks of Blue-Ivy returned; only the child had gotten used to it. She kicked her feet and swam through the current.

It wasn’t long before she spotted two parts of Chris’s humanity playing in the vortex. The age change was noticeable, and Carol guessed they were no older than twelve. 

Both girls turned towards Carol, their laughter dying on their lips. They looked identical with the same short, black hair and brown eyes, and wore ratty clothes.

“Hey, Chris. We got a new friend,” One Chris said.

“No way, Chris. She looks like trouble,” her twin chuckled.

Both Chris’s rushed towards her, their quick fingers tickling all over her body.

“Look what I found!” One Chris held up a brass cup. “What’s in here?”

“Give that back!” Carol hissed, hating that Chris had just picked her pocket so easily.

“I don’t know,” the second Chris said, pointing to a dark blue portal that had opened to the right, “Blue-Ivy says to toss it in there.”

“Don’t listen to her. She’s evil,” Carol warned. 

Her right arm struck out to grab the Holy Grail as Chris tossed it to her twin. They were playing monkey-in-the-middle with Carol, and she was getting sick and tired of their games.

“Don’t you know what’s happening here?!” she hollered. 

“Yeah, we know. We’re part of Chris’s humanity, and Blue-Ivy stole us,” Chris on the right sang.

Carol blinked, lost for words. She didn’t think they had any knowledge of what was going on. Why else would they be so carefree?

“Blue-Ivy keeps no secrets from us. She said lying is very unladylike,” the second Chris explained, tossing the cup to her twin.

“Then you know I’m here to save you and reunite you with Chris!” Carol gushed out, glad it would be a smooth transition.       

“We don’t want you to rescue us,” Chris on the right chuckled.    

They continued to toss the cup to each other. Carol used her words to distract them as she tried to spot a pattern in their game.

“Why not?” Carol asked, noting how each girl held the Grail for a set number of seconds before chucking it.

One. Two. Three. Four. Toss.

“Because we hate Chris’s life!” both girls shouted.

One. Two. Three. Four. Toss.

“Chris needs you. I need you,” Carol huffed, slowly getting closer to Chris on the left.

“We don’t know you,” Chris, on the right, laughed. “We haven’t met.”

Carol rolled her eyes at her own stupidity as she continued to count in her head, settling on a half-truth. “You know me. We’re best friends.” 

Both girls gawked at Carol, their mouths slightly ajar.

“Really?” the girls questioned.

Carol was within a breath’s reach when Chris, on the right, threw the cup. She jumped out in front of the other Chris and caught the cup in both hands.

“Cheater!” the twins screamed.

They charged Carol. All three of them grasped the cup in a game of tug of war.

“It’s mine!” Carol shouted.

“No, it’s ours!” the girls screamed back.

The light from inside the cup shot straight up and encased the twins’ bodies, turning them into a green emerald and paler green diopside. Both gems got sucked into the Grail and liquefied.

Carol sighed as she placed the cup back in her pocket and chuckled. “I didn’t lose it, Forcas!”

Her fanfare was short-lived as Blue-Ivy’s wind picked her up again, and Carol braced herself as she was tossed out yet another portal.
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CHRIS FOUND HERSELF plopped into a chair, and leather straps jumping out like snakes from the armrests, encasing her wrists. She stretched her fingers, trying to break free, but the straps bit into her skin.

“Nice of you to join me,” a deep male voice addressed her.

Chris surveyed the room, trying to spot the voice’s owner, yet she only saw a fancy office. Books lined the wall, and a cherry oak desk stood between her and an executive chair. Its back faced her. A picture of a vortex hung on the wall behind the chair. Ivy’s call sang to her.

It was Blue-Ivy, although Black-Ivy was now a more apt name for the dark vortex. She swirled clockwise, hypnotizing Chris, beckoning her to jump into her void. 

A man she assumed was Pride turned around in the leather chair, his fingers interlaced together. “My mother stripped you good.”

Pride resembled an ordinary human dressed in a black, modern fit suit, with slick, ink-colored hair to match. His left eye was blue, and the right one brown, making him appear less menacing than his siblings with their blood-red irises. 

“Are you a child of Blue-Ivy?” Chris asked. She could feel something different about this creature. Pride didn’t look or sound like his siblings, who were straight out of her nightmares. The man before her didn’t scare Chris at all.

“Let’s say I am a stepchild of the bitch,” Pride smiled.

He placed his hands on the desk and pointed both index fingers at Chris, tapping the tips together.

“Blue-Ivy wants me to let you hop into that picture behind me because Lucifer commands it,” he thumbed the painting, “I have my pride. I will not let you go.”

“So, you want to die.” There was smugness in Chris’s tone. “I have already killed three of your siblings.”

“I know,” Pride chuckled and pressed a button on an intercom system that sat on the edge of his desk. “Anita, bring me the contract for Jezebel...what’s your last name, sweetheart?”

Chris’s eyes sparkled, knowing she didn’t sign her actual name on the contract. She had to give Pride credit; he was living up to his name.

“Never mind the last name. It’s the beast you let in earlier,” he laughed into the intercom. “Tut-tut. You didn’t think I would let you in without knowing what you are, did you?” Pride wagged his finger at her as if disappointed, but his smile betrayed him.

The familiar ant-thing appeared a moment later. Anita sauntered over to Pride’s desk and slapped Chris’s contract before him. It blew a kiss with its pincers at Pride, and he winked at Anita as it sashayed out the door.

“You mean I went through those sins for nothing?” Chris asked. 

Well, maybe not for nothing...

“Everything is a circle,” Pride announced sagely.

“You didn’t think I would make it, did you?” Chris cackled, shaking her head. “Admit it. I’m better than you.”

Pride wiggled his tie. Two more restraints came out of the chair and strapped her ankles to the legs. Chris’s eyes narrowed on his necktie before she fluttered her lashes back up to Pride’s face. She smiled sweetly.

“What are you going to do with me?”

Blue-Ivy’s pull on her became unbearable. She fought her restraints for a minute as two emotions pulled at her body: her pride and the aching need to get to the painting.

“I will eat you in time, my dear. I’m the last challenge,” Pride answered smoothly, combing his hair back with his hand. “And I’ve waited a long time for my next meal. You do look tasty.”

“And Blue-Ivy?”  

“Can go fuck herself. Mother let me starve for over six hundred years. I’m tired of waiting. Like a spider, I never let a fly go.”

“Another lie from your lips,” Chris laughed, mildly surprised at how much she sounded like Lilith. “I met a soul who passed your test. I think the demon’s name was Steve.”

Pride’s eyes darkened as a light chuckle escaped his lips. “Well, some aren’t worth fighting for. But you are.”

A tingling sensation nipped at Chris’s bare feet. Both their eyes moved down to see Chris’s toenails being erased and her skin. She arched a brow and met Pride’s gaze again.

“I see your game. You won’t win,” Chris defiantly lifted her chin and blew a kiss at Pride.

Pride sat back in his chair. “I see you take after your mother.” 

He played with his tie again. The restraints on Chris's wrists tightened and slowly indented into her flesh, tearing away skin. Blood trickled down the chair and onto the floor. Red painted the white carpet, absorbing the blood like it was thirsty.

“My, you taste good. I think I’ll drain you over the next couple of centuries to savor the taste,” Pride licked his lips. “You’re like fine wine.” 

“You’ll be dead before that happens.” 

Chris clawed her fingers against the chair and wiggled her gloved pinky until it hit wood. She slowly rubbed her pinky against the wood. The glove made a small indent, yet she never took her eyes off Pride as her finger did all the work. Chris just needed to keep him distracted, which wasn’t hard since he was full of himself. She chuckled to herself, eyes glowing with delight.

“I see Blue-Ivy has been enjoying herself. You don’t fear me, do you?” Pride asked, toying with a pen on his desk. “I bet you have little emotions left.”

“Why do you think that?” Chris asked.

This time it was Pride’s turn to smile. “Most souls who enter my world are overwhelmed with emotions. Their souls are black with hate and almost ready to become demons. That is... if they pass me.”

“I have no soul for that,” Chris gritted out; her pinky was halfway through the wood, except it got more challenging for her to reach. Her finger was too short.

“Oh, I know. Blue-Ivy didn’t have a soul to darken, so she stole your humanity.” Pride stood up and went around his desk to the front. He leaned back against the desk’s edge and crossed his arms over his chest, a slight smirk dancing on his lips. 

This new revelation stilled Chris’s mind. She knew the vortex was taking something from her, but hearing it from Pride left a nasty taste in her mouth.

“Well, at least I still have my pride,” she mocked.

Pride shot out his hand and grabbed her wrist as he jerked his tie. The strap released her. Before she could move her hand, Pride snatched it.

“Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” He asked coldly as he slipped the glove off her hand. “Thanks for the present.”

He studied the arm for a bit, then slammed her arm back down on the armrest. Pride wiggled it again, and the strap was back in place. “Now, back to our game. Let’s talk about your past escapades.” 

Pride snapped his fingers, and the bookcases spun until they transformed into whiteboards.

Chris rolled her eyes. “Please. You think showing me my past will make me feel guilty?” 

Pride strolled over to one of the boards. “On the contrary, I want to celebrate your accomplishments.”

He snapped his fingers again, and a projector appeared out of thin air to show a grainy clip of Chris at the park with Beth and the kids. Chris pushed Carol on the swings before bending down and stealing a wallet out of a man’s bag in the video.

“I must admit, you’re a skilled thief.” A snap of Pride’s fingers and the video showed Chris stealing from a man on the streets after she knocked down his briefcase. “I think you only got caught once.”

Another snap showed Chris running down the alley with a large man chasing her, brandishing a meat cleaver. She jumped over the fence and easily escaped his wrath. 

The image faded, and arrogance gleamed in Chris’s eyes as she soaked up Pride’s compliments. 

“I guess I have a knack for it.”

“Yes, and for lying, too.” 

Pride’s eyes dipped down to her toes, and Chris’s followed. Only her pinky toe remained.

The blood continued to seep from her wrists. She quickly turned her attention to Pride, knowing he was using his powers to eat her, and briefly wondered if she would regenerate this time.

“Do you remember why you took the name Chris?” Pride stepped over to her and caressed her cheek. “You stole it.”

“Yes,” Chris said, her eyes glittering at him. 

“You think you took his name out of respect because you let the real Chris die,” Pride snapped his fingers, and the projector showed a house in Tula City, “only we both know better.”

Chris gleaned a grainy image of the normal-looking house with dusty brown bricks and two windows in the front. The only difference from the neighbours was the unkempt lawn with car parts scattered over the yard and flags on the window that shielded the outside world.

The video zoomed in on the house. The front door opened on its own. Then it cut to the bedroom upstairs, where ten-year-old Jezebel and thirteen-year-old Chris sat on the empty floor. There were no toys or furniture in the room.

Chris was a sight to see – he had rust-colored hair and deep chocolate eyes. He was chubby around the middle because of an under-active thyroid condition, and their foster care mom refused to buy his medication. He was tall for his age, standing five-foot-eight.

“This was the day he died, wasn’t it?” Pride asked, sounding nauseatingly sweet.

Chris ignored him and stared at the kids on the screen. Their mouths moved, and she could hear their conversation in her head.

“We do it tonight,” Jezebel whispered, tying back her long black hair.

“What if we get caught?” Chris whimpered.

Jezebel clasped his hand and squeezed it tight. “We have to eat.”

Chris nodded. Their last meal was a little over a week ago – scraps from the table, fat and gristle from a roast. And the disgusting lard they were made to drink. 

“Besides, we’re only taking a bit. I promise it’ll be alright,” Jezebel smiled and gave his hand another squeeze.

Then Pride stood in front of the screen, making Chris lose her concentration on the picture.

“So what?” Chris chuckled airily. “I ate fine that night.”

“You lied to him that everything would be alright!” Pride stepped away from the screen.

Chris’s eyes zoomed back to the screen as the scenery in the image changed, and her mind replayed the memory as if it had happened yesterday. 

It was after midnight, and both Chris and Jezebel were up in their room with two pops and a bag of chips. Their hands dug into the bag, stuffing their faces happily.

Jezebel swallowed her last bite as she snuck out cookies from under her shirt. “Look at what I got.”

“But those are mom’s!” Chris cried, crumbs littering his chin. “It’s from her special stash!”

“She’s not my mom, nor yours. Her name is Susan,” Jezebel corrected tightly, opening the wrapper and shoveling two cookies into her mouth. “Mmm, so good!”

Their sense of accomplishment was short-lived when the door swung open. The doorknob banged against the wall loudly, and the kids turned in horror to see Susan’s figure in the doorway. 

Henry, her latest boyfriend, stood behind her, grinning eagerly at what awaited the kids.

“I knew it, little fucking thieves!” Susan shouted, her grey hair in curlers and a cigarette dangling from her lower lip, wearing pyjamas that were two sizes too big for her skinny body. She stormed into the room and slapped Jezebel, snatching the cookies from her hands. 

Henry grabbed Chris by the back of the collar, pulling him up.

“What do you want me to do with them?” Henry growled.

“Put that one in the wall.”   

Henry’s cruel smile split his face as he half-carried, half-dragged a protesting Chris out of the room. 

Jezebel shuddered, backing up.  

“Now, as for you...” Susan turned to Jezebel. “...you think you’re so smart and pretty, don’t you?!”

Jezebel couldn’t think of a rebuttal as another slap reddened her other cheek. 

Susan grabbed the child by the back of her hair and dragged her from the room. 

Jezebel cried out as Susan dragged her down the stairs. Pain mapped her little body with each step she hit and as her bottom lip hit the last step extra hard, it immediately went bloody. 

Susan pushed her into the kitchen and threw her onto one of the chairs.

Jezebel was too afraid to move as the woman marched around the kitchen. Her eyes darted to the back door that was ajar. She knew she could make a run for it, yet her feet refused to budge.

Susan came in with scissors and snipped off Jezebel’s hair until it was uneven and short. Tears soaked the girl’s cheeks as she heard Chris cry from behind the wall.

“You will never steal from me again!” Susan shouted, and pain tore through the child’s head.

Jezebel felt something damp in her hair and slowly inched her fingers up to rub it. When she took her fingers away, she saw blood. It didn’t stop her fingers from investigating further, and she found scissors embedded in the back of her head, near the nape of her neck. She screamed, jumping out of the chair. She tore the scissors out; blood dripped on the dirty wooden floor as she turned to Susan and slashed at her with the scissors. She saw the look of sudden fear in the old woman’s eyes as she stabbed Susan’s arm and dashed out the back door.

She hid in the bushes, watching the house. After what felt like ages, dawn crept in, taking over the dark sky. She shifted when she heard Susan and Henry leave the house and peeked out to see a makeshift wrap around the old woman’s arm. They jumped into the car and sped away.

Fearful for Chris and crying softly, Jezebel snuck back into the house and went for the closet. In a standard home, a closet was for clothes. But in this house, it led to a crawl space no bigger than a cupboard. Susan called it ‘The Wall.’ She had nailed spikes and screwdrivers into the walls, piercing anyone who moved—her own homemade iron maiden. 

Jezebel shuddered, remembering her first time in the wall, and knew from experience that Chris had a dog collar chained around his neck to keep him in there. She quickly opened the closet and removed the makeshift board. 

Chris’s body pitched forward, slumping across her knees. 

Jezebel cried out when she saw a pair of scissors sticking out of his chest. Blood dyed his shirt like a misshapen rose.

“Chris,” Jezebel sobbed out, hugging him tightly.

“It’s okay,” he whispered brokenly, his icy hand grasping hers.

Jezebel’s eyes widened, surprised he was still alive. “I’ll call 911!”

“Stay with me. If you do, I’ll give you my name,” he wheezed as more blood leaked out the side of his blue lips. “I don’t want to be alone.”

Jezebel squeezed him tight and laid her head on his. “I’ll never leave you.”

He coughed and shook. Blood covered both their shirts. 

Jezebel rocked him slightly and began to sing a lullaby Auntie used to sing to her. 

Only she never got to finish. Chris’s fingers loosened on her hand, and his breathing stopped.

“Goodbye.” Jezebel kissed the top of his head. “I’m so sorry...”

Pride snapped his fingers. The whiteboard turned back into books again.

“So, you’re a superb liar and thief. I tip my hat off to you,” he gave a mock bow.

What’s wrong with me? 

She knew she should have felt guilt and remorse as it always came with memories of her old friend. Now, Chris’s body betrayed her. The more he showed her her awful past, her body strummed with excitement. She felt alive, and her aura visibly glowed at Pride’s words. A huge smile graced her lips.

“Why did you show me that?” Chris asked.

“To show you what kind of monster you really are.” Pride pranced around her chair, tickling her shoulder-length hair with his fingers. “You lied to the real Chris and stole his name. Who knew you were a killer at such a young age?”

“I didn’t kill him.” Chris shifted her head to the right, and his fingers followed.

“Except it was your fault. If you didn’t talk Chris into stealing, he would have been alive today,” Pride mocked. “And the fact you didn’t realize you could heal that night was the icing on the cake. Didn’t you ever wonder why you survived being stabbed in the head?”

Chris shook her head. 

“Then you took off and disappeared onto the streets,” he continued and yanked her head back with a fistful of her hair. The chair tipped back, and Chris stared up into Pride’s grinning face. He patted her right cheek, kissing her forehead as he plopped the chair back on all fours. She felt weird; her feet never touched the rug. Chris’s eyes darted down only to realize she didn’t have feet anymore.

Pride watched her and broke into a merciless laugh. “Oh, I’m just getting started.”
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CAROL LOOKED AROUND the classroom of her old pre-school. Her fingers brushed against the stuffed animals lining the wall. She kicked at a tower of blocks on her right and saw the alphabet in bright colors riding a train across the borders of the room. On the walls, numbers with smiley faces welcomed her with a wave.

“Why am I here?” Carol spied the teacher’s desk. No one sat behind it.

“Because this is your hate,” a soft voice flittered into her ears.

Carol whipped around and stared at a little girl wearing a pink dress and sporting curly hair in pigtails. 

The child looked no older than six and was focused on a tea party with her toy bear. 

Carol narrowed her eyes on the bear and spotted an amber gem for its nose.

“You must be Wrath,” Carol guessed.

“You destroyed half of my momma,” the child seethed, growing small, sharp fangs.

Carol spread her arms wide and shrugged. She stepped closer to the child vampire. “I’m trying to save Chris.”

“And I need to save what’s left of my momma,” Wrath said, eyes gleaming daggers at Carol.

“I need the bear.” Carol held out her hand. “Give it to me.”

“Momma promised me a meal. I think you would be perfect,” Wrath licked her lips. “I am Angus the Anger. Not really into the Wrath name. It doesn’t fit my image.”

“Isn’t that a boy’s name?” 

The room shook, and vines shot up from between the cracks in the floor. Carol jumped into the air and slashed at the vines with her claws, shredding them.

“My name is a girl’s name!” Angus screeched and shook her bear.

A ring of ice surrounded Carol, followed by fire. The circle was closing in on her. Her skin burned as the blaze drew closer, setting her clothes aflame until a white light snuffed it out. Power shot outwards, and it blew the ice and fire away.

“Nice trick, except you’re no angel,” Angus hissed. “You’re nothing but a mortal!”

Carol cracked her knuckles. “I’ll show you what this mortal can do!”

She somersaulted towards the child and kicked the bear from her hands, slapping the child’s cheek and pushing her to the ground.

“Not fair!” Angus cried, tears cascading down her doll-like face. “You’re going to pay.”

The child jumped up and kicked, her foot connected with Carol’s waist. She gasped, stumbling back as Angus jumped higher and then used her elbow to drive Carol’s head into the ground. 

Carol moaned, blood spilling from her nose as Angus continued to pummel her. Carol felt her lower back seize as tiny feet stomped on her, followed by an elbow between her shoulder blades. Small hands grabbed her hair and pounded her face into the daycare floor. Carol groaned after each greeting with the floor until she kicked her legs backwards and hit the child with her heel, knocking her off.

Good thing I’m flexible.

Carol staggered onto her feet as the child attacked her right leg, biting into her jeans.

“No biting, you brat!” Carol screamed and smashed Angus in the head with her clawed fist.

The claws on the brass knuckles got tangled in Angus’s pigtails, and when Carol tore her hand away, a massive chunk of hair dangled from the weapon.    

“Wah! Meanie!” Angus wailed and let go of Carol’s leg and kicked her instead. “That hurt!”

Carol pushed the child away and saw the bear lying on its side under a small table. She dove for the bear, encasing it within her fingers greedily. She bumped her head on the table when she wiggled back out, stuffing the bear in her shirt.

“Give Foo-foo back!” Angus shouted. “He’s mine!”

She ignored Angus, side-stepping the child’s next attack as her eyes searched for Blue-Ivy. It took a moment to spot Blue-Ivy gleaming on the blackboard at the end of the room. She was darker than ever, and pea-sized blue dots swirled within her now.

“Why isn’t this room making you angry?” Angus hollered, stomping her feet. “This was the day your mom died, so you must be mad!”

“I’ve come to terms with my mother’s death. Wrath no longer consumes my soul.” Carol shrugged.

She headed to the chalkboard, except Angus had other plans and jumped on Carol’s back, pounding her shoulders. 

She struck her claw fist up and punched Angus in the forehead. The claws tore into Wrath’s skin as she flipped over Carol’s shoulder and landed on the floor. 

Carol stepped on her head continuously until bits of Angus’s brain stuck to her shoe. 

She grasped the bear out of her shirt and grabbed the amber nose. On closer inspection, she saw a miniature Chris pounding against the glass. Carol tore the nose from the bear and took out her cup, dropping the amber inside where it liquefied. 

She stuffed the Holy Grail back in her pocket as white light pulsed against her skin, healing her. Goosebumps littered her arms, and she stiffened. 

Black ink vomited on the wall, covering the happy numbers and the alphabet train. The floor shook. 

Shoving the bear in her shirt, she made a mad dash for the chalkboard as the emptiness ate Wrath’s world. 

Carol jumped in just as the portal closed.

Once again, the white light dissolved the vast blackness of Blue-Ivy, turning her blue once more. 

Blue-Ivy became unstable with the color change. It tried to replicate the black spots, but puffs of orange, yellow and grey dots dissolved within seconds. Her scream was never-ending and shook Carol’s soul.

Carol spotted the last of Chris’s humanity slip into another portal, and she kicked her legs, chasing the white moonstone.    

She passed through the portal and plumped down onto Chris’s lap, except her legs felt like wood. Carol glanced over her shoulder at Chris and blinked. She saw Chris’s ripped black shirt, and as her eyes traveled down, it ended at the waist. Her arms were strapped to the chair, blood leaking freely. 

“Chris, nice to see you again,” Carol sighed, moving away from the girl.

“Who are you?” It wasn’t Chris who asked the question, but a suited man who stood behind her. He had his hands twisted in Chris’s hair, except his eyes stared at Carol in shock, his mouth gaping open.

“A friend,” Carol said, using the chair’s arm to lift herself and high kick the left side of his head. “I’m guessing you’re Pride?”

Pride fell onto his butt and stared daggers at Carol when she rounded the chair and stood in front of him. 

The moonstone was nestled in his tie’s tight knot. Carol reached for it just as Pride stretched out his feet and kicked her in the chest, sending her flying across the room.

“I guess you won’t give up easily,” Carol gasped, rubbing her chest.

Pride got to his feet, pointing his index finger at Carol. “Who the hell are you, and why are you in my domain?!” 

Carol flipped onto her feet. “I told you, I’m Chris’s friend. I would appreciate it if you would stop eating her.”

Carol wondered how she would get Chris out of there when she was only half of herself.

Where are her legs?

“Chris, are you okay?” she asked.

“Who are you?” Chris spoke, and a brow rose at Carol.

“Carol, remember? You saved my mother Beth?”

“Aren’t you two?” came Chris’s retort.

“It’s been a long time since we met,” Carol sighed. “I’m here to rescue you.”

Pride interrupted their conversation by charging toward Carol. His right fist swung for her head; she jumped away in time and landed on the chair. She balanced one foot by Chris’s head on the back of the chair and the other foot on Chris’s arm.

“Don’t move,” Carol ordered the older girl. 

Chris laughed dryly.

Carol had to move fast as Pride closed in. An idea popped into her mind that she could use the chair as a weapon. She rocked the chair, moving it like a bull ride as Carol used gravity and the leg of the chair to step on Pride’s shoe, and her elbow connected with his chest. Her brass knuckles clawed his cheek and shirt, tangling within the cloth. He grabbed her arm and threw Carol away from the chair, and it tumbled over along with Chris. 

Carol crashed into the bookcase; books toppled, hiding her. She yelled and threw the books at Pride. Two missed, yet the next three hit his chest and arms.

“I have to say; you’re a skillful fighter. Take pride in it,” Pride laughed.

Carol felt his power burrow into her skin. The white light stopped it and flung it back at him.

“No!” he screamed.

Carol took her chance, flipped onto her feet, and sprinted towards the man, punching him in the gut, shoulders, head, and everywhere else on his body. Black blood dripped all over his white shirt. 

Carol snapped her arm back and made her final blow between the eyes with her brass knuckles. The claws left deep punctures in his skin, and his eyes crossed before he fell to the ground. 

Carol bent over him and continued to pound his neck into the floor until his head detached from his body. She snatched his tie off and strung it around her neck, tugging the moonstone from the knot and placing it in the Holy Grail. 

She turned back to Chris and straightened the chair back onto its legs. “How are we going to move your body without legs?” 

“I’ll heal,” Chris said, an emptiness taking over her previously proud face. “Free me, wiggle the tie.”

Carol wiggled the tie as commanded, and it freed Chris. She watched in amazement as bones jolted out of Chris’s waist. Blood, muscles and tendons slipped around the bones. 

“That’ll take a while,” Carol observed.  

She took a seat behind Pride’s desk as she watched Chris regenerate. She picked up a blue glove and slipped it on and was surprised when it shrunk until it molded to her fingers. A glow stemmed from inside her pocket, and she retrieved the rattlesnake tail. Its brightness blinded them, and it rattled. The coat around Chris’s waist disappeared and fit snugly on Carol’s body. 

Glass materialized in the air, and the rattle sucked it in. The bear was next as it untangled its body and crawled along Carol’s arm, wrapping itself around the glove until it was nothing but fur. The light vanished, and the rattle disappeared. A weight dragged down the pocket of her newly gained coat. Carol peeked inside to see the rattle, noticing it had grown in length by four inches. 

“That’s weird. What just happened?” Carol muttered.

Chris shrugged, seeming unfazed by the light. Instead, she asked, “Why did you come for me?”

“Forcas made me.” Carol toyed with a pen on the desk. “And you saved my mother’s life. Gaia has told me everything.”

Carol tried to keep her voice calm, but she wanted to scream at Chris, telling her she should have been there when her mother got possessed. She bit her tongue instead and looked around the room, surprised there was no blackness. “Shouldn’t the inky black thing be here, destroying this world?”

“Maybe it hasn’t reached here yet.” 

Before Carol could speak, a woman’s scream filled the room. Their eyes darted towards the door, and their bodies jumped when they heard frantic pounding against the wooden frame.

“Should we go save her?” Carol suggested, slowly getting out of her chair.

“Do you really want to save Ant-thing?” Chris motioned towards the door. “Be my guest.”

The inky substance slipped underneath the door frame as the pounding and screams on the other side abruptly stopped. The ink oozed up the door and chewed on the walls, slowly coming towards the girls.

Carol eyed Chris, seeing she had one foot to go. “I think this is our cue to leave.” 

Chris nodded and hopped over to Carol, taking her hand. 

Together, they leaped into Blue-Ivy. 

Carol’s white light kept the blackness away, and Chris’s second foot finished forming. 

Blue-Ivy lost all control over the vortex, and she caved in on herself as she spat Chris and Carol onto a shiny green floor. Her dying screams filtered through their ears before fading away.

The two glanced around the room they had just landed in. It looked like a throne room from olden times, with golden drapery and ornately framed portraits donning the walls. Four statues sat in each corner, their faces grotesque, mocking the raggedy girls with cruel smiles. Then their eyes stopped on Lucifer. Gaia had given Carol an intensive course on who Lucifer was. And she didn’t think she would meet or fight the King of Hell.

“What the hell?” Lucifer only had eyes for Carol. “God?”

“It’s the coat,” Chris whispered into her ear. “Lust is a powerful thing.”

Lucifer sat on his golden throne, but he was not alone. 

An immortal stood beside Lucifer’s chair, his gangly arms outstretched in shock. 

A demon sat on the floor by his leg, chains on her wrists and a collar around her neck. A white mist hovered over the chained woman as if trying to comfort her.

“Father, what are you doing here?” The gangly angel swallowed.

“God?” Lucifer said once again. “You don’t belong here.”

Carol slowly understood.

God must be their desire; Lust’s coat is mighty. It can blind an immortal from seeing the truth.

Carol eyed Chris, who nodded. Both realized their enemies couldn’t see Chris, and they used it to their advantage. It was as if their minds were one, and they knew what to do.  

Carol stepped forward; only it was Chris who spoke. “I am not God. I am your destruction.” 

“The beast!” Lucifer shouted, and his naked body darted up. The realization set in his eyes that he was not in the presence of his father.

“And I summon you, Lucifer Morning Star of the seventh-heaven and the ninth-circle of Hell, to get into my crystal!” Chris’s voice boomed through the room, yet there was no light, no crystal. Nothing.

Carol turned back to Chris to see her hands outstretched, her face stoic. When their eyes met, Chris whispered slowly, “I can’t feel my powers anymore.”

Carol’s eyes grew large, and she turned back to Lucifer. The wicked smile on his face sent shivers down her spine when their eyes met.

“You’re powerless. Blue-Ivy has stripped your humanity, and with it, your emotions. Your emotions manifested a greater power and allowed you to hurt us, but not anymore.” He started to applaud. The sound reverberated against the wall, making it sound a thousand times louder.

Carol swallowed and was about to hand the Grail over to Chris when Lucifer flew towards her. She dived to the right and barely missed the long white sword that appeared in his hands as he flew above her. It burned the ground where she once stood. Carol again met Chris’s eyes, but she didn’t move, her face blank – just an onlooker at Carol’s expense.

“Fine, I’ll kill him!” Carol screamed, willing to take on the Prince of Darkness. She had enough hate in her now to do it. 

The gangly angel caught her off guard as he swooped in and flew her up to the ceiling. Hate burned in his eyes; his lust for her destruction placed a smirk on his lips.

“This is for Ariel. Die, you beast!” 

Carol’s mind was in turmoil, she needed to free herself from this crazed angel, and then she remembered Pride and his tie. She hoped it worked. Closing her eyes, she moved her hand to the tie's knot. Another hand grasped hers. She opened her eyes and saw fear on the angel’s face, making her smile. She tugged the tie, and a force threw him back against the wall. Leather belts came out and imprisoned him against it.

Carol fell like a rock, hitting the floor hard. Agony zapped the nerves in her body, then a warm sensation accompanied it as Forcas’s, and Gaia’s energy healed her.

Slowly getting to her feet, she faced a stunned Lucifer.

“Ready?”

He charged with his sword high over his head. The rattle appeared before her, pulsing with power. Slowly Carol’s fingers inched up to grab it, and from it, two glass swords poked out on each end. The glass was flawless in design, so perfect that it took on all the colors in the room. Carol swung the double sword at Lucifer, cutting his blade in half with one swipe. The blade turned from white to red before it imploded on itself, like a real star.

“I see you have Ivy’s children’s special gifts,” Lucifer bit out. “I hid them away for a reason. They are dangerous.” 

“Let’s see how dangerous they really are,” Carol smirked. 

“You don’t want to do that,” Lucifer warned.

Carol detected a note of fear in his words.

Why? What could scare the devil? 

Carol charged him again, and her weapon sliced through his arm like butter, nearly cutting it off. It hung by a thread. 

“Stop! Lucifer can’t die!” The gangly angel shouted as he struggled to free himself. 

“It will be your turn soon enough, Gabriel,” Chris’s voice boomed around them. 

Oh, now you want to help. Carol rolled her eyes.

She glared at Chris, but Lucifer distracted her when he gripped her left arm and flung her across the room. She hit the wall with a loud thud, except she did not crumble to the ground. Her feet stayed sturdy as the white barrier protected her from the impact, and she felt minimal pain. 

She faced Lucifer and noticed a string attached to his back for the first time. It was light silver, and it traveled down to the floor before disappearing to who knew where. Carol pointed her furry gloved finger towards Lucifer, about to berate the devil when fire shot out of it and engulfed the Prince of Darkness. 

A roar emitted from his lungs, and he snuffed the fire out as his body wept, skin melting like a candle. His right eye slid off his face, landing on his nipple. It stared at Carol in horror.

“Stop!” Gabriel cried, freeing himself by using his wings as knives and cutting through the leather.

Overwhelming power overcame the girl, and as Gabriel charged forward, Carol jumped into the air and sliced the thread that bound the devil. Lucifer screamed, arching his back as perspiration coated his naked body. He crumpled to the ground, curling up into a half-melted ball. 

Gabriel reached him and cradled Lucifer in his left arm, and with the back of his right hand, he batted Carol across the room. 

Her butt scooted across the floor, and her back hit the wall, right beside where Chris stood. 

Chris didn’t even check on Carol as she flicked blood away from her mouth.

“You could be more helpful, you know!” Carol snarled at Chris.

“Why?” Chris shrugged. “I’m powerless.”

Carol got to her feet, hating that her companion didn’t seem to care whether she lived or died. The child’s fingers grasped the Grail in her pocket when Gabriel stole her focus with his words.

“What have you done?!” Gabriel shouted, with Lucifer gasping for air in his arms. “You have doomed us all!”   

A rumble shook the room, upending their feet. Carol and Chris fell backwards as the floor split open. 

A black mass shot out through the hole, swirling in both directions. Two luminous yellow eyes flecked with red appeared on the black shape, trained on Carol and Chris.

“This is the end,” Carol hissed, grabbing Chris’s hand.

The black mass shot towards the girls, but a barrier of vines sprung up between them. Blue-green leaves held firm as the black mass continued to smash at them. 

Suddenly, the world shifted, and they were no longer in Hell. Carol fell to her knees on dead grass with Chris by her side. 

Inhaling deeply, she glanced at her surroundings and choked back a cry. 

Dead trees littered the ground, and the grass was a dull brown instead of a lively lush green. The sky was a hue of emptiness as fires raged in the distance. 

“We’re home.” Carol’s mouth gaped open as her mind recognized the place – it was the clearing in the forest where she had first met Gaia, but there was no mountain, and the forest looked like it had been dead for years. Tears leaked from her eyes. 

There was no exclamation from Chris. Carol glanced at her, looking at the blank face of her friend. 

“Are you okay, Chris?” she asked.

Chris’s voice was even and flat. “Nothing. I feel nothing.” 

Carol bit the inside of her cheek and quickly scooped out the Holy Grail, forcing the cup into Chris’s hand. 

“Drink this. It’s your humanity. It will give you back your emotions,” Carol said. “And your powers.”

Chris gazed into the cup as the swirling colors danced in her eyes. 

“No.”

The fingers around the cup let go, and Carol had to dive for it before the contents splattered to the ground. She caught it just in time. 

“Why, Chris?” Carol held the cup tight to her chest. “This will turn you back into yourself again!”

Chris stared at her. The light had gone out in her eyes, and it scared Carol.

“Don’t you want to be yourself again?” Carol whispered.

“No,” Chris shrugged. “Without emotions, I can’t feel the pain of what The Forever did to me. If I take it back, it might destroy me with the knowledge I now know.”

“But you don’t have your powers anymore,” Carol said. “The world needs you to save us.” 

Chris’s blank expression was unsettling. Carol’s words did not seem to move her even slightly. 

“What about me and Sam? What about my mother Beth?” Carol thought she could spark an emotion within Chris with those names; nothing happened. Carol gritted her teeth, ready to turn to threats. “I’ll force it down your throat if I have to. The world and I need you, Chris.”

“I’m not a hero. I’m just a homeless bum, and that’s what I want to go back to being.” There was no heat or sourness in Chris’s voice – she was just stating the truth. 

She stepped over the dead trees, and Carol was quick to follow. She tried one last attempt to reach Chris. 

“Gaia needs you!” 

Chris stopped and turned, yet before she could speak, they heard moaning coming from under the trees. Carol rushed in a mad panic over to where the sound was coming from. She moved fallen trees and kicked at the dead leaves until she found a stilled form of a naked woman in her mid-thirties, with long white hair and pale skin. 

Another moan rumbled from the woman’s chest. 

Carol knelt and touched the woman’s shoulder. 

“Linda,” Chris said plainly, making Carol jump. She didn’t know Chris was behind her until she spoke. 

“Who’s Linda?” Carol asked. 

“She used to be a friend. I destroyed her life.” 

The even tone, devoid of guilt, rubbed Carol the wrong way. 

Carol noticed a gash on Linda’s right leg. “She’s hurt. We have to help her.” 

She leaned closer to inspect the wound and found blood and white smoke seeping from it. 

“Weird,” she commented. 

“Help,” Linda croaked, her voice harsh on the ears. 

“Are you okay?” Carol turned away from the wound and looked into Linda’s cloudy eyes. 

“It’s about time you got back,” Linda chuckled weakly. Her face winced in pain and then relaxed.

Carol gulped. She knew that voice, and it wasn’t Linda’s. “Forcas, what happened?”

“I think Gaia is dying. She barely had enough time to save me,” he coughed. “When Strife escaped, he absorbed most of her essence.” 

“Sam?” Carol’s voice wavered. She couldn’t lose her brother. Not now.

“Asleep,” Forcas rasped. “Safe for now.” 

Carol whipped her head towards Chris, tears streaming down her cheeks as painful sobs emitted from her mouth. Her body quivered, rocking back and forth.

“Please, Chris, take back your humanity,” she pleaded. She retrieved the Grail once again and held it out to Chris. “If you ever loved my mother and your friends, please. Drink!” 

Chris took the cup, swirling the liquid around as the color glowed on her face. Her eyes had a distant look in them.

“Please,” Carol begged again, her voice fading into a whisper. 

Fire suddenly bloomed in the air, and the angels fell like a white flaming asteroid hitting the atmosphere. Black and white mist blotted the sun, leaving them in eternal twilight. The earth rocked beneath their feet, and a chasm opened two feet from them, dragging dead trees into its depths. 

“The angels, they’re being thrown from Heaven. I can feel it,” Forcas groaned, beads of cold sweat coating the host’s brow. 

“Please, Chris!” Carol shouted. 

Chris closed the Grail back into a square and shoved it in her pocket. “I need time.”

Carol fell to her knees and wept. Her heart ached for her brother, Gaia, her lost mother, and the world. The end was here, and the only person who could stop it was emotionless, powerless, and unwilling. 

Carol huddled close to Forcas to lend him her body heat. “We should rest.”

Chris agreed and turned away from them. She shuffled dead trees and leaves, making a small clearing. She snapped branches off, gathered rocks, and placed them in a circle around the wood.

“Got a match?”

Carol pointed her newly won glove at the sticks, and fire bloomed from the tip of her index finger. Fire ate the wood greedily.  

Carol helped Forcas to his feet, and they limped over to the fire. The heat warmed their bodies, yet the flames would not lift into the air, as if something scared the fire from showing its light. It remained small as it licked the dry wood. 

“I’ll give you my answer tomorrow,” Chris said finally, breaking the tension with her words.  

She lay down and closed her eyes. Carol wanted to protest, except she didn’t say a word. Instead, she stayed close to Forcas and wrapped the wound with a piece of her shirt, making sure it was tight. 

They huddled together, but neither of them could sleep. 

Their grieving, tired hearts waited on Chris’s decision. 

––––––––
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The End
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Prologue

The Shade padded through the woods swiftly. No sound of his passing disturbed the tranquility of the moonless night. 

In the distance, his target loomed above him— the battlements surrounding the fabled Temple of Ages. The cathedral towered high above the walls enclosing it, its four great spires topped with long golden spikes piercing the night sky. The pure white stone making up the temple’s body seemed to drive back the dark. Impenetrable blocks of granite encircled the entire structure, save for a single gate that had been closed for the night. The flickering torches along the rampart cast long, twisted shadows through the tangled forest. 

As the Shade approached, he scanned the wall for guards. With no one in sight, he melted into the long shadows beneath the weathered stone. Reaching out a hand slowly, he touched the rough mortar, and his pale skin began to blur and smoke with long, wispy, pitch-black tendrils oozing from his hand before blending in with the dark earth. His fingers dissolved, sinking through the wall. The remainder of his body seeped through the granite, condensing into a shadowy mass that crouched a dozen yards from the temple. The Shade waited patiently as the rest of his frame gathered. 

Once fully formed, he surveyed the area with narrowed eyes. n front of him lay the west side of the temple. The battlements stretched far to the right; the sound of the guard’s barracks echoed on the left. 

The Shade stood and reached over his shoulder, pawing the worn leather handle of his short scythe. The steel blade glided out of its leather sheath without a sound, earning a satisfied smile from its wielder.

Turning to the right, he crept towards the stairs and the top of the bulwark. A single wave of his hand snuffed out the light of every torch that threatened to reveal him. Soon, the entire stretch of wall plunged into perfect darkness.

******
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INSIDE THE TEMPLE HALL, Nicholas Threnbar paced back and forth, an open envelope held in one hand. He scratched his short red beard with a sigh, the words filling the letter eluding the grasp of his tired eyes. The bell tower struck midnight, drawing a yawn from the hall’s single occupant. Before the final toll of the clock could finish echoing through the lofty marble columns, Nicholas had reached the stairs leading to his bed chamber. A quick sideways glance out one of the low temple windows revealed a dreary night.

As he began to turn away, a lone torch winked out. Not unusual, but the second one caught his attention as it sputtered out. He gripped the windowsill tightly as seconds later, a third disappeared into the darkness.

******
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THE SOUND OF FOOTSTEPS froze the Shade in place. He scoured the wall for the source. His eyes fell upon the single soldier exiting one of the wall’s outer turrets, making his way directly towards him. Irritated, he leveled his hands and, with the skill of a master puppeteer, projected a nightmare directly into the young guard’s mind. 

Seeing the rows of unlit torches ahead, the new recruit faltered, palming the handle of his sword. A sound only he could hear suddenly ripped through the forest gloom to his right. The noise drove every muscle in his body into a frozen cord of tension. His chest burned and he clawed at it, trying hard to catch his breath. The noise filled his head again, luring him to stare fearfully into the inky black wall of the forest. His mind raced, but he couldn’t imagine a beast that could make such a sound. It was as if the air itself was dying, crying out in pain as it escaped from tortured lungs.

Something shambled into the shadows beneath the wall. The panicking guard fumbled for his lost sword before inching close enough to look over the edge. Grabbing the only remaining torch, he held it aloft over the edge. Right in front of him, three yellow eyes snapped open. The huge irises morphed into slits in the presence of the light. With a hideous shriek, the abomination launched itself up onto the bulwark. Reeling backward, the guard teetered on the edge before plummeting over the wall and hitting the earth with a sickening crunch. Finally free from his nightmare but unable to move, the antlers of the creature shrunk and the glowing eyes of the demon melted away before him, revealing a shadow far above. The man gasped desperately for a final breath that refused to come before slipping away into oblivion. 

The entertaining death he witnessed procured a wry smile from the Shade before he disappeared silently into the depths of the shadows once more. 

******
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NICHOLAS FLEW BACK down the steps and rushed towards the enormous temple doors. Forgoing any attempt to open them, he slipped outside using a small side door and glanced about the hushed courtyard. His attention was immediately caught by the glint of metal on the ground near the unlit wall. Approaching it revealed the crumpled and lifeless form of one of his armored guards lying next to it. It only took one more glance to find another corpse. 

Nicholas flinched upon seeing the second victim’s face. The soldier’s metal helmet lay beside him, revealing features burned beyond recognition. A sputtering torch lay barely out of reach of the man’s still-twitching fingers.

He hissed out a swear and bounded up nearby stairs, crossing the secondary courtyard in moments his eyes never holding on any one thing for too long. With a final backward glance, he enters the guards’ quarters on the edge of the temple complex. 

A simple two-story building with a clay tile roof, it was a far more recent addition to the grounds of the temple, and it showed. 

The smell of molten steel and tanning leather was the first thing that greeted him. His eyes beheld a much more tranquil scenario than what he had witnessed just a little distance off. Off-duty soldiers were either sitting together in huddles talking to each other or sleeping in their bunks. In the center of the barracks, he saw one figure looming over another. Pick, the captain of the guards, was bent over a young cadet whose failing arms were finishing the last of his disciplinary pushups.

Pick spat insults as he hovered over the exhausted boy. “Did you actually think I valued your opinions, pissant? Keep ‘em to yourself, Abrams. Is that clear?”

With sweat dripping down his freckled face, Abrams nodded below him.

Despite the late hour, Captain Pick still wore a metal breastplate and carried a standard short sword that hung by his side. A gray mustache traced his grizzled frown, all buried under lines of bronzed wrinkles. The sharp, callous glow of his squinting eyes beneath his furrowed brow missed nothing. Smoke vented out of his large nostrils as he tapped an ashy pipe. 

Sensing someone had entered, Pick turned around swiftly to confront the intruder. 

When he realized it was in fact his superior, he stood straight and threw a salute.

“Warrior Nicholas, Sir.”

Without skipping a beat, Nicholas ordered, “Captain, gather your men and follow me.” 

“Is there something wrong, sir?”

“Two of your guards are dead. One may have fallen from the wall, but the other took a torch to his eyes. So, yes, I’d say there’s something wrong!”

******
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THE SHADE CREPT TO the empty back of the temple, a wry smile still on his face with his last victim's death still in mind. Out of options, the last guard had tried to stop the horrific vision with the fire of his own torch. It had been a gratuitous overkill, but entertaining to watch nonetheless.  

Dropping down the last fifteen feet and landing silently on the paved pathways below, the Shade approached the glowing stone of the looming temple. He reached out a hand to transport through the granite wall and a burning flash of pain shot through him, sending him convulsing to the ground. He shuddered as he watched his destroyed hand slowly reform. 


Of course, the temple’s warded. How annoying.


Tutting under his breath, he backed away and surveyed his options. There weren’t many. With no windows on the giant walls within reach, he stumbled to the front of the temple. 

Peeking around the building, the Shade grimaced.

Guards swarmed the temple courtyard, each of them alert and scrutinizing their surroundings. Someone had found the bodies. 

“See what having a little fun gets you,” he whispered, eyes roving over the men.

The increase of guards didn’t really pose a threat. He could handle a few humans, but time was of the essence.  

He was about to turn and recheck the back of the building when he noticed a guard walking around the side of the temple, oblivious to the visitor's hiding place. The shade had found his opening.

The soldier’s warning cry was cut short by a swift palm strike sinking into his throat. The Shade’s scythe flew to his hand and driving the steel blade home turned the choking man into a corpse. 

Dragging his kill out of immediate view, the Shade quickly removed the man’s uniform and spent several minutes donning the armor. It was loose, but it would have to work.

Now disguised, he marched around the corner and slipped into the Temple of Ages.

******
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NICHOLAS PACED BACK and forth while Pick sat in the corner, chewing on an unlit pipe and sharpening a small sword with quick, angry strokes. 

Nicholas tapped the silver tip of his lance on the temple’s marble floor while stroking his gray beard. “How did they know it was here?” 

Pick looked up. “We don’t know that it’s them. There are many other treasures held within these walls that any assassin or thief would jump at the chance to steal.” He thumbed the razor edge of his short sword before continuing. “The amulet is a well-kept secret, it’ll be fine...and whoever it is, it doesn’t matter; nobody kills a pair of my boys and gets away without my blade through their skull.”


Nicholas chewed his lip thoughtfully, ignoring Pick’s rants.

“But Titus was here when we moved it...what if—"


The click of the small front door interrupted him as a guard slipped inside. Closing the door softly, he turned, faltering for a moment at the sight of two men in hushed discussion before marching over to the commander and the captain. He threw a quick salute.

“No one was found in the compound, sir.”

“That’s impossible! Someone or something took out those guards!” Nicholas hissed out.

Pick scoffed. “Bloody coward must have pissed himself and escaped.”

Nicholas’s jaw clenched. His hands wrapped and re-wrapped the handle of his lance. “Nevertheless, relocating the artifact can’t hurt. I’ll inform the Warriors as soon as I can.”

Pick begrudgingly nodded before turning to the guard. “You’re dismissed.”

The guard remained where he was. 

The captain stalked to the soldier and growled in his face, “I’m in no mood to deal with disobedience. I gave you an order. You better heed it.”

The soldier didn’t budge. The lanterns in the chamber flickered and grew dim. The temperature dipped and the darkness grew around them. 

Pick, unaware and fuming, glared into darkened eye slits of the soldier’s helm. “What's your name?”

For a moment, there was eerie silence, and then the guard’s teeth flared into a sneering grin glowing white in the blackness of the helmet.

“Aza’zel.” 

Pick gasped and his giant figure crashed into the floor, a dreadful apparition only he could see burrowed into his old chest. Nicholas rushed forward, dragging the crippled and wheezing Pick away from the jeering guard.

Pitch black tendrils of smoke erupted from the gaps in the unknown guard’s armor, which slowly cracked open and clanged onto the floor. Aza’zel emerged from his disguise. A black cloak covered his head and a thin leather breastplate spotted with sable runes adorned his chest. The scythe in his hand screeched as he dragged its grisly blade across the discarded armor. 

Nicholas knelt on the floor alongside his fallen companion, clenching his teeth. Pick’s eyes were now dull – another addition to the night’s casualties. Reverently, Nicholas wrapped his friend’s cold fingers around the hilt of his short sword. 

He lifted his head and glowered at the stranger. “Bastard. Who are you?” 

“I gave you my name. As for what I am...” Aza’zel laughed, eyes flashing crimson for a moment.

Nicholas’s mouth slackened. “A Thren. That’s impossible! You were all destroyed.”

Aza’zel tossed his scythe to his opposite hand, thoroughly enjoying the conversation. “Destroyed? Many of us were, yet here I stand. One of the stragglers. The lone survivors. We’ve had to spend centuries in hiding, lingering on the edge of time and space, watching you humans prosper in this world unchallenged. But no longer. The sunlight over your kind has faded and the night reapproaches.”

With that, the Shade thrust a hand viciously toward Nicholas. Nothing happened. Aza'zel glared at his hand, waving it a second time. Again, nothing.

“How is this possible?” he muttered.

Nicholas stood tall, facing the Shade. “You’ve told me about your history. Allow me to tell you about mine, demon.” He slammed the butt of his lance on the floor, the sound ringing out as his eyes blazing.

“I am a descendent of Threngal...a direct bloodline of the Lance!”

Aza’zel hissed and shrank back an inch, realizing an age-old enemy stood before him. 

Gritting his teeth in a forced smile, the Thren Shade growled. “Your heritage may give you a few pitiful advantages...but without the Lance that is your namesake, you’re nobody. A fragile human claiming a mythical lineage beyond his reach.” 

Aza’zel grinned, regaining his composure and advancing towards the commander. “Come on then, Warrior, honor your ancestry...prove you can finish the job they failed to do. Are you worthy of defending humanity from us?”

Nicholas crouched, leveling the burnished point of his lance at the dark being. Aza’zel chuckled, and in an instant, his fist sunk into the center of Nicholas’s chest, crumpling him to the floor. Aza’zel reached down, coolly grabbing his opponent’s discarded weapon. He examined the lance before sauntering over to the gasping man on the floor.

“That was disappointing. Even in this form, I’m a lot stronger than you. I fractured every bone in your chest with one strike...still think you have a chance?” Aza’zel sighed and seized the front of Nicholas’s shirt, hoisting him into the air. “...I think not.” 

With the flick of the Shade’s wrist, Nicholas flew down the hall and slammed into the wall with a sickening thud. 

Noticing his lack of movement, Aza’zel nodded, satisfied. He would’ve liked to kill the human. No, he would have loved to, but he understood all too well the role fear played. The human would live to tell the tale to others. A tale of dark deaths, an unstoppable force, and thievery of the highest order. 

Immensely enjoying the thought but having already wasted enough time, he sprinted toward the crystal doors at the back of the temple. The glassy surface felt cool to the touch as he pushed the doors inward. 

Peering inside, he found a small circular room, an elegant tapestry wrapping entirely around it. Each drapery segment had the same warrior wielding six different weapons: a white bow, black gauntlets, an orange blade, a silver lance, a violet mace, and a green staff. The tapestries were artfully rendered, with hundreds of thousands of threads woven intricately, portraying details that many artists would struggle to paint. 

Aza’zel turned from the murals to face the pedestal in the center of the room. White light streamed from somewhere above, disputing that it was night outside. Underneath the glare, swathed in purple cloth, was a red amulet. 

This could prove more challenging than I had thought. 

The beam of light was another ward, but lethally more potent than the exterior of the temple had been. Simply grabbing the amulet would leave him with more than a disintegrated hand. He saw only one option. 

Aza’zel shut and barred the door. 

Taking a deep breath, he began to chant in a dark whispery language. From the floor, a voice sounding like a great bass drum beating took up the chant along with him. Booming words of dark power echoed in the lit chamber. Gradually, dark smog seeped from the floor, churning at Aza’zel's swaying feet. The beacon of light in the center of the room grew dim. His voice began to strain as the gloom deepened, a writhing sea of dark chaos begging to be released.

“...More ent oar MAL!”

The two opposing forces collided. A deafening explosion ripped through the building, and stained-glass windows shattered everywhere, raining colored shards onto the murky ground outside.

Aza’zel collapsed, sucking in frozen air with each breath. He had forgotten how hard it was to call upon his master. Cursing inwardly, he crawled towards the crumbling pedestal. The amulet, now a deep purple, gleamed in the nearly black room. He carefully picked it up and peeled off the shredded cloth while the glossy stone beat with a deep throb like a crystalline heart.

Sighing in relief, Aza’zel slid the amulet into his pocket. He stood and turned towards the doors when, suddenly, the gateway collapsed inward. Having been used as a battering ram, the splintered wooden end of a church pew fell from the guards' armored hands. Behind them, Nicholas leaned heavily on the remains of his lance, his face gaunt but fierce. 

The soldiers slipped inside swiftly with their swords drawn. The room was black and absolutely silent. Aza’zel remained motionless, the shadows his cover. He realized he didn’t have enough power left to get rid of the guards. He may not even have enough to get out of the compound. 

“He’s in here...I know it,” Nicholas grimaced in pain.

The Shade cursed silently, edging closer towards the door. A brief moment passed, and then he took a sharp breath before bounding through the crowd of surprised men. Dozens of blades rang against marble, a hair’s breadth behind the fleeing intruder and with a final spinning leap sent him up and over the handicapped commander. With a small smirk aimed at Nicholas, Aza’zel sprinted away down the hall with the shouts of the guards filling his ears. 

He rocketed around the corner only to find every door fortified and barred and slid to a halt. He hesitated only for a moment before looking up towards the large ceiling and spying a high, broken window. Without wasting another second, he heaved himself upward, digging his fingers into a towering crossbeam. Using it as leverage, he gritted his teeth and vaulted himself towards the window.

Arrows whistled through the air behind him, clacking against stone before falling limply to the floor, having failed to find their target. Aza’zel reached the gray arched window, breaking what little glass was left with a swift kick before climbing out onto the domed roof. 

Once outside, he frowned. The eastern skyline had reclaimed its silhouette from the night. The sun would be up within mere minutes, and the light would definitely kill him in his weakened state. He cursed bitterly. He had one more card to play, and he hated it. 

Morphing was his only option. Dread it though he did, he’d accept the pain and days he’d have to spend changing himself back if he could only get the amulet out of the compound safely. He braced himself and then sprinted towards the edge of the roof.

******
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DOWN BELOW, NICHOLAS hobbled out the now open temple door. He was just able to get a glimpse of the Shade as he vaulted off the temple’s elevated roofs. 

The commander watched in grim silence as, halfway to the ground, Aza’zel’s clothes and weapon melted away, revealing the form of a large black eagle, the amulet clutched in its silver talons. The raptor vanished almost immediately, sinking into the fading shadows of the forest. 

Nicholas turned to watch the sunrise, trying to stand firm. He then surveyed the carnage around him and shook his head in disbelief at the countless guards spilling into the courtyard. 

Just one Thren got through all this? And the way he talked made it sound like he wasn’t alone. I need the rest of the order by me to have any chance of fighting.

He clutched his abdomen as sharp pain shot through his body and slid down on the stone steps with a grimace. He waved a nearby guard closer.

“Send word to the other Warriors of Threngal. Tell them the Arwr’s amulet has been stolen and that the Thren have returned.”
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Nightmares

TYLER

He was falling through darkness. Tyler felt no wind as he plunged into an abyss, a great void, the depth of which couldn’t be seen or possibly even reached. Such a place couldn’t be real, could it? Grabbing his shirt confirmed he was wearing clothes from the day prior, but he still couldn't remember how he had gotten here. Where was he? He tried to look around, but before he could take anything in, the shadows dispersed.

Great fires raged everywhere around him even as he descended. The land they burned was twisted and scarred beyond recognition. Through narrow gaps in the billows of smoke, Tyler could see masses of human remains, splinters of war machines, and large creatures littering the battlefield. 

The ground rushed toward him as he plummeted the last 100 feet. He crashed into a ridge of ripped-up earth and felt the wind leave his body. 

After minutes spent gasping in deep breaths and lying motionless in the dirt, he still struggled to find the energy to roll over. How was he still alive? A fall like that should have killed him. Rolling onto his hands and knees with a groan, he shook his throbbing head a couple of times before pushing himself up. Surveying the land around him, he beheld the same thing he had seen from the air – a desolate battlefield. Spears surrounded him like silent sentries, points buried into a wreckage of wood, earth, and flesh. The suffocating smell of death was only overcast by the even more stifling smell of smoke. He clambered up onto a ridge and stared out over the carnage. He couldn’t see a single living thing; the destruction was absolute. Where was he? When was he? The innumerable casualties spread across the vast field were all outfitted in metal armor; swords and shields abounded. 

Behind him, a dark moan split through the deafening roar of the flames. Tyler swung around to see a lone knight materialize from a plume of smoke. Filthy armor, the color of old coins, glimmered through the torn shreds of a black cape. The strange warrior bent down, resting a hand on the chest of one of the slain. 

“H-Hello?” Tyler called out.

The man flinched and looked up. 

Tyler opened his mouth and let out a blood-curdling scream. 

The man’s face was carved away, revealing dry bone. Sickly green skin draped over the protruding areas of a decaying face. Black pits, where eyes should have been, stared hollowly into Tyler. Nothing lived in that face. Knees creaking, it rose to its full height, a red sickle dripping in its clawed hands. It towered over him, even when he stood so far away on the ridge. Emerald light began to flow out of its chest and into its dark eyes, like a lantern through oblivion. 

A demonic smile stretched its lifeless face as it moaned, “You will know its name, and the death and suffering it will bring to you will eclipse even these nightmares.”

And inhumanly fast, it came upon him.

******
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TYLER SHOT UPRIGHT, his breath bursting in and out of his shaking lungs. Cold sweat sucked his shirt to his chest. The clock on his dresser was screeching. It was 6:00 A.M. Tyler pressed snooze with a trembly hand before retreating under the covers, doing his best to breathe calmly, as the afterimages of the dream flashed in his mind. It had felt so real. None of his dreams had been that vivid before. He tossed and turned in his bed for a bit.

“Why can’t I just have a normal dream about basketball or girls? No, I get the king of nightmares the one day I really need sleep.” Tyler groaned, rubbing his face.

Unable to relax, he finally rolled out of bed and groggily padded down the hall into the only bathroom in the apartment. He glared at the reflection in the mirror. His black hair was a tousled mess and a thick red line indented his cheek from sleeping on something. The dark circles undercutting his eyes looked more like bruises than sleep deprivation. One nightmare had done that big a number on him? He let out a deep sigh. Splashing water on his hair solved one of his problems. Maybe some breakfast would help him forget the other ones.

He exited the bathroom and turned down the hall. Feet slapping on the tile, he entered the small dark kitchen and walked toward the window, looking out the bay window at the sea of chaos that was morning traffic. The low roar and repeated honks of the highway echoed for miles as the rising sun glowed off the glass and steel of downtown Salt Lake City. 

He then turned around to survey the contrast of his family's apartment. The kitchen counter was littered with cereal boxes and bowls from yesterday. Now that he thought about it, they may have never actually put away the cereal – mostly because it was the only food his mom had time to prepare. The living room was even worse than the kitchen, a tornado of bedding, junk, and dishes. An old-style T.V. peered out from under the wool blanket draped over it. 

The irritating blare of an alarm clock ripped through the morning silence, the snooze button no longer containing it. Tyler, shaken from his thoughts, quickly stomped back to his bedroom, unplugging the stupid device. 

Before returning to the kitchen, he glanced quickly into his mom’s and brother's rooms. Cody was wrapped in twelve different blankets at the end of his bed, while his mother’s was empty and neatly made. She had left for work already. He sighed. Being an on-call nurse took up most of her mornings and left barely any for them.

Re-entering the kitchen, he grabbed his favorite cereal off the counter and poured himself a bowl. Plopping in the seat at the counter, he chewed thoughtfully and tried to focus on what he needed to get done that day – school, homework, and, most importantly, winning tonight’s basketball game. Tyler rubbed his hand on his face with a groan. 

I really needed more sleep.

Stellen High School would be playing its biggest rival, the Greenville Vikings. Since both schools were a couple of miles apart, the rivalry had always been fierce, but the conflict had skyrocketed during the past two years ever since Tyler was named captain for his school’s team and Mark Miller became the captain for the Vikings. To say Tyler hated Mark would be like calling a pug a mastiff. Yes, they’re both dogs, but one outweighs the other by two hundred pounds.

The hate and rivalry all stemmed from one day back in middle school when Miller and several of his pals decided to dumpster Cody and Tyler had found his poor, shaken-up brother minutes later in the hallway, covered in spoiled milk and lunch meat. The older brother had snapped. Most of his following actions escaped memory, but according to Cody’s tale later, he tracked Mark down and “rearranged the angles of his nose.”

After that, Miller went out of his way to make Tyler’s time in middle school a living hell. He filled his locker with nasty smelling crud, spitballed in class, and so on. As annoying as it was, Tyler never snapped again. At least, the bullying was now focused on him instead of Cody.

The sudden sound of another pair of feet shook him from his trance as Cody stumbled into the kitchen, rubbing gluey eyes. He was 14, with a shag of brown hair that always looked like he had just woken up. He resembled their mother with his fairer face and pointier nose. In contrast, Tyler had what he assumed were his father's features: black hair, sharper jawline, and taller build.

Cody dragged a stool out from the counter, sat down, and promptly dozed off in the chair. Tyler smiled and reached out to tousle his baby brother’s hair.

“Mom at work?” Cody mumbled, words slurring together.

“Yeah, she must have left early today.” 

Cody reached out for the cereal and poured a bowl full, sloshed milk on it, and began spooning it into his mouth like a drugged sloth. Tyler laughed and kicked back his seat, walking to place his empty bowl in the sink. He strode into his bedroom and began putting a gym bag together. 

Moments later, a cereal bowl shattered loudly in the kitchen sink, followed by a choice swear word. A rapid patter of feet sounded down the hallway. A breathless Cody barged through the door and into his brother's room. In one hand, he held a garbage bag filled with the porcelain remains of his breakfast utensil. 

“Is the Greenville game today!?”

“You forgot?” 

“I thought it was next week, I haven't even made a sign for the game,” Cody grieved, throwing the plastic and glass bag out the window into the dumpster below. “How am I going to make a mean enough sign for Miller with only 20 minutes left before school?”

“Just make it in art class,” Tyler shrugged.

“If he notices, Mr. Sudo will expel me for all the swear words I’m gonna put on it.” 

“It’s more like Mom will expel you. But I’m sure you’ll think of something,”

Huffing, Cody raced out as Tyler stuffed his blue and gold jersey into the gym bag, between the socks and shoes. He zipped the bag closed, set it aside, and gathered his books, slipping them all into a backpack. 

The next minute, Cody rushed back into the bedroom with a sheet of computer paper with pen marks all over it. He grinned and held it up proudly. “How’s this?”

“You suck, Miller,” Tyler read in an impassive voice. “Really? That's the best you can do, Cody?”

“I have sign-making block, man.” His eyes widened then, the pout slipping off his face. “I got it,” he whispered.

Cody darted out of the room a second time. Amused, Tyler hefted the two bags onto his back and walked down the untidy hall, grabbing the car keys off the hook as he passed. “Cody, hurry up!” 

“Coming, coming!” Cody ran in, carrying his backpack, a huge smile plastered on his face as he slipped his shoes on.

“What about your sign?” Tyler questioned, noticing no flyer in his brother’s hands.

“Oh, it’s gonna be awesome. You’ll see.” He sounded utterly pleased with himself as he walked out of the apartment. 

Tyler shrugged, shutting the door and locking it. He turned around and started down the stairs. 

Let the day begin.
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The Recruiter

TYLER

He hated math class. He knew it wasn’t uncommon for most students to feel that way, but for him, it was a whole other level of hate. Advanced Algebra with Mr. Cole was a nightmare for multiple reasons. Mr. Cole had been around since the school's founding and would give the whole building a run for its money in dust accumulated. A vacuum and a gun would probably have had the same effect on the wrinkled instructor. And if, through some miracle, you could get past the choking dust, you’d find that the math methods being taught were archaic and confusing in every possible way. It was indeed a challenge for even the brightest students to learn anything in his classes.

That morning, Mr. Cole rambled on about multiple incomprehensible concepts they would never use in real life, and even time seemed to be ticking backward. Tyler sat slumped over his desk, trying to avoid falling asleep for the 80th time. He couldn't focus on the lesson and his eyelids felt like lead. He was still worried about that morning's nightmare and the upcoming basketball game. Each problem vied for priority in the groggy fog of his mind. 

“Tyler!” 

Tyler shot up in his seat to see a fuming Mr. Cole doing his best to loom over him. 

The glaring algebra teacher was five feet tall and stood at eye level with his seated student. “I asked you a question.”

“Sorry, I didn’t hear you.” 

“I want your attention, not your apologies, so you can go say you're sorry in the principal's office.” 

Tyler slid out of the desk, grabbed his backpack, and trudged out of the room. It wasn’t his fault he was so exhausted, vivid nightmares tended to do that to people. He slogged to the elevator, stepped inside and pressed the ground floor. His mom was not going to be happy when she found out about this and he hated making her mad. She worked hard enough and didn’t need anything else to worry about. The doors slid open and he stepped out into the lobby. The halls of Stellen High School were empty except for a lone custodian mopping at one end. Tyler crossed the lobby and slipped into the office. The school secretary sat talking on the phone, she briskly waved him on into Mr. Warn’s office. 

Mr. Warn was furiously typing away at a computer when Tyler silently walked in. Without even looking away from the screen, he gestured at the seat across from the desk. Tyler dropped his backpack and sat down in a comfy leather chair. 

Wish they had these instead of desks.

After a couple of minutes, Mr. Warn glanced over. Tyler sighed as he slid out of the desk, grabbed his backpack, and trudged out of the room. It wasn’t his fault he was so exhausted. Vivid nightmares tended to do that to people. 

“Mr. Cole catch you sleeping again?”

“How'd you figure that one out?”

“Repetition...we’ll say I chewed you out thoroughly if anyone asks. Here's a pass back to class. Just stay awake long enough to get out of there and onto the court, got it?”

“Thanks, Coach.” 

He turned to leave glad to not have gotten into any serious trouble when Mr. Warn called out. “Wait a minute, Tyler...you have a college recruiter visit scheduled for some time today.”

“Cool, where's he from?” 

“I’m not quite sure, he talked to the guidance counselor last week, and she told me he’s looking for someone important. Maybe it’ll be you.” Mr. Warn rubbed his eyes wearily before continuing. “He’ll pull you from one of your classes later today – just for a few minutes.”

“I’ll be ready...thanks again, coach.”

******
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THE STRANGER WHO WALKED into Tyler's biology class later in the day did not look like a college recruiter. He was tall and wore a gray hoodie with a pair of worn Levi’s. The gray hood was drawn low, covering the stranger's face. Everyone in the classroom first took his appearance in and then started whispering. Tyler’s teammate, Bryce, leaned over.

“With the suit and glasses, he looks like he’s in the CIA.” 

Tyler glared at Bryce. He didn’t even know what he was supposed to be looking at. The stranger was dressed like your average Joe.

“Dude, you need to get your eyes checked. That dude isn’t wearing a suit.”

Bryce stared at him, and then back at the newcomer. “Whatever, Tye. He looks just like a secret agent.”

“A secret agent? Him?”

Mrs. Emm stopped her tedious presentation on the hierarchy of freshwater clams and walked over to the man, who was silently peering at everyone. She asked if she could help him. The stranger whispered something, and they both stepped out into the hallway. Kids started whispering even louder.

“...I knew it was illegal to be that boring...”

“...maybe she’s a terrorist or an undercover agent...”

“...undercover for what? Weaponizing our cafeteria food?”

“...I would believe it...”

While the flood of voices overlapped, Tyler remained surprised that Mrs. Emm had even stopped her lesson. Usually, she would only stop talking if there was an emergency like a school fire, and maybe not even then. She had lectured straight through multiple fire drills that year already.

Several minutes passed before she came back in, scanning the classroom until her eyes fell on Tyler. 

“Some college recruiter is here for you,” Mrs. Emm informed him impassively.

“What college is he from?” 

“He’s here for someone important.” With that dry and automatic answer, she pointed toward the hallway.

What? 

Tyler hesitated before sliding slowly out of the desk. College recruiters were not uncommon, he had seen three in the last month alone. But he had known what school they represented in advance, and they had all worn suits and ties. And what did she mean by someone important? 

Tyler scooted out into the hallway to find the guy leaning against the lockers. He approached him slowly.

“Um...sorry to bring this up but I couldn’t help but notice...”

Tyler gestured up and down at the man.

“You're not dressed very nicely for a college recruiter,” 

The stranger's mouth fell open, and he glanced down at his clothes. “You don’t see my suit?” 

“Dude, you’re obviously wearing jeans with a hoodie.” 

The man pulled the hood off, and Tyler got his first good look at the visitor. He seemed middle-aged, had a small goatee and sported a buzz-cut. He also wore a pair of ornate gold rim spectacles that covered his eyes. Silver lenses glowed like flashbulbs, reflecting the fluorescent ceiling lights above. Besides the eyewear, nothing extraordinary stood out about him.

The man slid the glasses higher on his nose. 

“Intriguing...but still too low,” he whispered.

“What'd you say?” 

“Nothing, um...I’m here from Dresig College, and we want you to put balls in baskets for us.”

“Put balls in baskets?” Tyler raised his eyebrows. “You mean basketball?”

“Are they not the same?” Confusion laced his voice. 

“Technically, but nobody says it like that,” the teen replied. “Where is this Dresig College?”

The man bit the inside of his cheek, seemingly  struggling to come up with an answer. His eyes darted nervously around the hall and, upon seeing a poster on the wall, pointed at it. “Dresig is in Russia.” 

“What? You want me to play basketball in Russia?!”

“Is that far?” the stranger asked, scratching his chin. “...it does not matter. You will come with me regardless, correct?”

“What? No.” Tyler frowned at him.

The man stood there, shocked, opening and closing his mouth, trying to find a response. Finally, he blurted. “Are you sure you won’t come with me?” 

“I’m sure.” 

The recruiter squinted at Tyler as if repeating his demand should have changed Tyler’s mind. The man began to reach behind him for something just as the bell rang. Tyler turned to the sound of the door opening and students poured out into the hallway. 

Swiveling back to the visitor, Tyler opened his mouth, “Look, Mr.—"

He was talking to an empty hallway. The mysterious recruiter had vanished.
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Game Time

TYLER

Tyler made his way through the bustling school halls to the gym locker room, all the while wondering how the recruiter had disappeared so fast. He could only assume the bizarre man had sprinted around the corner the second he had turned away. He made a mental note to tell Coach Warn to screen foreign college recruiters before they met him, because if any more acted that strange, he didn’t want to meet any more of them.

Tyler weaved through the mass of students and teachers swarming the hallways. He pushed through one last knot of kids and strode briskly down the empty trophy hall. Wooden plaques and golden medals adorned the many cases – engraved names praising their high school's greatest athletes. He wondered whether the school put the trophies this close to the locker room on purpose, to try and give athletes something to strive for.

Turning away from the rows of glittering medal cases, he walked into the familiar locker room. The stench of sweat and floor cleaner assaulted his nose. Someone who hadn’t grown accustomed to the smell would have been gagging on the floor, but he had long ago gotten used to it. The Stellen High School basketball team members were too busy whipping each other with towels to notice Tyler's entrance into the room. Dodging through the battlefield, he quickly reached his gym bag and pulled out his jersey and worn shoes. His teammates eventually calmed down and dropped their weapons as they began to prepare for the game. 

Tyler had just finished lacing up his shoes when Coach Warn walked in, carrying a clipboard. “Ok, listen up, boys. Here are your matchups.” 

He named the opponents for the rest of the team before turning to Tyler. “Tye, you got Mark.” 

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 

He couldn’t hear the pounding beat of his heart over the massive roar of a packed house. Tyler wasn’t nervous, but he did feel a slight flutter of anticipatory butterflies in his stomach. He stood at the back of the team huddle outside the gymnasium, listening to the thundering sounds outside the small trophy hall.

It’s almost game time.

A couple of notes echoed out of the gym from the pep band, signaling the start of the school song. 

Tyler took this as his cue and ran into the middle of the huddle, facing all his determined teammates, and called out, 

“This is our opportunity, guys! We’re better than they are, and we’re about to prove it. This one's ours! Let's go, Rebels!”

The huddle cheered and started jumping while chanting out, “REBS, REBS, REBS, REBS!”

The school song had reached the chorus just as the team jogged out into the glaring light and to the welcoming roar of hundreds of fans. The bright blue bleachers full of screaming onlookers stretched all the way to the white ceiling. The glare of fluorescent lights nearly turning the waxed wooden floor into a mirror. Dozens of basketballs zipped around as the teams went into their layups. Tyler sprinted to the front of the line while the band started another song. He caught a quick pass and slapped the ball around for a couple of seconds. Being a showoff wasn’t really his thing, but when the opposing fans and coaches were watching cynically, you had to give them a show. He swung it around the back between his legs and pulled up from 30 feet. Man, he loved the sound of nothing but the ball swishing the net. Tyler looked out across the court and watched as Mark Miller finished a reverse lay-up and jogged down the sideline toward him. 

“Hey, Tye-Tye, you ready to choke and lose like you did last year?” the blondie sneered.

“You ready for me to bust up your nose like I did in middle school?” Tyler retorted, smirking.

Tonight, was going to be one hell of a game.

******
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WHEN THE HORN SOUNDED, ending the tense first quarter, the Stellen High Rebels were up 38-30. Tyler had scored 18 points and Mark had scored 10 for the Vikings. Tyler jogged over to the bench to get some water, unconsciously scanning the crowd, and suddenly flinched.

On the other side of the gym, the Dresig College recruiter stood, quietly watching him. The recruiter may have acted strange earlier but his eccentricity paled in comparison to the man's appearance next to him. The new stranger wore an all-gray trench coat and bowler hat, a white cane glistening in his gloved hands.

The newcomer stared at him through the same odd pair of gold rim spectacles the recruiter had been wearing earlier. The gym’s blinding lights turned the silver lenses a glaring white, hiding the stranger’s eyes. As Tyler watched, the recruiter leaned over and whispered something into the man’s ear.

Tyler was pulled out of his growing confusion and apprehension by Coach Warn’s yelling. 

“Get in the game!”

He dashed out onto the court immediately as the second quarter began, knowing the recruiter and stranger’s stares followed him.
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Bad Water

TYLER

The final minutes of the second quarter ticked away and the game intensified. Tyler didn’t even have enough time to look towards the mysterious stranger. 

The game wasn’t going well. Mark had scored six of the last eleven points, and Tyler had missed his previous two shots. The Vikings were down two points with half a minute left.

Mark dribbled the ball at the top of the key, glaring maliciously at him. With something resembling a snarl he dashed to the right for the right-side baseline. Mirroring the move, Tyler ran alongside him. Mark slammed to a stop at the last second, looking for a fade away at the buzzer. 

Wrong move, Tyler thought, his hand ready to block it.

The echoing slap of grainy leather sent the ball whizzing out of bounds into the stands as the buzzer blared. The crowd roared its approval as the teams retreated off the court. Tyler's whooping teammates slapped him on the back until it stung before disappearing down the hallway.  

Tyler shuffled slowly behind them, unable to get the odd man and the recruiter in the crowd from his head. He scanned the bustling fans but couldn’t locate either of them. Shaking his head, he hustled into the locker room, and as the steel door closed; he finally caught a glimpse of the strange man standing just behind the surging crowd. The door finished closing with an ominous click. Tyler could have sworn the stranger had been smiling at him.

Coach Warn shouted continuously as he paced back and forth, drawing up plays and encouraging better defense. Tyler walked over and sat down with a plop on one of the benches in the back.  He grabbed his water bottle and took a long swig as questions swirled in his head. 

What was that newcomer’s deal, and what was his connection to the college recruiter? Maybe he’s just an old-fashioned dean, who liked to come and study the prospective athletes in person while dressed in full 19th-century clothing, Tyler mused. 

He hurriedly gulped down the rest of the bottle before noticing the odd flavor in his mouth. He peered through the empty water bottle. A few drops remained, shining through the clear plastic. It looked like regular water, but Tyler's mouth said otherwise. A sudden sharp, burnt, rust-like taste blanketed his tongue and throat. 

Coughing violently with his eyes stinging, he leaned over and frantically tapped Bryce on the shoulder, gesturing towards a full water bottle nearby. Bryce immediately grabbed it and flung it back to the almost-choking Tyler, who downed it in a few desperate gulps. The new water flushed away the musty flavor. The next several agonizing seconds were spent gazing at the tiled floor hazily, trying to clear his throat.

Coach Warn’s black dress shoes  stepped into his line of vision. 

“You ok, Tyler?” 

“I'm fine, coach...just something in my water,” Tyler coughed. 

Coach Warn’s hand patted him on the back, his voice uncertain. “Well, next time, make sure to just get a new one. Ok, team, let’s go and prove why we deserve to win this one!” 

The team rose into the huddle. Tyler slipped into the center of the group, still trying to clear his throat.

Bryce, upon seeing his captain struggle, took over the cheer. 

“WIN ON THREE! 1...2...3...WIN!” 

The team roared as they ran out into the stadium again, sweaty but bodies thrumming and full of energy.

The band started up as the Rebels started shooting around, as the final minutes of halftime ticking away. The buzzer shrilled above the crowd's noise while the teams made their way back onto the court for the second half. Mark’s glowering stare of death from across the arena brought a smile to Tyler’s pained face. 

The desire for revenge on the bully’s face was palpable as Tyler caught the inbound and dribbled towards him. Tyler approached the top of the key, a low rumbling climbing his ribcage. He stopped to pass the ball right when his heart seized, and a blinding stab of pain erupted through his chest. 

The ball slipped loose, and the Vikings were on the other end making a layup within seconds. Tyler gasped and fell to his knees on the floor of the gym, clutching his frantically beating heart. What felt like minutes passed, and he finally squinted upward to see the refs, Mark’s sneering face, his coach, and teammates standing around him, looking down through the glaring ceiling lights, concern clouding their expressions. 

As Mark scoffed and sprinted off, Coach Warn leaned down. 

“Tyler! You good?” The shout made its way to his ears.

Tyler touched his chest gingerly; the pain had vanished and he felt fine. He slowly stood up to test his legs. They wobbled for a moment but they did their job and he was able to walk off the court without another fall. The crowd cheered wildly as Tyler reached the bench.

“What happened out there?” Coach demanded, as the game continued behind them

“I don’t know. There was just a sharp pain in my chest...I couldn’t breathe.” 

“Are you good to play? We need you badly.”

Tyler’s chest was sore, but, at least, he could breathe again. 

“I think I’m good, coach.” 

“If you’re sure...” Coach chewed his lip for a second. “Ok, go in for Bryce.” 

With that, Tyler was quickly subbed back into the game. As time progressed however, he found himself in a losing battle. His energy was seeping away too fast, the chest pain creeping back as it did. The Rebels’ hard-fought lead melted rapidly in the fourth quarter as the Vikings went on a 13-point run, the clock ticking down to under a minute. The score was 78-77 with 15 seconds left as Coach Warn called a timeout. 

He slung his arms around two players in the huddle and took everyone’s exhausted postures and expressions in. A thick scent of defeat hung in the air, and Tyler knew Coach didn’t like it. They were so close. 

Coach leaned in. “Ok, guys. They have the ball, and there’s only...” he glanced anxiously at the large clock across the gymnasium, “...15 seconds left, and we have to get a score. Try to steal the ball for five seconds and then go for the foul.”

The team dispersed, but the coach reached out and grabbed Tyler's jersey.

His intense gaze penetrated Tyler’s half-dazed eyes. “You gonna be able to finish this?” 

“I'm good, Coach,” Tyler insisted, Ignoring his body’s protests.

“Ok, get out there.” 

He once again ran out onto the court, chest throbbing and eyes blurring. He’d lied to Coach again. He felt like absolute crap. The ref threw the ball in, and Miller looked for a pass, tossing the ball to one of the Vikings. 

Tyler dashed over desperately, trying to tip the ball out, and as he ran, his chest pain vanished. He shivered as a massive surge of energy ripped through his body. His vision not only cleared, but also sharpened – time itself seemed to slow down. Effortlessly, he stole the pass from the opposing player. The clock clicked down under eight seconds. Tyler sped across the court, energy still mounting. The roar of the crowd faded away as he zeroed in on the basket.

Tyler jumped for the game-winning layup, but as he neared the rim, he realized he was still ascending. He had never dunked before, but somehow, he knew he was about to. Time slowed down even more as he tossed the ball and grabbed the hoop. The sudden brittle snap of glass cracked through the arena as Tyler landed nimbly on the floor, the broken orange iron hoop still clenched in his trembling hands. The shattering crash of the backboard ripped through the silent gym.

The buzzer blared.
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Sinister Plots

TYLER

Tyler looked down at the twisted rim he was clutching in his hands while shattered glass dusted the floor at his feet. The gym was utterly silent as the buzzer faded out. Tyler turned around to see Mark’s stunned face behind him.  

The crowd then exploded into a thundering cheer, rushing onto the floor, roaring the whole time. Nobody seemed to care how the kid had done it – it had happened, and they were riding high on the energy of the game’s epic finish. The Rebels rushed towards their stunned captain, lifted him onto their shoulders, and carried him out of the gym while he could barely comprehend their wild cheers and hoots.

******
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TITUS

As the surging mass filed out, a lone stranger slowly made his way out from under the bleachers. In one hand, he clutched a pair of broken spectacles, while the other limply held a white cane. The dazed man was trying to regain any semblance of composure while he attempted to staunch the rising wave of panic. His hyperventilation and sweat clues to the fact that he was failing. The recruiter stood like a sentry behind him.

“Get me in touch with him,” the stranger wheezed.

The recruiter pulled out a small box with a shiny black surface and presented it to the stranger. He snatched the box from the man's hand, stuffing it into his pocket, and ambled away from the fading noise of the crowd and into a quieter area. 

Through a window, snow lightly drifted down from a black, velvet-like sky. The white glare of a streetlamp reflected off the puffy clumps of fallen snow. 

Sliding the broken glasses into the pocket of the trench coat, the stranger pushed open the back door of the gym and pulled out the communication device he had received from the recruiter. 

The small screen lit up, indicating its desire for him to swipe right. He grumbled at the tiny device which he had barely gotten used to, the bitter cold only adding to his frustration. Finally, he managed to touch the correct number, and the machine started buzzing. He stuck it to his ear.

“Hello,” he spoke carefully into the phone.

“Titus, the images in your eyepiece cut out halfway through. What happened?” a low voice growled on the other end of the line.

Titus swallowed before beginning his report, sweat trickling down his temple. 

“The eyepiece identified the subject as the strongest aurical being residing in this realm, just as Sebastian’s report informed us. Regardless, he was nowhere close to our standards.” 

“So, is the target dead?” The voice hissed

“No,” Titus stammered.

“What! Is my poison that slow?  How long has it been since he drank it?” 

Titus coughed, clearing his throat.

“The target...survived,” He murmured quietly.

Silence. 

“What?” The voice finally spoke, soft and dangerous.

“The target survived,” Titus repeated, gulping.

The sound of crashing shelves, shattering glass, and ripping paper roared out of the tiny speaker. Titus held the phone at arm's distance away, the violent tirade reaching its peak. Half a minute passed before the noise quieted.

“Did you follow normal procedure?” Heavy breathing made its way through the speaker. 

“Yes, we discovered a water container belonging to the target, and I filled it with your poison, double-checking to make sure he drank it,” Titus rushed.

“How much?” 

Titus shook the hollow cane. There was a trickling sound of a few drops. 

“The whole thing.”

“That's enough to kill an entire city. What happened?!” 

Rubbing his eyes wearily, Titus continued his report. 

“The poison was working. The target’s heart began to give out immediately. Even after the first tremor, he showed exceptional resistance for one so weak, but he was still slowing down. I assumed he would eventually fall, and we could consider this realm no longer a threat, but—"

“But...?” 

“—somehow, his aura excessively rejected the poison.”

The disbelief on the other end of the line was apparent. 

“This has never happened with any other target. What did the monocles scan pick up?”

Silence.

“Tell me what you saw,” the voice said softly.

Titus’s next statement was a reverent whisper. 

“I witnessed one of the largest explosions of aurical energy I’ve ever seen; a bright flash of blue light, like the birth of a sun.”

The phone's speaker shorted out, unable to relay the explosive rage on the other end of the line. With a click, it automatically hung up. Titus was left alone with his thoughts in the center of the isolated school backlot. He stalked over to the concrete edge of the street and crashed down onto it with a sigh. Twenty minutes passed before the phone buzzed again. He stood and brushed the accumulating snow off his shoulders, putting the phone to his ear, bracing himself. 

“The monocles can glitch outside of Mondrian... are you sure?” the voice was a staticky mess coming through the broken speaker.

“I’m sure. The monocles couldn’t take the input. They broke when the blast occurred; it’s why I’m not wearing them right now.” 

“I’ll enchant a stronger pair for future missions. But for now, what do you need to bring this boy in? You need only ask, and I will send it your way. Choose quickly. If he is as strong as you say, the poison may have surged his powers. We need him contained before he discovers what he is capable of.”

Titus’s eyes gleamed. 

“I’ve had a contingency plan in motion since we landed. I outfitted a dozen Mayakai as a forethought...after adding to that Sebastian’s aura and my relics, the boy will be in chains before midnight. Your poison may have failed you, Vandran...but I can assure you. I won’t.” 
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Aftermath

TYLER

Tyler sat hunched in a vacant corner of the locker room an hour after the game, staring down at his shaking hands. The shock of what he had just done was still with him – he was still scared. 

He looked up and around the now deserted locker room. One of his teammates had written “Tyler the Rim Smasher” in bold letters on the whiteboard. Water cups and wet towels littered the floor from their prior rowdy celebration. Tyler half-heartedly chuckled to himself. The janitor was going to have a fun time cleaning up this mess. His unfocused gaze fell again to his clenched hands, his knuckles white. How had he done something that extraordinary? There was a click as the locker room door opened, and Cody stumbled in, a dazed, happy look stretching his face. 

“Duuude!” Cody laughed. “Did you see Mark's face after you hulked out?”

“I can’t remember,” Tyler mumbled quietly, reaching for his gym bag.

“He looked at you like you were about to sprout horns and breathe fire.”

His face impassive, Tyler tossed the bag over his shoulder and strode past Cody, out into the hallway. Cody stopped his revelry and sprinted to catch up to Tyler. 

Walking backward to look at him better, Cody began his verbal bombardment. 

“Hey, bro, do you know how you even did that? ‘Cuz everyone is coming up with some crazy theories like you're taking steroids, or you're a demon from another dimension, or a secret agent with cyborg powers, or...” 

Tyler clasped his hand over Cody's motor mouth. 

“Are you done?” Tyler raised an eyebrow without moving his hand.

“Mfmfmfmf,” Cody nodded fast.

Tyler removed the palm muzzle and stalked away, but Cody wasn’t done yet. 

“How do you think you did it?”

Tyler stopped. He had been wracking his brain the last hour for all the possible reasons he could have done it. He still hadn’t come up with a logical explanation. The backboards were all new and designed to be shatterproof, but they had snapped like thin ice in Tyler's hands. He didn't remember it having any tug when he had grabbed it. Maybe, the first theory was right. That water had tasted funny. Perhaps one of his teammates had spiked the water with steroids, but Tyler was pretty sure steroids didn't taste like warm rust.

“I don’t know. Maybe the backboard had a weak point or something,” Tyler guessed dubiously. 

He then shook his head quickly and, eager to change the subject, eyed the smaller boy up and down. “Didn’t you make your sign for the game?”

“Oh yeah,” Cody chortled. “It was great.”

“Where is it?” 

Cody frowned. “The keyword being ‘was great’...mom saw it on my way out the door and said it wasn’t appropriate for a school gathering.”

“That sucks, bro. She’s probably right, though.” 

“It only had like ten swear words on it...and a picture.” A mischievous gleam lit up Cody’s eyes.

“A picture of...what?” Tyler narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

“Of Miller with his...” 

“...actually, you know what? I’m good, you don’t have to tell me.”

Cody snickered as they walked out the front door of Stellen High. Their car, the sole vehicle remaining in the school parking lot, sat frozen under a pile of snow beneath a streetlamp. 

Tyler and Cody approached the vehicle, brushed the accumulated snow off, and jumped in. The old car started up with a dull roar, and they pulled out and into late-night traffic heading downtown.

As they approached their parking garage, Cody reached into the gym bag and took out Tyler's phone. Upon turning it on, his eyes bulged.

“Dude, look how many messages you have!” 

Tyler glanced over and gawked at the number on his mailbox: 208 messages in the last hour.

“Who are they all from?” he dragged his eyes back to the road ahead.

“I don’t know...” Cody scrolled down. “No, wait...they are from like everyone in the flipping school. Someone apparently got a hold of your phone number, and now everyone's asking you to be their best bud, or boyfriend, or for you to help them with their verticals and stuff.”

“Oh, god,” Tyler groaned, pulling into the top floor of the parking garage.

“Dude, you went from, like, being okay to becoming the most popular kid in school in an hour,” Cody continued excitedly.

Tyler rolled his eyes as he parked and rolled out of the car, clutching his gym bag. He was shadowed by a bouncy Cody a second later while he shut the door and turned around. 

His body froze, restraining his next breath. He stretched out a tense arm to stop the oblivious Cody, who looked up from the glowing phone. 

“What?” 

“Something's not right,” Tyler whispered.

“Yeah, I know,” Cody glared back down at the phone. “You’re more popular than I am.”

“No, not that.” 

He looked around the parking garage. The apartments had been designed to hold up to 200 cars on each level except for the top-level, which was half the size of the lower floors. This meant the top floor was almost always full due to a lack of space and had the closest proximity to the apartment elevator. 

But, as Tyler’s keen eyes swept around, he noticed the entire north side of the lot was empty. Either all the top floor residents were out after midnight, or someone had gone out of their way to clear a space between the door and Tyler's car. 

“Cody, give me my phone.” 

“Why are you whispering?” 

“Cause all the neighbor’s cars are gone.”

“So?” 

“So... someone stole them or moved them like they were clearing space.”

“Space for what?” Cody demanded.

Tyler tsked and held his hand out. “I don’t know, just give me my phone. Now.”

“Whatever,” Cody mumbled, handing his brother his phone.

Tyler flew through his contacts, searching for their mom’s number. He found it, but even as his finger hovered over her name, the lights in the parking garage snapped off.

“Woah, where did the lights go?” Cody stammered, nudging closer to Tyler.

Tyler switched on the phone’s flashlight and shone it around in the blackness. He couldn’t see much in the murky shadows of the garage, but the groan of an elevator rising was unmistakable. 

The red open button suddenly shone like a beacon in the darkness, and the elevator doors slid open, flooding the garage with light. The silhouettes of two men were cast from the open door – one in a gray hoody, the other holding a white cane.

“Hello, Tyler. Lovely to see you again.”
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A Glimpse Within

TYLER

Tyler shone the phone light toward the odd man standing closer to him, just a few paces away. 

The stranger was of medium height and wore a gray trench coat that made him seem bulkier. A black chin-strap beard accented the fake smile on the man's face.  A pair of shiny black oxfords adorned his feet. His leather gloves were a contrast of shades, the right-hand stark white, and the left a gleaming ebony. Tyler’s gaze fell on his neck. A black tattoo that struck him as peculiar, streaked right behind the man’s ear and past his collar. The tattoo’s image was of a tree pierced by two swords. 

His white-gloved hand gripped a thin ivory cane inlaid with silver wingtips. 

Tyler’s eyes glimmered with recognition. “You. I saw you at the game. You were watching me the whole time. Why? Who are you, and what do you want?” he demanded, feeling apprehension rise in him.

The cane man slid a broken pair of spectacles off his face and slowly pocketed them. He returned his gaze to Tyler. 

“He doesn’t even know what he is..." he marveled under his breath.

Tyler flinched and almost fell back but stayed between the cane man and Cody. 

The stranger finally strolled out of the elevator followed by his hooded companion. 

“I believe you have already met Sebastian?” 

“Yeah, we met, but I already told you I’m not going to play for Dresig or whatever,” Tyler said flatly.

The stranger frowned and gave Sebastian a quizzical glance. 

“Dresig?” 

“It’s the fake school Vandran told me to use for my cover to get close to him,” Sebastian explained.

His companion nodded, waving a hand. Dozens of men stepped out of the darkness, faces hidden by blank, black masks. 

Tyler's mind jumped to alert mode. He took several stumbling steps backward pulling Cody with him, keeping an equal distance away from every assailant.

“What do you guys want? We don’t have any money on us.” 


The stranger smiled wryly and spoke.


“We’re not here for anything like that...we are here for you, Tyler. We have been searching for someone as powerful as you for years.”

“What? What are you saying? Someone as powerful as me? I don’t know what you're talking about—” 

The cane man chuckled, shaking his head. 

“You are so naïve; you don’t even know what you're capable of. The little bit of power you displayed tonight wasn’t even a fraction of what you can really do.” 

Tyler’s legs started trembling. Everything the man said made his head spin. So, Dresig had been a front...but for what? His power? What did that even mean? How could he even trust what these people were saying? He knew he had felt an energy within him tonight, but the power these people were talking about was something else. 

Something tugged on the back of his shirt. Tyler turned to find a quivering Cody grasping desperately to his clothes, his face pale.

“Cody, what's wrong?”

His brother couldn’t form words and just shivered in response.

“You’re more powerful than I thought. You haven’t even felt our Isolis yet,” the cane man exclaimed, continuing his rambling.

“What?” Tyler asked, kneeling to look into Cody’s eyes. His brother’s pupils were almost invisible, his body unnaturally stiff.

“The Isolis is a powerful ward that increases the surrounding pressure of an area until everything inside is rendered unconscious or crushed by gravity.” 

Then, it hit him. Tyler didn’t feel the pressure of whatever the man spoke of, but it was visibly affecting Cody. He didn’t know what they meant by ward, but he now understood why the cars had been moved. A chalk ring with indecipherable writing all around it flared up and glowed brightly. The edge of the circle was a spiderweb of splintering concrete. 

All the masked men took several cautious steps away.

“The boy is surprisingly aware that the pressure lessens the closer he is to you,” the cane man observed.

Cody clutched Tyler’s shirt tighter with blood trickling out of his nose.

“Your energy’s influence is the only thing keeping him from being crushed right now.” 

“Cody!” 

His heart wrenching in his chest, Tyler threw his brother under one arm and bolted towards the edge of the circle. He heaved Cody out of the ward just as Sebastian’s hand shot upward. Tyler slammed into the cracking asphalt, ribs shuddering from the impact. Outside the circle, Cody gasped for air and retched on the cement.  

“I don’t think he can feel it yet...Sebastian?” The stranger smiled evilly.

Sebastian raised his hand higher.

Tyler screamed in excruciating pain as something in his chest snapped. Energy suddenly surged out of him, and an invisible explosion ripped through the garage.

The cane man didn’t flinch, but Sebastian rocketed back into the elevator with a bang. Florescent lights shattered, raining porcelain out of the elevator and into the parking garage. The only light source remaining was Tyler’s phone, which lay cracked beside Cody. Painful groans echoed from the masked men sprawled around the blast zone.

Tyler sprung to his feet, straddling this new surge of energy. Before he could get a clear footing, however, he was met with a fist akin to a battering ram. The stranger had closed the twenty-foot gap between them in an instant. Tyler’s vision exploded with stars and he toppled a few feet back onto the concrete with a grunt, blood rushing to his rapidly swelling eye. 

Ignoring the incapacitated Tyler for a moment, the stranger turned to the still form in the elevator.

“Are you still alive, you idiot?” 

Sebastian moaned and rolled over, holding his head.

“I guess that's a yes...how useless...I guess I have to do everything myself,” the stranger grumbled, turning back around.

Tyler weakly glanced at Cody, who was still on his knees, holding his gut. The phone light had lit up Cody’s face. Seeing the pain masking it ignited a feral rage in Tyler. 

Ignoring the pain in his eye, he rushed towards the stranger, ready to reduce him to a bloody pulp. He swung a wild fist towards the cane man but was blocked by what felt like a brick wall. He gawked at his stinging fist, held mid-swing in a black-gloved hand. Tyler hadn’t even seen him move. 

The stranger shook his head and sighed. 

“Unbelievable. I overprepared for this.” 

Twisting his grip, he deftly hurled the boy into the concrete wall behind. The sound of crunching cement shook the garage. Car alarms blared profusely – the last sound Tyler heard as he sunk into unconsciousness. 

*****
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TITUS

Titus waved a white-gloved hand toward the blaring vehicle and flashing headlights. The noise promptly died. The garage was plunged back into dismal darkness.

“Mayakai, detain the boy and follow me.”

The masked men promptly nodded, sliding thick coils of black rope off their shoulders.

Titus turned to the hobbling Sebastian. “Grab the younger one as well. We can’t leave any witnesses.”

Sebastian grunted in acknowledgment. He painfully limped over and lifted a struggling Cody onto his back. 

“Tyler,” Cody wheezed, trying to wring himself free from his captor’s grip.

Titus turned to silence the brat when a dark, heavy chuckle reverberated in the garage shadows. Everyone froze in their tracks and turned to the sound. A spray of sparks from the broken elevator lights illuminated Tyler’s prone body, which was now in a sitting position, one hand resting on his knee, head down. Another deep laugh echoed from the boy’s bruised lungs. 

“Can you believe that this is the first time this little cuss has been knocked out?” The voice rolled through the garage in dark waves. Each word thick and suffocating to those who heard it. 

Titus swiveled around and blinked at Tyler. 

“You’re more resilient than I thought. I guess you need to be dealt with even more severely.” 

“Oh, Titus. All of your ancestors couldn’t best me in their prime, and you have grown even more complacent than they were.”

“How...I never told you my name.”

Another deep laugh shook the garage. 

“Your minds are all an open book to me...you stupid Templars don’t even know with whom you are dealing. This boy is not what you think he is.”

Titus’s face was blank before turning an ashy white. He glanced around at his shivering men. Sweat suddenly beaded on his temples as he looked back at Tyler.

“That voice...y-y-you’re...you’re...Zaran Kai...” his sputtering died out.

Tyler slowly rose and lifted his head, and Titus’s next breath froze in his lungs. Eyes that glowed like a dying sun glared out ferociously from under furrowed eyebrows. An easy, shark-like smile lit up the boy’s face. 

“I haven’t killed anyone in eons, and oh, how I have missed it.” 

“Mayakai...protect me!” Titus wailed, scrambling towards the elevator.

The masked men flew into action, and then into pieces. Everywhere, crimson stained the concrete.

******
[image: image]


CODY

Cody stared at his brother. 

The person in front of him looked like Tyler, but even he could sense the dreadful energy filling the garage. It felt ancient and dark. 

Sebastian lugged a now stunned Cody into the elevator. Cody thanked god he couldn’t see the scene anymore from where he was being held. The dying screams of the masked men ripping apart were haunting enough. 

Titus dropped his cane and grabbed both sides of the door. Hands sinking into the metal, he wrenched the elevator closed. They quickly descended, and Sebastian and Titus escaped with Cody on the henchman’s back out into the cold. He looked back at the massive apartments, almost invisible in the dark, and could've sworn a final malicious laugh echoed in the late winter night.
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Visions

TYLER

Raindrops trailed down his face. With wind rippling his clothes, Tyler gasped, his eyes snapping open. Nothing but whiteness greeted his field of vision. 

Was he having the same nightmare again? The chalk-colored sky shot that question down. Also countering a possible nightmare was his attire; Regal steel armor etched to capacity with runic lettering. A sapphire cape flapped violently in the wind behind him. 

He shivered. 

Damn, it's cold.

Tyler sucked in a quick breath, the bleached world around him vanishing rapidly. A vivid blue sky glowed above him as he shot out of the clouds. He had been flying upward, not falling. Righting himself revealed where his trajectory was taking him. His questions dissolved away, and a gasp slipped past his slack jaw. 

A massive black monolith loomed above him, its base sinking into the hills of an island that was floating in the air. Giant jets of water cascaded out of enormous holes gaping underneath the landmass. The water fell, never-ending, into the milky clouds below. Tyler could barely guess the size of the monolith. It seemed to loom miles above him, the sable surface a stark contrast to its surroundings.  

Tyler's flight was cut short as he crashed into the lip of the island. The full weight of his armor slammed into his shoulders. Knees buckling, he crumpled to the dirt. 

After some long seconds, he slowly rolled onto his back with a groan while the world spun. How much of his lightheadedness was to blame for what he was seeing? Several minutes later, his surroundings hadn’t changed even with a clear head.

A mix of dirt and crabgrass was the only thing blanketing the soft ground around him, even as his eyes desperately sought more. Reaching down, he ran his hand across the pointy growth and then chanced a peek over the edge. 

Endless. 

He turned to the monolith. 

Intimidatingly massive, but not endless. 

Tyler's only hope for answers would be inland. If he wanted to make it within the next decade, though, he’d have to remove his bulky armor. Several annoying straps and clasps later, he started his trek, breathing out a sigh of relief. He ascended, wearing only a wool undershirt and breeches. The hollow whistle of the wind through abandoned steel soon faded behind him.

******
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UNSURE OF HOW LONG it had taken, he now stood a couple of feet away from the towering stone. Surprisingly, he discovered the mineral to be dark violet, not black as it had seemed from a distance. 

Tyler pressed his fingers against the cold, polished rock. With a touch, the chill retreated, and the monolith flooded with warmth. A deep throb pulsed through his hand, matching his heartbeat. With every resonating thump, the heat increased. 

His hand promptly sunk inches into the dark mineral. The low pulse boomed like a great clock, and the massive monolith shuddered, beginning to melt slowly as Tyler gaped. Giant slabs of molten stone pulled away from the wilting monument, pile-driving into the earth around Tyler. He yanked desperately at his trapped arm, which wouldn’t budge an inch.

I’m going to die. 

With an earth-shattering crack, the base of the monolith separated from the island. The wind ceased as the tower began to lean towards stuck Tyler. With a final boom of the clock, the monolith succumbed to gravity. The shadows over him deepened, and Tyler clenched his eyes closed, waiting for the crushing weight of the stone.

Seconds passed before he opened a fraction of his eye to peek out. The monolith, island, and clouds were gone. The world now consisted of large sandstone pillars that receded into an enormous, vaulted ceiling. Two bonfires crackled and sparked in the corner of the otherwise dark, vast room. Fluorescent red tile lined the corners of the room, while the walkways all matched the pillars sprouting from them. Filling the rest of the chamber was a mahogany table surrounded by high-backed chairs, their leather seats throwing long flickering shadows across the floor. 

Tyler swallowed, the aridness of his mouth matching the bonfires. He was still alive. 

Maybe. 

Slowly, he opened the hand that had been trapped. Clutched in it was a dark violet pendant the size of a large grape. It pulsed with a familiar throb. Delicate markings covered its surface, but Tyler was unable to read them in the flickering firelight. A thin silver chain attached to the stone spilled out of Tyler's hand. 

An amulet? Where’d the monolith go? 

The raspy creak of door hinges echoed somewhere to the left. Tyler’s gaze darted about before he scurried behind the closest sandstone pillar.

What now?

Slow footsteps padded toward the table in the middle of the room. Tyler leaned closer to the rock hiding him, but as he touched it for support, his hand passed straight through. Unable to regain momentum, he rolled through the pillar and out into the open. 

Tyler froze, hoping his lack of movement would somehow keep him hidden. He slowly peered up at the stranger who had walked into the room. 

Dark hair, black as the night, spilled over a thin chest protected by a silver breastplate etched with black runes. A crescent scythe peeked out over a cloaked shoulder. 

The stranger didn’t acknowledge Tyler’s presence as he stalked right past him and took a seat.

Tyler glared at his hand. It looked solid enough. He reached for the nearest chair but was unable to grab it. His touch simply sifted through everything within reach. 

So...I’m either dead or dreaming.

Tyler pushed himself up and swung his hand towards the stranger's exposed face. His fingers never made contact, sifting through and reappearing on the other side.

Unsure of what else to do, the boy took full advantage of being intangible and stood right next to the man. Now, up close, he noticed something odd. Large black feathers sprouted from spots in the man's hair, and his hands had long black talons extending out of three of five fingers. 

“How long are you going to look at me like that?” the stranger smirked.

Tyler gasped, recoiling before realizing the words had been directed towards another person seated in the chair closest to the bonfire. 

Was he there the whole time? 

This man wore a hood that hid his face in the flickering shadows.

“The job seemed to be harder than you assumed it would be if you had to morph to get away,” the cloaked man murmured.

“Calling on my master’s name from inside the Temple of Ages is no easy task,” the other man said, wincing as he pulled a feather from his scalp. “I had to improvise.”

“You succeeded nonetheless, Aza’zel, which means you were able to obtain the amulet.” 

“Yes, but...”

“What?”

Aza’zel’s lips pressed together in a slight grimace. 

“It melted in my hands seconds before I walked in here. I’m not sure what happened. One second it was there, the next it wasn’t.”

Tyler glanced down at the purple stone throbbing in his hand. 

This amulet? 

There was a pause. The pale hands of the cloaked man dug into the chair's leather. Minutes passed before he spoke again in a grave voice. 

“...This can only mean that the Arwr has awoken.” 

Aza’zel flinched, the tendons in his neck stretched like wire.

“What? How?” 

“That relic you were sent to obtain once belonged to him. Millenia ago, it would have crossed time and space to return to his hand. The amulet’s sudden disappearance can only mean one thing...he has awoken.”

The talons on Aza’zel hand tapped nervously against the mahogany. The cloaked man muttered aloud to himself. “But why now, who, or what would have the gall to advent such a being?”

Aza’zel’s tapping claw froze, digging into the mahogany. His dark eyes glazed over.

“They couldn’t...they wouldn’t dare..."

The Shade’s nostrils flared. Shadows peeled themselves from his skin before fleeing away into the dark corners of the chamber. Even knowing he was intangible, Tyler nervously stumbled away from the smoking being. 

Aza’zel trembled, a volcano igniting behind his eyes. He flew to his feet, scythe in hand. With a guttural roar, he drove the silver tip through the table, splintering it in half. 

Spittle rimmed his seething lips as he swore, 

“H’rell Fracas Katto Atro Subter!”

The strange swear words ripped through the room, ricocheting off the walls. The cloaked man and Tyler waited apprehensively for the tirade to end. Chest heaving, Aza’zel’s next words smoldered.

“Who else would have done this if not those infernal Templars!”

“...and why do you believe it was these Templars?” The cloaked man tilted his head.

Aza’zel took a ragged breath, rigidly sinking back into his chair.

“You know as well as I do The Templar order see themselves as rulers and like to keep that image of themselves intact. To do so they have obsessively searched for the strongest relics and human aura’s they can find.”

Aza’zel sheathed his scythe behind him, a scowl darker than death remaining on his face.

“During one of my recent...interrogations, a former member of their order told me something I didn’t think twice about until now. I guess it had been difficult to understand him through the screams...regardless, he mentioned that their search had left Mondrian and widened into the upper realms. Where we know the Arwr was rumored to have retreated to...”

If there had been a second table, Aza’zel would have split it as well. His rantings dripped with a venomous heat. 

“And now they not only cripple their own cause but ours as well...I can see them now, clumping from realm to realm, kidnapping anyone that shows the smallest prospect, and killing anyone who doesn’t. Till one day, they see him yet don’t recognize him, in a form he’s taken to hide himself along with his aura – but they can still sense it. Barely. Like children marveling at a rock, unaware they stand before a mountain.”

The cloaked man nodded in quiet agreement before raising his hand. In a single, fluid movement, the table repaired itself, the splinters floating through the air before melding back into the piece of furniture. 

Awed, Tyler gaped at the impressive display. Hands clasped together, the cloaked man set them on the mended table and started speaking for the first time in minutes. 

“Take solace in the fact they probably didn’t survive the encounter...all their actions mean to us is a small change of plans. We have to destroy both orders immediately, instead of just one.”

Aza’zel nodded, rubbing the back of his neck. 

“I agree. Ugh, this wouldn’t even be an issue if I had delivered you the amulet sooner. With the whereabouts of Umb Locus’s revealed, and you and Master Vivix’s once again in command of the Ingriniad, this world would have fallen in days."

The cloaked man didn’t respond. His body tensed for a few seconds before it slowly relaxed back into his chair, a hand stroking his chin. The bonfire behind him sparked, illuminating a wicked grin. 

“Maybe you should ask the newly awakened Arwr where the amulet is,” he chuckled.

“What? How would I do that?” Aza’zel growled.

Tyler looked over, waiting for the shadowed man to speak. Golden eyes snapped open underneath the hood shining through the darkness, glaring right at Tyler.

“It should be pretty easy. He’s right next to you.”
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Unanswered Questions

TYLER

Tyler sat up with a start, eyes snapping open. Morning light trickled through the shadows of a train underpass. Grabbing his throbbing skull, he leaned back on the cold stone. Smoldering embers burned behind his eyes, smoking out his brain.

Where am I? What happened?

A wave of flashbacks stitched themselves together, jolting Tyler back into his pain-filled reality.

Cody was gone. Tyler stiffened. 

No, not gone...taken.

He shuddered in the frosty morning, fists shaking, each breath coming out in a foggy explosion. Sense and reasoning clawed desperately for footing in the dark labyrinth of rage that was his mind. Who took Cody!? Tyler’s vision narrowed.

The Cane Man and Sebastian. 

Old brick and mortar dusted Tyler’s clenched knuckles, his hand now half an inch inside the tunnel wall. The sting of punching solid stone barely registered, but the action had been effective in lessening his rage, even if only slightly. 

With a couple of trembling breaths, Tyler’s senses finally found a foothold. Punching cinderblocks and being furious wasn’t going to save Cody. Tyler needed answers or anything that would help him find his brother. 

A sudden, ice-cold breeze whipped through the tunnel. 

Why am I so cold? 

Tyler glanced down at his clothes. A paper shredder would have done less damage to a shirt. The entire right sleeve had melted, and his arm was black with soot up to the elbow. Frayed jeans no longer reached his knees. Blotches of dried blood spotted every inch of the scrappy attire. The sharp stab from the gravel was a biting reminder that he had no shoes on. 

Tyler pawed his chest and limbs but found no injury to speak of. The blood spattering him wasn’t his – a realization that terrified him more than if it had been. His right arm, although covered in fireplace grime, had been unburned. Neither mess explained anything, unleashing a flood of questions, one rising above the rest. 

What the hell had happened? 

He gripped his temples, trying to force himself to remember everything he could from the night before. With each deep inhale of cold morning air came a dozen scraps of memory. The bizarre recollections were unclear as if they were clips recorded from a backseat or far away – blurry images of jumping through buildings, ripping up power cords, and maniacal laughter.

Tyler’s vision flickered. When did I do those things? How did I do those things?

Slumping against the concrete wall, he glared at the rocks beneath his bare feet. A low groan resounded from somewhere on the other side of the tracks, followed by the crunch of gravel. 

Tyler straightened himself and shuffled toward the noise. In the corner, a prone man lay bound in thick wire cords. The person’s face was turned away, his black clothes a checkerboard of holes and threads. 

A large, roughly carved message dominated the wall above. It read:

“I kept one of them alive for you. You’re welcome. Do not kill him, he may be the only way of finding your sibling. I will minimize my contact until you stabilize your aura.” -Z’k

Tyler realized he had read the message several times, having completely forgotten a human being lay bound in front of him. 

He knelt, gingerly rolling the stranger over.

"Are you all righ-...wait, you’re one of them!”

The flat black mask was unmistakable. Add in the dark garments, and Tyler easily recognized one of his assailants from the parking garage. No wonder the message had mentioned no killing. 

The teen took a deep breath and fought the urge to strangle the unconscious man on the spot. He glared up at the carving above him, rereading one of the lines.

“...he may be the only way of finding your sibling...”

Tyler emptied his lungs in one breath before reaching down and grabbing the mask. The brittle substance crumbled, revealing the face of its wearer. 

The man was cleanly shaven with chiseled features, a long pale scar stretching from the bridge of his nose to cheekbone. His thick hair was a brown briar of grime and dried sweat. Gazing at his closed eyes, Tyler guessed him to be in his late twenties.

Lifting the stranger into a sitting position garnered no response. He grabbed him by the shoulders and shook the man who, with a groan, tried to adjust himself. The cords held tight. Unable to balance, he crashed back into the gravel. 

One of the stranger's eyelids flickered and opened. The man flinched before a bloodcurdling scream ripped from his lungs. 

Tyler jumped and spun around, frantically looking for the source of the man’s terror. But they were alone in the long, narrow tunnel.

He scratched his head, turning back to the bound figure. The stranger strained frantically against his bonds. Confused beyond measure, Tyler hunkered down next to the prisoner. The man shrieked again.

“Why are you yelling? Are you hurt?”

The second Tyler spoke, the man’s screams stopped, although his sweat and tears continued to cascade down his face and body to darken the rocks. The man's actions had been strange, to say the least, and the way he now eyed Tyler was similar – like the way someone would try to understand and then attempt diffusing a bomb. 

The man rolled to the side, his voice starting low but soon quickening. 

“You’re not that...thing anymore...what was it? Do you know? Is it going to come back?”

None of the questions made it to Tyler, whose rage was bubbling back.

“How dare you ask me anything after what you did? Tell me where Cody is. Now!”

Tyler’s fist sunk into the brick and mortar beside the man’s head.


“W-who?” the man whimpered, looking close to fainting.

Tyler’s eyes darkened. 


“My brother! The boy who was with me last night. He’s only 14, and you and that bastard with the cane attacked us, and...”

Hot tears and a clogged throat cut short Tyler’s tirade. Thinking about what could have happened to Cody crushed any resolve he may have had. He tried to fight the overwhelming fear and helplessness, tried to remain stoic and tough, but sobs soon racked his body. Tyler dropped hard onto his knees, slapping his grimy hands over streaming eyes.

The man’s mouth fell open, and he stiffened, seeing his captor crying – quite unlike the person he had faced before.


“That was your brother? Wait, how old are you?”

Tyler didn’t know why he answered, but he did. Without


looking up, he choked out. 

“Eighteen” 

A single word changed the man’s whole complexion. 

Inching upward, he achieved a sitting position before speaking. 

“I’m sorry for being a part of what happened. Your brother may have been taken, but he won’t be harmed. The Templars are masters of getting what they want by using what you want.” 

The man shifted again, the cords making any position but flat uncomfortable.

“As soon as they arrive in Mondrian, they will contact you. Blackmail. Ransom. They’ll threaten you using your brother. What they don’t realize is as of now, you have the upper hand because we’re getting him back before that.”


“Why?”

“Why are we going after them? I thought it was 


obvious...”

Tyler turned back around, confusion and wariness showing through the tears.


“No...why are you helping me?”


The man seemed at a loss of words for a moment before flatly stating, “No older sibling should have to lose a younger one...you may not believe me, but years ago, I lost that chance...”

Tyler stood slowly, wiping away tears. 

The man’s tone hardened as he continued. 

“...and the Templars can shove it, for what they just did to me and the others.”

“How do you expect me to trust you?” 

“I don’t think that you have much of a choice. You don’t have to trust me completely. Just trust me enough for us to go save your brother.”

Staring into the man’s eyes, Tyler nodded slowly. He seemed genuine, the resolved look in his eyes more affirming than his words.

“Can I ask your name?”

“Kreatus Hartzell of Mondrian. You?”

“I’m Tyler. Tyler Arwen”

“You’re an interesting person, Tyler, to put it mildly. I wish we would have met under better circumstances...now, untie me. We don’t have a moment to lose.”

Tyler knelt beside him and began prying at the thick power cords. 

Kreatus continued talking, mostly to himself. 

“They’ll reach the gate in a couple of hours, and we will have to catch them before then, or at least follow directly behind them.” 

Tyler bobbed his head absently, busy with the bonds. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get his fingers under any of the knots and pulling on the lone cords loosened nothing. 

“I’ll need wire cutters...they are back at the apartment. We’ll also need my car and a pair of fresh clothes. We’ll decide what we’ll do from there.”

Kreatus stared back blankly.

“How are we going to get back to your place if I’m bound from my neck to my knees?”

“We’ll take the train,” Tyler answered, pointing at the tracks in the middle of the tunnel.

Tyler strode outside the tunnel; the closest station would be the Riverton terminal. He turned around. Kreatus waddled forward until an upturned rock took him face-first into the gravel with a thud. Tyler sighed. It was going to take forever at this rate.

“You're strong enough to lift that pathetic fool.”

Tyler winced. The words drove through his head like an icy lance. He swiveled around, looking for the owner of the voice, but they were still alone in the rocky tunnel. 

Who’s there?

Nobody answered the thought. 

Tyler studied his hands. Could he carry Kreatus several miles to the station? Only one way to find out. He walked over to the prone man. 

“Mind helping me up?” Kreatus grunted, nose pressed into the gravel.

Tyler reached out and grabbed a long cord dangling from the bindings. The black rubber dug into his hands as he hoisted the larger man onto his shoulder. Altogether, it seemed barely heavier than a school backpack.

“How...” Kreatus began, eyes popping out.

“Honestly, if I knew, I would tell you,” Tyler admitted.

As he trudged through the gravel, the wind shifted, carrying the blare of car horns and the roar of morning traffic through the tunnel. The mouthwatering smell of fast food arrived just after the noise, drawing a rumble from Tyler’s gut. 

Ignoring his barren stomach, Tyler asked. 

“By the way, who tied you up like this...”

Kreatus cleared his throat, hesitant in response. 

“Well...you did, last night.”

“What?”

"Look, I know you're confused, and I’ll try to clear up as much of it as I can. But saving your brother takes priority, and we don’t have time to waste. Let’s go.”

“How about you tell me on the way,” Tyler offered, still unsure of why Kreatus was determined to help him. 

But he had nothing to lose now.

Kreatus nodded, and they started north. Several minutes passed before either of them spoke.

“What do you remember about last night?" Kreatus asked quietly.

“Not a lot. The cane man threw me into the wall, and then I woke up in the tunnel.”

Tyler decided lucid dreams didn’t count as memories. Kreatus took a deep breath.

“I expected as much. Be grateful you don’t remember; I wish I didn’t.” His teeth grated together, brow furrowing. 

“I’ll rip them apart, those damn Templars.”

“I meant to ask you...why do you hate them so much? Didn’t you work for them?”

“It was not willingly none of us did.”

“What do you mean?” Tyler rolled Kreatus onto his opposite shoulder.

“We are mercenaries. We took this job thinking it was just like any other. Working as Mayakai under a high-ranking Templar assured high pay. We were well equipped, brimming with borrowed aura, and numbered a dozen strong. But then, we saw what those half-witted fools were attempting...an incursion into a forbidden gate. We could have numbered a thousand, been paid a fortune, and our response would have been the same. Are you out of your damn minds?”

Kreatus shook his head and laughed nervously.

“They tried to persuade us, convince us that there was no chance of failure. They bragged of their triumphs up to that point. How countless upper worlds had fallen to them, and a forbidden realm would hardly prove a challenge. But we didn’t care – nobody had ever returned from such a gate, and there was no way in hell we would.”

Tyler stumbled through a patch of thick weeds, listening quietly. Despite the jostling, Kreatus continued with his anger mounting, lost between threads of memory. 

“But the Templars wouldn’t listen, and we were powerless against aura of that caliber. So, by force, we entered the forbidden gate...”

Kreatus glanced at the opening of the tunnel, towards the gray silhouettes of the buildings in the distance and the suburbs beyond them. 

“We were relieved to find a realm inhabited by humans. An entire people completely ignorant of all worlds but their own. We were hopeful, and the Templars were ecstatic.”

Kreatus’s face paled slightly.

“But we never expected you...” 

What did I even do? Tyler mused. Kreatus seemed terrified of who he had been before he came to. 

The bound man lied back, shutting his eyes. 

“As Mayakai, we knew very little about the mission’s finer details. We understood the first attempt on the target had failed and that we were to assist in extraction back to Mondrian if the second attempt failed. It did. And so, we arrived at the objective point after which you got out of the metal object with wheels.”

Tyler remained silent, so he continued rambling.

“...the Isolis at full power barely immobilized you, and still, Titus believed we stood a chance. I knew better. You were different...I didn’t know how. My belief was even tested when you were knocked out...but then it came...that voice, t-t-that...presence.”

“What voice? What did it say?” 

Kreatus trembled like a leaf on his back. 

“It was deep, like an abyss. It came less from your mouth and more from your whole body. And it was loud...so loud...filled the entirety of my mind, latching onto everything that terrified me, ripping it out, and replacing my fears with something that felt even worse – its presence...I couldn’t move. I could barely breathe. My body refused to respond.”

Tyler’s pace slowed.

“The rest of the Mayakai didn’t seem affected like I was. They jumped into action; unaware their employer had already retreated. They didn’t stand a chance; I’ve never seen brutality like that. Blood spilled like—”

“—please don’t...I’d rather not know. My question now is...do you know why, whatever it was, spared you?”

“I didn’t then, but I guess I do now. After it finished, it told me I would help the boy get to Mondrian. I found I could move again, and I bolted. I ran until I collapsed from exhaustion. I passed out, and when I woke up, I was bound with you standing above me,” Kreatus finished. 

“Did...whatever it was...have a name?”

“Titus called it something, but I...I don’t remember.”

Tyler glared downward, trying to organize all the information he had just received. 

So...Cody’s been kidnapped by a power-hungry world-hopping cult. My only hope of finding him is one of my assailants, and I might be suffering from the most severe case of split personality disorder ever. 

“Just your average Saturday," he whispered darkly.
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Trains

TYLER

The train station was almost empty when Tyler and Kreatus arrived. A lone businessman typed furiously on a computer, a teen in a leather jacket stared blankly at a phone, and two girls talked in quiet voices on the farthest bench. 

The teenager looked up for a brief second at the strange duo that had just walked onto the platform. Oddly enough, he didn’t seem surprised by their ragged appearance and turned back to idly scrolling down on his phone. 

Tyler peered up and down the track before setting Kreatus on the closest open bench. He wiped his brow and then collapsed next to him.

The journey from the tunnel to the station had taken over an hour. Carrying Kreatus hadn’t been very easy either. Tyler’s new strength seemed to make carrying a full-grown man only slightly less cumbersome. His bare feet were bruised and cut in numerous places while his body ached to the bone.

“This...train thing you mentioned. Is it a beast that will transfer us faster to our destination?” Kreatus asked, straining his neck to stare at the businessman’s glowing laptop.

“Kind of, but it's made of metal,” Tyler explained, trying to rub some life back into his grubby feet.

“So, it is an automaton then.” 

“Um...no... it’s...” 

Tyler looked at Kreatus, who blinked back innocently. “You know what, that's exactly what it is. It's a big, metal auto...whatever you said.” 

He glanced around the platform. It was a good thing there weren’t a lot of people. He and Kreatus definitely did not blend in. 

The businessman glanced away from his screen and looked around for just a moment before returning to work with a tired roll of shoulders. Tyler sighed in relief. Utah’s morning commuters were as reserved as ever. 

How many strange things have I ignored waiting for the train just like this?  

The sound of heavy machinery rumbling down the metal tracks echoed from the left. Tyler lifted Kreatus back onto his shoulder and stood to wait for the train. The Frontrunner pulled in with a screech and a blast of air. 

The doors slid open, and a middle-aged woman got off. Seeing Tyler and Kreatus, she slapped a hand over her mouth. Apparently, not everyone was as reserved as he had thought. 

“Are you two all right? Do you need me to call someone?”

Tyler stumbled, stuttering his way past the woman and onto the train, racking his brain for any excuse that would justify his attire or Kreatus’s situation. 

“Uh....no, we’re fine...we’re just in character for our school play tonight.”

“Oh? What play?”

Tyler looked at Kreatus for help and remembered he probably didn’t know what a play, or even what a school was. Out of nowhere, an idea surged to the surface, and Tyler’s face lit up.

“We’re in a Greek play. We’re Prometheus before and after rescue by Hercules.”

The woman didn’t seem convinced, but the train doors snapped shut, thankfully ending the conversation. The train glided north toward Salt Lake City. 

Tyler made his way through the aisles and helped Kreatus into an empty seat, toppling into the one beside him. His gaze fell to the window and then to the cars and trucks beyond that were roaring their way across the distant highway. So many people going about their lives without knowing what he was going through. 

Everything had happened so fast. 

Tyler took a deep breath, trying to relax. 

Kreatus snored softly, now fast asleep in the seat across him. This man had come here against his will and was now traveling with the person who, the night before, may have tried to kill him. And somehow, he still slept peacefully. 

Tyler sighed. He was exhausted too, and sleep sounded wonderful. After all, Kreatus wouldn’t be going anywhere. 

“I should sleep while I can,” he muttered to himself, closing his eyes.

But it was no use. A wave of worries for Cody constantly dragged him away from any attempt to copy his snoozing companion. 

The sound of brisk footsteps marching down the aisle shook him from his anxious thoughts. He peered out of the booth and noticed the conductor punching passenger’s tickets. 

Tyler swore under his breath. He had forgotten to buy one. 

I couldn’t have anyway...my wallets in my bag back in the parking garage.

With the current condition his clothes were in, the conductor wasn’t going to believe he was just your average, absentminded teen. 

Quietly as possible, he reached over and grabbed Kreatus, and then bolted for the front of the train. The few passengers he passed were too engrossed in what they were doing to notice him.

Kreatus, to his credit, stayed asleep through the whole ordeal. Tyler collapsed into the cracking leather of the front car’s seats. The train would reach Salt Lake before the conductor checked this far up. 

Tyler leaned his head against the cold window, mind and thoughts far away. 

The train sped on.

******
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AFTER A FANTASTIC ESCAPE from the train and an interesting journey through the city without arousing too much suspicion, Tyler had finally made it back to his family's apartment. 

He grabbed the cold bronze door handle and tried to turn it. 

Locked. 

“The key is probably still in my bag. You stay here.” 

“Standing and waiting, the one thing I can do,” Kreatus chuckled, gesturing at the cords.

Tyler rolled his eyes and made his way to the elevator before deciding the stairs were a better option. Shattered glass tended to do more damage to bare feet than gravel. The sound of muffled voices echoed down the stairwell. Crouching, he opened the door just enough to peer out.

Yellow police tape encircled the garage. The chalk circle had blown away, but long cracks still cobwebbed through the concrete where it had been. Several strange piles of ash slowly smoked around the blast zone. 

Tyler crept towards the circle of rubble. The scene had been completely cleared. His belongings and several other items sat in evidence bags on top of a pair of foldable tables on the far side of the garage. 

Tyler inched towards the corner of the garage and peered down. Two cops sat in their cruiser the next level below. One talked on the phone. The other scribbled wildly on a clipboard. Three people in white forensic suits loaded a bag with his jersey and shorts into a large police van. 

Swearing under his breath, he scrambled back to the unmonitored tables and crouched against them. He snagged two of the plastic bags – one containing his now-tattered wallet, the other, his duffel bag. Belongings in hand, he quietly slipped back into the stairwell.

After sliding the gym bag out, he grabbed the zipper and pulled. It was futile. The plastic lining was too warped and twisted. Flipping it over revealed unzipping wouldn’t be needed. The underside of the bag was torn wide open. Tyler shook the entire nylon mess several times until his keys fell out. Relief washed over him and he plucked them off the ground, jogging back upstairs.

“I found the key.” 

“Good. I don’t know how much more I can take before the lack of circulation kills my arms.” 

With a click, the door swung open. 

His family's apartment looked the same as when he had left it. Had he really been here only yesterday morning? So much had happened. It felt like it had been years. 

Tyler helped Kreatus in and set him on the couch.

“I'm going to go look for the wire cutters and find us some new clothes.”

“Take your time,” Kreatus muttered sarcastically.

Ignoring him, Tyler walked down the hall and into the family office. The room was an absolute wreck. Garbage spilled out of the wastebasket and littered the floor. Their ancient computer blinked on and off in the corner while sheet paper hung out of the printer like the tongue of a panting dog.

Tyler slogged over to the junk drawer and pulled it out. After rifling through a mountain of discarded rubber bands and tubes of glue, he found the wire cutters. They weren’t large, but they would have to do. 

He pulled them out and bumped the rickety drawer closed with a nudge of his foot. Turning to walk out, his eye fell on something bright on the floor. 

A piece of computer paper with pen marks graffitied all over it. 

He reached down and picked it up to read it.

Tyler suppressed a sob, eyes rimmed with tears. It was Cody’s messy handwriting. He dropped the paper and picked up another discarded leaflet. They were all sign attempts for Tyler’s game. 

He took a deep breath, set the paper down, and paced out of the room, a solemn promise under his breath. 

He would get Cody back, no matter what it took. 

Tyler wiped his cheek with a grimy hand as he entered the living room. 

“I found them.” 

“Hurry, and we might be able to salvage my limbs.” 

Tyler's lips twisted in a wry smile as he shoved the cutters under the topmost wire and squeezed. The steel pinchers managed to slice through the rubber and copper. 

After a couple of excruciating minutes of twisting, yanking, and cutting, Kreatus was finally free. He tried to stand, but his legs were wobbly, and he toppled back onto the couch.

“I’m going to go get us some clothes now.” 

Kreatus didn’t say anything as he tried to rub the blood back into pale, cable imprinted arms. 

Tyler strode to his bedroom and started rifling through his messy drawers for something that would fit the larger man. He found a blue, long-sleeved t-shirt and a pair of khakis he hadn’t grown into yet. They would be a little tight on Kreatus, but they would have to do.  

Tyler pried his ruined shirt off and had almost done the same to his pants when his hand grazed against something hard in his pocket. He pulled the object out.

It was the amulet from his dream. 

It had to be. The dark purple stone and bright silver chain were colored exactly the same as he remembered them. The only difference now was he could read the emblem carved into the amulet’s face; four vertical channels, each with a different runic symbol in the center of them. 

Unsure what to do with it, Tyler set it carefully down on the dresser and left for the living room with the clothes. 

Whatever the symbol or stone meant would have to wait until they found Cody.

He tossed the clothes to Kreatus. 

“Those will probably fit you. I’m going to take a quick shower.” 

Tyler disappeared into the bathroom. The blood and soot, thankfully, were easy to wash off. He was back in his room and pulling clean clothes on minutes later. 

As he slipped his new shirt on, he heard the clack of something small and hard hitting the floor. He turned and looked at the amulet now resting on the hardwood. He reached down and picked it up by the chain, studying it. Not knowing where else to keep it, he slid it over his head. 

“Finally, you’re wearing the damn stone.” 

Tyler jumped, head swiveling wildly for the speaker. But he was alone in the room.

“Listen carefully. I can’t talk long. The wards I set up in the apartment are weakening, and our aura stands out too much in this world. Only stay here until you locate the gate...also, once you get close to or reach Mondrian, don’t take the amulet off and don’t let anyone see it.” 

Slamming his hands over his ears, Tyler rocked back and forth, letting out a shout. The actions were useless as the unseen voice continued with gusto.

“You can call me Zaran Kai. Anything else you want to know will have to wait until I speak to you in person. Find the gate, go to Mondrian, keep the amulet safe, and don’t get killed!” 

The presence faded away just as rapidly as it had come.

Tyler felt light-headed as he stumbled to the bed, his legs giving out. Harsh and uneven breaths lit up his lungs. His heart matched the pace, throwing itself into his ribs with each pump.

There’s someone else in my head! 

It wasn’t that he hadn’t believed what had happened that morning and the night before. It all just felt so unbelievable and distant. What did this Zaran Kai thing want? When had it gotten in his head? Had it always been there? 

Kreatus leaned casually through the doorway. He was chewing on something and waving a box of cereal. 

“Hey, Tyler, do you mind if I eat thi-...are you okay?”

Tyler squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t know how to answer. Was he physically okay? Never felt better. Mentally okay? Not at all. Unaware of the mental breakdown in the process, Kreatus put a hand on his shoulder.

“I can tell you’re worried about your brother, but you don’t have to be. I swear upon my aura, Cody will not come to harm. We’ll save him, I promise.” Kreatus shuffled over and patted Tyler's shoulder, then marched out of the room. 

Rubbing his face roughly, Tyler muttered, “Relax, Tyler, this thing told you to find the gate, and that will lead you to Cody. You don’t know who or what Zaran Kai is, but he seems to share your interests. Just think about Cody. Remember Cody.”

He slipped the amulet under his shirt and returned to the living room, doing the best he could to remember his sole purpose now. 

Kreatus had discovered where Tyler’s family kept the food and was rooting through the fridge when he stepped in.

“Help yourself, I guess,” Tyler murmured.

“I just promised to risk my life to save your brother. I feel like that’s worth a sandwich or two.” Kreatus grinned.

Unable to argue against a valid point, Tyler shrugged and took a seat. “How exactly do we get to Mondrian?” 

Kreatus chomped down a sandwich.

“We have to locate this realm’s stable gate.” 

“What do you mean ‘stable gate’?” Tyler tilted his head.

“Gates have always been mysterious. They are vast reservoirs of arcane power which connect the upper realms, all that eventually lead to Mondrian.” Kreatus finished his sandwich before explaining further. “Gates can appear anywhere but need certain characteristics to be stable enough to make the journey through one survivable.”

“So, where is the gate in this world?” 

Kreatus went back to raiding the fridge, glancing back at Tyler. “I actually have no idea.”
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Preparations

TYLER

Tyler's eyes opened wide and he collapsed back into his chair with a groan. 

“How is that even possible? Wasn’t it right behind you after you walked through it?”

Kreatus held up a hand and swallowed his food before explaining. “After Titus forced us through, we arrived in the middle of this town and the gate we had come through was gone. None of us had traveled through a forbidden gate before and we assumed our location was the Templars’ doing.”

“It wasn’t?” 

“No, Titus was as confused as we were. He contacted Sebastian who recounted similar results, having entered the gate several days before us.”

Tyler clutched the seat of his chair. “Wait, are they stuck here?”

“That would’ve made it easier, but no. Sebastian located the gate's real location. Titus and the Mayakai were never informed, so Sebastian is the only one who knows where it is.”

“How did he find it?” 

Kreatus rubbed the back of his neck, eyes closed. “I’m guessing but considering that this gate is the only way in or out of this realm it would be relatively easy to track for someone like Sebastian.” 

Tyler dug his nails into the edge of his chair and took a deep breath. Kreatus opened one eye, noting the boy's stiffness.

“Relax, we’ll be fine. I know where a gate would be in my world, so together we can find one in yours.”

Tyler wasn’t convinced. Thinking off the top of his head, he couldn’t think of a single place a portal would exist in Utah. It would have been found immediately, wouldn’t it? 

Scratching his head with both hand’s Kreatus examined Tyler.

“In this world do you have any large structures made completely of a single substance, like gold or...ice?”

“Um...Utah, in general, is made of a lot of concrete.”

“Any important buildings made solely of this con-creat?”

“No, they have metal and glass in them too.”

Kreatus pursed his lips, in thought for a moment. “How about a Corantijn trident sphere?  Do you have any of those?” 

Tyler’s face went blank. “A what?” 

"It's a massive...you know what, I would have seen one if they did exist here, so never mind.” 

Pushing his chair away from the table, Kreatus paced over to the window, arms folded. He paused and stared at his arms, his lean muscle barely contained in Tyler’s old shirt.  A wry smile slowly painted his face. 

“Forget finding the portal...we just have to find Titus.”

Tyler cocked his head to the side. “And that’s supposed to be easier?”

“It just may be.”

Kreatus marched back into the kitchen and began rummaging through the drawers. He looked over several cooking utensils until, with a loud exclamation, he seized a heavy wooden rolling pin. Tyler, deeply confused, waited for an explanation. Kreatus didn't give one. He instead took the pin in both hands and, without warning, began to bend it. The wood slowly curved before it came apart in his hands with a loud snap. Sweat dribbled down his face, as he set the two halves on the table and turned to Tyler. His breathing was hot and heavy.

“So, now we know that...Titus is still in this realm, but he’s definitely no longer in the city.” Kreatus waved at the destroyed rolling pin on the table. “My Mayakai strength diminishes the farther away I get from him. He must think me dead, or he would have ended the spell by now.”

Before Tyler could respond, a low boom shook the whole apartment. The kitchen windows shuddered, and the walls flexed inward. Instantly on his feet, Tyler glanced at the floor.

“What was that?” 

Kreatus pressed his face to the closest window. “Wow, this is the fastest they’ve ever sent one...”

“One of what?”

“An ultimatum. Your ultimatum...we have to go.”

Tyler dashed over to the window and gazed downward. Five stories below, on the shaded sidewalk, two unnaturally dark things gazed upward through white holes in their heads. He couldn’t tell what they were from so far up, but they looked vaguely human. Tyler blinked, and they were gone. The building shook again, the very structure creaking and groaning dangerously.

Tyler jumped at a tap on his shoulder.

“Let’s go.”

Kreatus was already jogging towards the door, a bulging plastic bag thrown over his shoulder. The fridge and pantry hung open, half their contents plundered.

Mom’s going to need to go shopping again...

Tyler froze. “I forgot about Mom.” 

With one foot out of the door, Kreatus leaned back into the apartment.

“Wait, you have a mother? It’s not just you and your brother in this apartment?”

Tyler didn’t say anything. He was stunned. How could he have forgotten? He had tried to call her before Titus appeared, back when everything was normal, but ever since, she hadn’t even been a thought, let alone a concern. How was that possible? Shouldn’t she have been his second concern beyond Cody?

While Tyler went into his second existential crisis of the morning, Kreatus sighed heavily and returned a fraction of the food he had taken. 

“That should be enough food to get one person through the winter...”

The floor groaned as cracks ran across the ceiling.

“Okay, we really need to go. Now!”

Kreatus grabbed a still-dazed Tyler’s arm and marched him through the open door, down the stairs, and into the parking garage. The police tape surrounding the blast zone had been replaced with orange construction cones. A sudden screech on his left shook Tyler from his stupor. He whirled around and peered across the parking garage, apprehension crawling up his skin.

The far door clicked open and two shadowy figures, shuffling on hands and feet, rapidly scrambled across the concrete towards him. White-hot orbs glowed inside featureless faces. About the size of large dog, the rest of the creatures were black as pitch, no fractal of light giving any shape beyond their silhouettes.

A scream frozen in his throat, Tyler was harshly yanked backwards into the car and Kreatus slammed the doors shut.

“Make this metal box, move...if those Nalta see my face, Titus will know I lived and cancel the Mayakai spell. We’ll lose the only way of finding Cody.”

That revelation hit home with Tyler. He stabbed the key into the ignition and the car roared to life. His Mom would be worried sick, but she was safe. Cody wasn’t. With a squeal of tires, he peeled backward down the ramp, the creatures scuttling after them.

“What are those things?” He breathed out, glancing in the back view mirror.

“Nalta. Human shadows given thought. They are often used to deliver messages and spy on people.” 

They rounded the final corner.

“So, they’re harmless?”

“Most of the time. But those are Sebastian’s and Titus’s Nalta. They’re...different, somehow.” 

They made it all the way to the bottom floor unscathed until one of the Nalta speedily rounded the corner and the other leaped from above, flitting out of a third-story window. The lower Nalta’s stick-like fingers darted out for the hood of the car, but right before it could grab ahold, the old vehicle roared into the street and under the morning sun.

Without hesitation, both creatures dove headfirst into the golden rays of light and vanished. The car flew into the curb, launching its occupants into the ceiling before coming to a sharp stop. Tyler rubbed his head, while Kreatus cradled his. 

“That could have been worse,” Tyler groaned.

Kreatus turned his head at him and glared before the airbags went off with a final hiss.  
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The Data Center

TYLER

The car topped 85 mph as Tyler sped South down the highway. He stole a glance at his passenger. Kreatus lay in the back, a curled-up ball of motion sickness. He had been asleep on the train, so this was his first time dealing with nausea. 

“Are you sure we’re going in the right direction?” Tyler asked.

Kreatus rolled over with a groan. “I may not look it but I’m beginning to feel stronger, and besides, we already tried going North.”

Tyler returned his attention to the highway. They were going about ten miles over the speed limit, but that wouldn’t matter if they had no idea where to go. Kreatus shot up in his seat. 

“Turn here.”

Tyler nodded and pulled off the highway, weaving through slower cars as he drifted down into downtown Lehi. A few red lights and several turns later, they crossed over the Jordan River. They pulled down several smaller roads following Kreatus’s slew of directions. Every single route ended with Kreatus apologizing and telling Tyler to go back.

On the fifteenth backtrack, Kreatus pointed West.

“Maybe he’s up there. Do you know what those buildings are called?” 

Tyler peered at the large flat buildings speckling the bottom of the hills. Steam floated up from behind the structures before drifting down over the lifeless grass and patches of slush in the valley. 

“I think it’s the Utah Data Center. Cody had to write a report on it for school the other day.”

Kreatus stared blankly, waiting for an explanation.

Tyler sighed as he reached behind the seat and grabbed Cody’s backpack. Unzipping it, he pulled forth a fluttering mess of lined papers. He searched through the disarray until he found a bundle of creased parchment. Opening them, he smiled fondly at the nearly illegible but familiar handwriting. A large red C+ at the top of the paper had been scribbled over with the same blue pen the paper had been written in.

“This is it. Um, it says, “The Utah Data Center is an archive of information and holds all the digital records on everyone in the United States.” There’s no way the gate is up there, right?”

Kreatus shifted in his seat, grabbing the topmost paper. He nodded slowly as he flipped through the pages.

“There are three gates I know of in Mondrian, housed based on centers of knowledge. The Grand Monastery, The Fallen Athenium, and Cotomos Institute. This place is our best bet, so far. Does it say how long the base has been there?” 

“Three years or so.” 

“Three years? That doesn’t match up with the Templars’ activities at all.”

Tyler pulled off along the road and took another look at the buildings. Kreatus continued sifting through the papers.

“What are we going to do?” Tyler asked.

Kreatus tossed the papers back into the backpack and promptly jumped out of the car.

“Isn’t it obvious? We’re going to go take a look.” He rapidly made his way to the nearest gray building surrounded by looming silos.

Tyler stared after him before he struggled with his seatbelt for a moment and dashed out. He ran in front of the determined man and stuck his arms out, halting him..

“Are you crazy? This base has some of the best security in the country. We’ll never make it through the gate.”

Kreatus closed in and grabbed Tyler by the shoulders. “Tyler, listen to me. Titus is close, I can feel it. I have enough strength to do this, but the clock is ticking, we have to catch Titus and Cody before they leave the realm.”

Tyler stilled, and then slowly let his arms fall to his sides.

“Okay. But how are we going to get in? You going to charge the front gate?” 

“What?! No, we’re going to walk around the back a little way and then come down through those metal trees.” 

Tyler looked at the mountain and mentally traced his way down to the base, noticing the massive power plant and grid Kreatus had mistaken for trees. Going in the back would be marginally easier. The only thing in the way would be a chain-link fence topped with razor wire, countless cameras and over a thousand members of the National Guard. Tyler chuckled inwardly. The chances of this going well were not high. 

Still, they crept out into the sagebrush, moving away from the highway and towards the base.

Forty minutes later, they had a better view of the valley, but their chances seemed to have decreased significantly. 

The links in the fence were almost invisible in the fading light, but the large red “Danger/Electric” signs were all too visible. The steep hike had left Tyler exhausted and not in a position to storm a base, while Kreatus’s energy seemed to increase with each step they took closer to the compound. If Titus wasn’t already inside, he was, without a doubt, somewhere nearby.

With apprehensive glances at each other, they approached the fence. Tyler kept his hands free of the humming metal, but Kreatus, not noticing the signs, grabbed ahold of it before Tyler could warn him. The snap of electricity echoed sharply, and he flew backward, landing with a thud in the dry grass. Tyler leaned over his fallen comrade.

“Ow,” Kreatus grunted, rolling over.

“Yup, that’s got to hurt,” Tyler clicked his tongue, grabbing the man’s hand and helping him up.

A sudden bright light flared from the direction of the base. Alarms began to blare. 

Blinded, Tyler could barely make out the forms of the armed guards spilling from the base. The alarms were joined by the shrill wails of sirens – the sudden onslaught of noise deafening after nearly an hour of silence. 

“Oh, great, we're already screwed.” 

He turned to run but was stopped by a half-dazed Kreatus. Tyler’s eyes narrowed as he realized the guards weren’t running after them. They were all sprinting to the smaller buildings, which had been the source of the light. Large golden flames now licked the night sky, completely consuming the smaller buildings. The entire mountain flickered with the wild shadows of panicked soldiers. 

“What’s happening?” Tyler gawked at the chaos.

“Exactly what Titus wanted to happen. A diversion,” Kreatus answered, staring elsewhere.

Tyler followed his partner’s line of sight. Two lone figures sauntered unnoticed behind the mass of soldiers. 

Titus and Sebastian.

They were dressed in the same clothes they had been wearing the night before. Tyler looked closely and could see a lump hung over Sebastian's shoulders. His heart started hammering his ribs. Right before them, the duo strode up to the largest structure’s double doors and Sebastian put his hand to the glass. A bright green line flared and the glass blew inward. They disappeared inside the next second, taking Cody with them.

Tyler almost started climbing the fence before remembering it was electric. He pounded the ground in frustration. It felt like somebody had punched him in the throat, tears threatening to pour from his eyes at any moment. Cody had been so close, but he was unable to do anything.  

Meanwhile, Kreatus had turned up the hill, swear words seething out between each breath. He approached an outcropping of boulders and shoved his fingers under the largest one, hoisting it up. The stone slab almost jumped into his hands. Clumps of cold wet earth rained down onto his shoulders. Kreatus walked back towards the fence like a hulking gorilla. Tyler scrambled to get out of the way as, with a roar of anger, the rock was hurled through the chain-link. The metal snapped instantly, and the fence folded. The electric hum fell silent.

“I’m going to send those arrogant bastards to the Ünderneath in bloody chunks,” Kreatus hissed. 

Tyler had already dived through the hole in the fence, rolling across the gravel. The sharp rocks scrapped across his back, but he ignored the pain. He was up in a flash and racing towards the shattered door with Kreatus only a couple of steps behind him. Several guards jogged by but, in light of the chaos and smoke, they were ignored. 

Glass sanded the inside of the lobby, a lacquered receptionist desk standing deserted in the middle of the room. Abandoned papers and coffee mugs littered the floor from the hastily evacuated employees. Tyler looked to the left and right. 

“Which way did Titus go? This building is huge; he could be anywhere.” 

Kreatus finally caught up and pointed to the left. “If we find stairs going up, we’re going the wrong way. It's a chaotic gate. It has to be on the ground level, or else i would absorb anything built beneath it.” 

They dashed down a long, empty corridor before making a right, running straight into two armed guards. One male and one female, both wore identical camo and carried submachine guns.

“How did you two get in here...” 

She lifted her gun too late; in a flash, Kreatus had seized the shocked guard by the throat, lifted her clear off the ground, and slammed her back into the tile. Tyler could only watch as the second guard managed to find his aim, but Kreatus grabbed the barrel and bent it upward with a swift twist. The soldier stared in fear at the metal pretzel that had been his firearm. Kreatus’s elbow flew into the man’s face, dropping him to the floor.

With no time to express his awe, Tyler sprinted onwards. Code was so close. 

A loud sizzling sounded to his left. Around the next corner, he spotted the melted ruin of a door. Globs of orange steel dripped and smoked on the tile. The room beyond was dark. 

Kreatus breathed out, cracking his knuckles and then his neck.

“That’s Sebastian’s handiwork, without a doubt. They’re in there...you ready?”

Exhaling, the teen nodded, and together, they stepped inside.

Large black computers filled the expanse of the room – long hallways of wires and blinking dots. Everything was illuminated almost exclusively by lines of blue L.E.D lights. 

They padded down the silent aisles, Tyler peering around each machine. They reached the end of the corridor without seeing anyone. 

A thick blast door barred their path from the next room. The surface was a reflective metal covered in radiation and warning signs. A small glass window gave a view into the next room. Tyler peered through the tempered glass. A short hallway with another blast door stood at the end, swiftly closing shut. 

“It’s Titus, he just went through the second door!" Tyler yelled, slamming his hand against the glass.

Kreatus pushed past Tyler and grabbed the locked door handle, yanking it hard. With a screech of metal, it came partway off before it stopped moving. Kreatus grabbed it with both hands and strained again, but the door’s handle barely budged.

“Damn it! They just went through the gate, my strength’s gone,” Kreatus yelled as he slammed his fist into the door. Tyler grabbed the broken handle.

“No, no, no, move I’ll do it...I can do this.”

Tyler put his feet against the door and pulled. The handle didn’t budge in the slightest. He pulled again. The cords in his neck stretched. He grimaced, his face turning red and sweaty. Relinquishing his grip, he fell to his knees with a loud thud.

“No! Damn it, damn it all...” almost in tears, he threw punch after punch into the abrasive metal. Leaving dents but nothing else, Tyler cradled his head, knuckles bloodied. 

Cody is gone.

The hairs on his neck suddenly stood on end. The quiet cocking of handguns sounded behind them.

“Don’t move. You're both under arrest!” 
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Of Mercenaries and Men

TYLER

Tyler raised his hands and slowly turned around to look at the speaker. Three men in crisp black suits and glasses stood in the middle of the corridor. All three of them had firearms leveled at Tyler and Kreatus. The one in the center took a step forward, gun still leveled.

"Who were your accomplices, Tyler Arwen?" 

Tyler tried to focus, but with so many guns pointed at him, it was difficult. 

"How do you know my name?" He sputtered.

"We've been watching you since you walked into the building. We entered your face into our database and found you quite easily...you're 18, you attend Stellen High School, and you had 22 points in last night's game against your school's rival team Greenville led by one Mark Miller...you see, Tyler, we can find out anything about you."

He then pointed at Kreatus. "But this man and those other two that were ahead of you, according to our servers, don't exist in our database. Yet, somehow, he disarmed two trained guards in mere seconds and..." He turned and pointed at the wasted remains of the entryway."...the other two were able to get through solid steel in seconds before disappearing from our camera feed."

All three men cocked their guns.

"Now, tell us. Where are the other two? And how do you know the layout of a classified building?" 

The bald agent took yet another step closer, hissing out his last words. "...And who told you this building housed an Irregularity? Speak, now!"

Tyler froze. The NSA didn't know they were dealing with a Gate. They thought it was something else, something they could use to their advantage. Before he could form a response, Kreatus laughed and lowered his arms.

"Stay where you are, sir," the man on the right warned, clenching his pistol tighter.

Kreatus folded his arms and laughed again. "I knew it...you're not soldiers. I can see it in your eyes, in your stance, I can hear it in your voice. You hold those weapons like one would hold a serpent. Afraid its fangs will reach out and..." 

He spun lightly and tackled Tyler, dragging him behind one of the machines just as bullets screamed through the air, bouncing off the metal blast door. A cry of pain echoed from one of the men as the ricochet ripped a hole through his calf. While one of his companions dropped down to help him, the other looked around the corner. Kreatus flew up and slapped the gun out of his surprised hands, quickly kneeing him in the gut before bringing a swift kick into the man's face. The agent hit the tile with a loud thud. Kreatus dove behind the computers as several more rounds were fired into the floor where he had been a moment earlier.

Tyler, meanwhile, had sprinted into the corner and tried to stay hidden. Kreatus's roll away from the gunfire brought him into the same corridor. He looked down the length of the hallway and nodded towards Tyler, whose attention was instantly drawn to the lead agent who had snuck around the far end of the corridor, gun leveling at Kreatus's vulnerable back.  

Tyler tried to shout a warning but the amulet around his neck had caught on one of the computers, choking off his warning. He reached back in an attempt to pull the amulet off. The agent fired. The amulet's chain snapped. The voice from that morning roared.

"DON'T TAKE IT OFF!" 

Tyler's body surged as a silent explosion of energy ripped through the room. Time slowed, and he rose and almost teleported down the hallway, instinctively slamming his hands on the front of the agent's gun as it discharged. The butt of the gun smashed into the man's chest, blasting him through the sheetrock wall and into the office beyond. The fired bullet deflected off Tyler's skin before their momentum carried them back down the barrel. The firing chambers exploded, filling the corridor with shrapnel. Shiny black pieces of metal littered the floor as the world caught up to Tyler. 

Kreatus turned in shock from where, a second earlier, he had watched Tyler disappear from the corner. 

Tyler now stood twenty feet away, the shattered remains of a gun smoking in his hands, and a single man-sized hole in the wall where the agent had been a second earlier. 

Tyler slowly turned and smirked at Kreatus. 

"How cool was that?" 

He then promptly collapsed.

******
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KREATUS

Kreatus stared at Tyler's crumpled body, a small heap in the opposite corner. He sprinted over to him as his mind tried to wrap around what he had just witnessed. Tyler had been sitting still one moment and had vanished the next. Whatever happened had taken less than a second. 

Kreatus reached the unconscious teen but, before leaning down to help, hesitated. Tyler had been knocked out before when the terrifying presence had been there. With utmost caution, he rolled the boy onto his back. 

Tyler's eyes flashed open. Kreatus shrieked and stumbled backward, staring fearfully into eyes that looked like a kaleidoscope. A rapid display of every possible pupil and iris imaginable. Yellow slit eyes, large green ones, pure black, then red ones, all flaring for an instant across his corneas before being replaced by another. 

Tyler's body suddenly sat up, shocking Kreatus so much that he crashed backward onto the broken tiles. Hundreds of noises and voices roared out of Tyler's open mouth, filling the room in languages and dialects Kreatus couldn't hope to understand. Suddenly, Tyler's conclave of voices disappeared and the deep voice from the night before roared.

"Damned kid. Told him not to...and now I have to deal with all of you."

He stood up gradually and started trembling violently. He slammed into one of the computers, smashing into the wires with a crunch, continuing on into more screens. Kreatus winced as he watched Tyler blast around the room. The voice yelling the whole time at some invisible beings or forces. A statement followed every motion.

"-remain where you are...return to the abyss...don't even think about it..."

After what felt like an eternity, Tyler froze. Beads of sweat dripped down his face, pooling in his closed eyes. He crossed his legs Indian style and sat in the middle of the destroyed room. Long, deep breaths followed. A minute passed before the voice called out.

"Mayakai...bring the amulet to me, now. It's over in the corner." 

Unable to fight the order, Kreatus shuffled obediently over to the amulet. He pulled it off the wire it was wrapped around and brought it to close to Tyler.

"Good. Give it to me,"

Kreatus nervously placed it in the outstretched hand. Tyler slipped it around his neck. As he did, he breathed a sigh of relief and stood. 

"Now to deal with those infernal blast doors."

Tyler's body marched through the smashed and sparking corridors. He paused in front of the polished steel before putting his shoulder to it, giving it a light push. The sound of the bolt rod snapping could be heard from inside the door. Tyler heaved the massive door over his head, destroying another line of computers behind him. The doorway now empty, Kreatus sheepishly followed Tyler inside. The second door was just as easily pulled off its hinges and flung onto the ground.


Kreatus trembled uncontrollably but cleared just enough


of the dryness in his throat to ask, "What are you, exactly?" 

Tyler walked over and sat down against the wall in the middle of the corridor. The deep, otherworldly voice answered, "That is need-to-know information, but you can trust this boy. He isn't all that bright, but he will play an important part in what is unfolding."

Kreatus rubbed his hands together. He didn't know if any questions he had would anger the voice enough to set it off.

"What does...that mean?"

Tyler's now-orange eyes glared in annoyance at Kreatus.

"You want answers? Fine. This child was created with two destinies. One that could make him the savior of your entire race. The other could make him your extinction. I wish it depended on more than a simple choice of path...but it doesn't. And whether you like it or not, I have chosen you to join him on the route, regardless of its end. Understood?"

Kreatus heart skipped a beat. "What do you want me to do?" 

"When the boy wakes up, you will tell him nothing of what I have told you. All you will tell him is he should, at all costs, keep the amulet on, especially when near a gate as chaotic as this one. Also, tell him that you have located his brother." 

"But we don't know where his brother is," 

"Tyler need not know this. The mission you will embark on is a bigger priority than his sibling," the voice stated flatly. 

Kreatus frowned, remembering the intense fire he had seen in Tyler's eyes when he had set out to rescue his brother. How was he going to handle the news if he found out?

Ignoring his silence, the deep voice continued, "You will lead him through Mondrian and locate Hayden the Enchanter. You must tell him this phrase, "The tides are rising, the dawn must also awaken." This will start into motion the actions that must be taken for humanity to survive."

"Why would you want us to survive? You don't sound human." 

The voice quietened and then spoke with hesitance, "It is true. I am not human and when I was young, I lead the charge against your kind but no longer. My reasons are mine and mine alone."

The gleaming eyes looked up one last time. 

"When Tyler wakes up, tell him only what I have instructed and enter the gate quickly. The flames of the spell outside died when Titus entered the gate. You will have company very soon." 

Tyler leaned his head back, closing his eyes – eyes that still glowed underneath his eyelids.

"One last thing, Mayakai...don't lose that hope you humans are so famous for. You will soon find the world’s above and beneath are in great need of it."

[image: image]

The Gate

TYLER

“Tyler...Tylerrr...Tyler, wake up.”

Tyler's eyes fluttered open to see Kreatus standing above him, hand extended. Feeling dazed, he took it slowly, wincing in pain as he stood. Once fully up, he glanced down at his hands. Wine-colored bruises wreathed his fists. Rolling his shoulders told a similar story – he ached all over. 

He blinked languidly before looking around. Mounds of destroyed computer towers sparked and hissed everywhere. Miles of stripped wire lassoed through the entire mess, and the blast doors lay on the floor on either side of the room. 

“What? Did I-” Tyler groaned, grabbing his head. “I-I remember everything slowing down, and then the guard’s guns fired and...” He squinted in pain. “And then there was noise, so much noise. Did I—"
The utter confusion on the boy’s face tensed Kreatus’s up in concern.
“The guards are still alive. After you passed out...the other You woke up and it uh-” Kreatus paused, studying the massive blast doors lying wrecked in the flickering hallway. “-removed the doors. It also told me where Cody was taken.”
Tyler's eyes lit up at Cody's name. “Really? What did it say? Where is he?” 
“He wouldn’t...you wouldn’t recognize the name even if I told you,” Kreatus claimed quickly.
Tyler nodded and turned toward the new room, slightly invigorated. He didn’t notice the mask of pain that briefly flickered over his partner’s face.

As he approached the thick steel door laying on the floor, his eyes widened. The heavy hinges and sharp twisted bolts holding them were still attached to the frames. The doors had been completely removed from the wall itself. Tyler rubbed his sore hands hesitantly. Did he really just do something that extraordinary? 

He stepped over the piles of debris, entering the next room still deep in thought. He blindly scanned the area, looking for something fitting his idea of a portal, and frowned. The room was large and brightly lit with fluorescent light. Steel tiles made up the floor and large machines lined the back. The walls were covered in thick gray foam and built into a far one- a single, heavy-plated blast door. The ceiling slanted upward toward that side of the room.

And yet, no portal-like thing here.
“Do you think the gate is behind there?" Tyler asked as Kreatus joined him, pointing at the far end of the room.
Kreatus pushed past him and strode quickly up to the door. He put a hand carefully on the reflective surface, focusing.
"I hope so. This has to be it..." Kreatus muttered under his breath.
Tyler followed suit, placing his still-throbbing hand on the looming door. The entire wall vibrated and shook, and his clothes stiffened from static. Suddenly, a loud slamming noise echoed in the room. Tyler jumped in surprise and snapped his neck around, looking at his partner in alarm.
Kreatus had picked up an office chair and was slamming it repeatedly onto the door. Tyler sighed and turned back, taking in the machines humming around the room. There might be a button that would raise or move the door.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Tyler mumbled quickly.

Ignored by his heaving companion, Tyler began to search the cluttered room. Papers and coffee mugs sat untouched on the square counter in the middle of the room. He picked up one of the small notepads laying on top of the papers and sifted through it. Notes in very formal block handwriting filled every available line. The paper read:

Utah Database: Project N.I.V.A: Jan 12th, 2016

Our hypothesis is incorrect. Reality begins with the fact that matter is basic to our and all realities, but this is only true if we can consider this space to be an extension of the void. Our theory also neither pinpoints the source of cosmic energy that resides in this structure's matter or antimatter, nor can it explain the cause of material properties that are experienced with its behavior.   

Tyler flipped to the last page in the pad, glancing at the first couple of lines.

We are attempting to learn how to harness the massive amounts of energy it has been emitting, but due to the erratic behavior of the mass, we have been forced to find different means of extracting it...

Tyler tossed the notes back onto the table and continued looking around. Whoever studied the gate didn’t seem to realize what they were dealing with, which was probably a good thing. If Titus was anything to go off of, they probably wouldn’t get along.

Noticing a small lever situated in the corner of the room interrupted his thoughts. A red warning symbol was inlaid on the wall above it.

If the gate is as dangerous as the scientists think, this lever seems like my best bet. 

He reached out, grabbed the handle, and pulled it down.

“I really hope this doesn’t make the base explode or something.”

The far wall began to shift with an almost silent click and the creaking sound of oiled gears sliding. Kreatus dropped the ruined office chair and stepped back. Tyler backtracked quickly to stand next to him as the door lifted slowly.

Energy erupted through the widening gap. Papers and other items began whipping around the room. Tyler braced himself as the door opened fully, his clothes flapping about wildly and arcs of electricity fizzling between strands of his hair. A strobe light effect filled the room, bouncing off the walls.

He could only stand and stare in awe at the forbidden gate. Explosions of light and color arced around blinding lines of energy. At its center, a mass of varying cubes rotated through each other, constantly changing the nucleus's shape. Ribbons of energy flowed off of it, twisting into a swirling vortex. The noise coming from it was deafening – a loud roar like a thousand crying voices meshed into a single shattering echo. The gate floated above a pictogram of charred and blasted earth ringed in black ash.  

Tyler saw Kreatus’s mouth moving.

“What?” Tyler yelled.

“This isn’t right,” Kreatus yelled back above the roar.

“What do you mean?!” 

“I’ve never seen a gate look like this...the energy coming from it is staggering...and the center axis is unstable. This shouldn’t be able to exist right now; it should have crashed in on itself years ago.”

Tyler turned his back to the gate to look at Kreatus properly.

“What are we going to do then?” 

“I-I don’t know...but this is too dangerous to risk without someone to stabilize it for us, we’ll have to find another way, maybe-”

One of the ribbons of energy absently shifted past Tyler, brushing his leg. At the touch, the Gate’s noise turned up to a shrill shriek, and a massive gust of wind blew his foot and leg backwards into the surging mass. 

“Kreatus! Help me!” He screamed, arms flailing and fingers scraping at the floor.

Kreatus leaped and grabbed his arms, straining to pull him from the clinging energy, but he couldn’t make a difference.

Tyler gasped, panic overwhelming him as the gate buzzed and fizzed around his calf like electrified mud. He trapped leg felt like it was getting longer than physically possible. It didn’t hurt, but no one would like the feeling of a limb stretching like putty into a void beyond.

Kreatus continued to futilely pull with all his might, his breathing now haggard and his grip slackening.

“KREATUS!” Tyler bellowed, staring at the door to the room.

A smoke grenade had skidded to a stop just past the center table. With a barely audible hiss, it discharged. Tendrils of white smoke swirled around the room for mere seconds before being sucked through the gate. The loud thudding sound of heavy boots vied for the right to be heard in the already deafening room. Armed soldier after armed soldier hustled into the chaos. Tyler could see their eyes wide open through their goggles at the sight of the insanity unfolding before them. 

With all options gone, Kreatus looked down at the struggling Tyler.

“If this doesn’t work, I hope you can find your brother.”

“What?’’

“FIRE!”

The command ripped through the havoc, and automatic gunfire tore through the walls on either side of Kreatus and Tyler, bullets arcing around the energy field.

Kreatus tucked his head and plunged with Tyler into the chaotic void.
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Arrival

TYLER

Tyler's vision blurred as the echo of gunfire faded away. The inside of the gate felt like nothing he had ever experienced before. 

A kaleidoscope of indescribable colors flared across his stinging eyes. Every cell in his body seemed to electrify and bounce around like a hydrogen gas beneath his skin. The portal assaulted each of his senses, screaming for attention – endless waves of smells and tastes. It was too much to handle, and Tyler's pain-filled screams went unheard, sucked in all directions by the void.

Voice gone and senses overrun, he clenched his eyes shut and prayed for it all to end. Days passed or maybe seconds, he couldn't tell, trapped inside his prison of eternal agony. 

Then, without warning, there was nothing. 

Tyler groaned as his body tried to adjust to a sudden abyssal vacuum. He coughed and still floating dry heaved uncontrollably from the sudden stop of all sensations.

Are my eyes even open?

Only pitch-black darkness surrounded him. He could not see anything, but he could definitely hear something now. A steady, low humming, like a giant fan, permeated the silence. Clearing the bile in his throat with a final cough, Tyler looked around. 

An ever-widening yellow orb ignited to life beneath him. Tyler descended rapidly past it and, as it ascended, the never-ending black walls around him brightened. The shadows twisted, stretched, and fell away revealing dirt and grass, tree and shrubs, mountains, and hills, all curving around him and the light. It looked as if nature had been rolled into a tube and Tyler plummeted through it. The yellow orb took its place in the sky, and the entire tube began to bend to adjust for it. It continued curving till everything formed a sphere and suddenly with a deafening snap, the world flattened out.

The sudden pop of reality launched Tyler through the air, the force propelling him through a grove of small trees that burst into a cloud of wood splinters. Before the dust could even settle, he crash-landed headfirst into a massive granite rock with a sickening crunch. A wave of agony roared up his left leg and he lapsed into darkness.

******
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THE SOFT CRACKLING of flames and the scent of cooking meat penetrated Tyler’s unconsciousness. He opened his gluey eyes to survey his new surroundings. 

Ancient and gnarled trees towered into the night, the small fire in front of him barely illuminated the bottom branches. Wide shadows flickered into the wood’s darkness, the product of three immense boulders blocking the fire’s light from going further. A couple of small fish sat smoking and sizzling as they roasted on a spit. Tyler's stomach complained loudly.

He tried to sit up, but a sharp pain stabbed him, and he went limp. Looking down revealed a silver chain pinning his bruised and battered body to a tree trunk. Sitting back against the rough bark lessened the sting, giving him the clarity to think.

Okay, so someone lashed me to a tree after I landed. But who? And why? 

His eyes searched the darkness beyond the fire, but he was all alone in the gaping darkness. The flames flickered from a chilled breeze whistling through the forest. Tyler’s mouth hung open as he took a closer look at his surroundings.

“Wait. Did I make it? Is this Mondrian...or am I somewhere else entirely-” He rasped to himself. “-and where’s Kreatus?”

He tried to move again, and his metal binding loosened slightly. He grinned and pushed with all his might, the chain biting into the soft wood and giving him enough wiggle room to slip out of the bonds. The moment of victory over, Tyler stood slowly, cradling his right arm and favoring the other foot. His breath came in short, quick, and haggard puffs. 

I’m okay...I can do this.

He took a lurching step closer to the fire and a black form materialized in front of him. Tyler jumped back in shock, forgetting his damaged ankle. Pain like white-hot nails coursed through his leg and he crumpled with a swear. 

Blinking through tears, he glowered up at the apparition standing on the other side of the flames, and then gasped. Almost invisible in the dying light was a statue. A statue of a young girl. 

“How didn’t I notice you before?” 

The girl looked to be about nine or ten years old and was expertly carved from a single piece of pure black stone. Carved curls flowed down her narrow shoulders. A stone sundress reached her knees and small sandals hugged her tiny toes. Her expressionless face had no pupils – just a pair of beautiful ebony eyes. 

The statue stood, silent and staring.

Tyler shivered. The girl would have been adorable if she were real but, as a statue, she was just creepy.

He gingerly stood and shuffled towards the sputtering flames. The statue mirrored his movement, stopping in front of him. Tyler caught his breath, hopping a short distance away on his uninjured foot. The statue froze again.

“You’re alive! I knew I saw you move, how...” he paused. He had seen crazy stuff and was about to see more, it seemed. “What’s your name?” he asked softly.

No reply.

“Do you know where we are?” 

Silence.

He hobbled closer once more but as he did, someone stirred behind the living statue. A gray blanket was moving up and down with steady breathing. Tyler couldn’t see the person's face, but it was no wonder he hadn’t seen their body. The wool blanket blended seamlessly with the boulders ringing the clearing.

Tyler froze.

Maybe it could be-

“-Kreatus, is that you?!” He called out, taking a hopeful step forward.

But the statue, seeing Tyler's approach towards the sleeping form, flew forward. With an iron grip on his shirt, it wrenched him into the air like a rag doll. Mind-splintering pain lanced through his already-broken ribs and Tyler nearly blacked out.

Unfurling her fist, the stone girl thrust him back several paces. He collapsed into the roots of the tree behind him.

The sleeping form sat up slowly, speaking through what sounded like a yawn. 

“Kira doesn’t like it when people get too close without my permission and neither do I” 

Tyler rubbed his blurry eyes to get a better look at the speaker. A girl who looked his age sleepily stretched her arms. Yawning again, she ran a hand through her long, white hair, pushing it out of her bleary eyes. In the low firelight, each strand glimmered like dull ivory. With a tired groan, she stood pulling the blanket off her shoulders before tossing it to the little stone girl, who deftly caught it.

“Tie him back up but use this so I don’t have to listen to him whine so much,” she ordered.

The statue, Kira, easily pushed a bewildered Tyler back up against the tree. He tried to struggle but his muscles might as well have been made of tissue paper. The blanket was tightly pressed into his bruised chest and the chain placed over it, cutting into his injuries. With the click of a lock, Tyler was stuck again.

It took a moment, but Tyler finally found the strength to speak through gritted teeth.

“Why are you doing this? Who are you?” 

She knelt silently, hastily stoking the fire with more wood. After a minute or two, the fire blazed to life, and she finally answered.

“I was being cautious, it’s not every day someone...or something...comes through a closed gate.”

“What? You saw me come through? Did you see anyone else?”

She shook her head. “Just you.”

Tyler couldn’t tell if she was lying or not.

She quietly lifted the spit full of fish out of the flames and placed it on a flat rock. With an enticing pop, she pulled one off and stuck the whole thing in her mouth with a satisfying crunch. Tyler's stomach roared in anguish. He hadn’t eaten in almost 24 hours. 

Seeing his yearning stare, she grinned.

“You want some?”

His stomach almost answered for him.

“Yes, I’m starving.”

She paused mid-bite, stating, “I’ll give you some. If...you answer all of my questions honestly.”

“Ask away.”

The girl reached into the folds of her dark green cloak and pulled out a piece of cracked granite stone. An ugly rust color stained one end.

Wait. Is that blood? 

“This is all that’s left of the boulder you landed on. So, my first question is...what in the Ünderneath are you? And how are you still alive?”

He blinked in surprise at the sharpness of the question.

“I...I...d-don’t know what you mean,” he stuttered.

The girl stood, pointing the rock fragment at him.

“Don’t give me that crap. You're obviously not human...no human could survive what you did. You landed on solid rock.”

Tyler stared at his feet. He had also smashed into several trees, but he decided against mentioning it. The thought did make him realize something, though. Kreatus had been right. He was much more durable than before – but not invincible; his ankle and chest were proof of that.  

None of this answers her questions. Or mine. Now, I’m just more confused.

“I actually don’t know what I am,” Tyler finally said, shaking his head. “I think I’m human, but...”

Visibly not the answer she was looking for, the girl turned, chucking the rock into the rising blazes of the fire. She then approached Tyler again, folded her legs, and plopped down a few feet in front of him.

“Well, be glad you're not a Thren. That Siabras chain would have cut you in half hours ago if you were,” she admitted, pointing at the bonds holding him to the tree.

Tyler glanced down, gulping.

“Cut me in h...”

“I said I’m glad it didn’t, and you don’t have to worry. Siabras is only lethal to Thren”

Sparks floated lazily up into the darkness, as a charred log split under its own weight. The clearing brightened slightly.

“Okay...it’s obvious you’ve never been here before, and I can’t see why anyone would choose to come here. So, can you please tell me why you’re in Mondrian?” 

Tyler breathed a big sigh of relief. 

So, he had made it. Finally, some good news.

“I’m looking for my brother, Cody. He was taken by these people calling themselves Templars. Do you know them?”

“Who doesn’t?”

“I don’t...didn’t...do you know where they would take him? Please, you have to tell me.”

The girl’s hazel eyes flared before she shook her head lightly. She absently poked at the dirt with her finger.

“First off I don’t have to tell you anything. Second, if your brother was taken, he’s headed to their stronghold in Dinastia, where you’ll never see him again...your brother’s gone,” she stated flatly. “The Templars lead one of the strongest empires in any of the worlds...you should forget about him. It will make it....”

“Shut. Up.”

The girl’s eyes widened at his growl. Even the statue seemed to teeter a bit. 

“I don’t care who they are. They could be all-powerful, and it still wouldn’t change the fact that I will save Cody...or die trying,” Tyler growled, eyes glowing like two sapphires.

A surprised smile lit up the girl's face. 

“You’re crazy...or maybe you’re braver than anyone I’ve met in a long time. Either way, you’ll die and be out of my hair soon.”  

She rose, scratching her head and glancing upwards. A groan left her lips. 

“An outsider like you could never find Dinastia without help and...ugh...I’d be willing to give you some help... for a price.” 

“What price?”

She leveled a finger at him. “I...Haven’t decided yet but I’m not willing to hold your hand and walk you there, but tomorrow, I’ll take you to the road and you can follow it to a town and get a guide or something.”

“Um...thank you...but I’m fine. I can handle myself,” Tyler crossed his arms.

The girl threw her head back and laughed heartily. A pretty sound that filled the small glade.

“You’ve never been to Mondrian and yet you speak like it will be a mere walk in the park. We will see, hero. We will see.”

She returned to the spot she had been sleeping on and laid down. 

“Now, go to sleep, Mr. Hero. You need the rest.”

Tyler sighed and tried to get comfortable, but the chain kept him from doing so.

“Uh...could you undo the chain and let me sleep like a normal person?” 

She seemed to think about it for a moment before snickering.

“I believe what you said, that doesn’t mean I trust you enough yet. So, no. Goodnight, whatever your name is.”

“It’s Tyler,” he grumbled. “Yours?”

The girl closed her eyes and answered, “Raven.”

******
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AS THE TWO SLEPT, MILES away, the chaotic gate sparked and opened. Out of it spilled gurgling acrid muck. The gate then vanished without a sound. The substance left behind bubbled and fizzed in the dirt, reacting violently with the high mountain air.

Minutes passed before, with a shuddering exhale, the mass began to pool together, morphing and twisting higher. It took shape, its electric white form growing long sturdy limbs and a powerful humanoid body. A small head formed, and with it, a single thought echoed in the destroyed remnants of its mind... 

I am awake. I. Am. Urdu.

With the realization of its name came a lone memory. Was this its sole purpose? Or was there more? 

“If he escapes, you must erase him, for the good of all life. Do not fail. The worlds may depend on it. This is my final order, Urdu...and I’m sorry.” 

I. Am. Urdu. I am sorry? The words held no meaning in its current state, but the orders did. 

Erase him. 

Urdu rose to its massive height and stared at the starry sky before launching itself into the inky darkness of the night.
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Location, Location, Location

TYLER

“What have you gotten us into?” Zaran Kai demanded.

Tyler blinked and opened his eyes. Everything was upside down. Every tree’s roots clung to the dirt and grass that made up the ceiling, the floor a messy patchwork of branches and foliage.

My head feels like it’s about to explode. Ugh, where am I?

Tyler tried to adjust but something hard gripped his legs just below the knees. He attempted to shake himself loose but to no avail. With a final kick, he groaned and hung in defeat.

“Well, look who's up. Good morning, little hero.” 

“Raven.”

The events of the night before came rushing back. Then that means...Tyler twisted his head as far back as he could. He squinted at the pair of tiny stone feet with carved-on sandals. 


Kira.


The little stone girl had draped his knees over her shoulders and was carrying him as if he were a school backpack. Tyler grinned. 

Now I know how Kreatus felt when I carried him yesterday...has it really only been a day?

“Set me down.”

“Kira, you can drop him.”

Kira immediately stopped walking and the grip on Tyler’s knees released. He landed on his back with a thud, a small cloud of displaced dust wafting into the air before settling onto his jacket.  Tyler groaned and rubbed his aching head.

“For someone who’s trying to help me...you're not.”

“Who said I was helping you? I just want to get you out of my hair, remember?”

Narrowing his eyes, Tyler leaned into a sitting position. Spots quickly filled his vision and the mounting pressure in his head dissolved. Raven stood a couple steps away, smirking.

“Don’t think you’ll be able to walk. I’m no medic, but your ankle was completely shattered, your arm’s a mess, and I've seen eggs with fewer cracks than your skull. Like I said last night, you should be dead.”

He did a quick check of the back of his head. The area felt dried and crusty, but it didn’t hurt to touch. He tapped it lightly. 

Feels solid.

“Just let me try walking.”

Raven shrugged and strolled a short distance away.  Leaning against a large tree, she slid down into a sitting position beneath it. Meanwhile, Tyler slowly rose to test his ankle. A handful of ginger steps and he pursed his lips together. If it was shattered, it didn’t feel like it. 

“You’re welcome. I’m not that good at repairing humans but I did my best,” Zaran Kai piped up.

Tyler froze.

“What?” Tyler asked, brows furrowing.

“Do I have to spell it out for you? I healed your injuries...now, tell me honestly, did you really get kidnapped immediately after arriving?” 

“Hey! I w-was unconscious...and I’m not sure the smaller one can even be counted as human,” Tyler stammered glancing at the stoic Kira staring at him. 

The stone girl was much stronger than she seemed. He gently placed a hand over his tender ribs, wincing at the memory of their encounter the night before.

Zaran Kai ignored Tyler’s argument.

“I can’t tell where we are. The forest makes me think it’s Baruin or Aliad, but I can’t be certain...boy, ask the girl our location.” 

Obeying the booming voice in his head, Tyler began limping over to Raven. He stiffened and glanced over his shoulder at Kira. Her no-approach policy with the other girl jumped to mind. 

Deciding to keep his distance, he called out. “Can I ask where we are?” 

Raven lazily opened one eye before shutting it again, nestling against the tree.

“We’re three or four hours from the Meresia Highlands and the city of Calder. Why?”

Tyler’s mouth fell open as he tried to think how best to explain why he had asked. 

The truth’s out of the question. ‘Oh, don’t worry, my inner demon didn’t bring a road map and was curious.’ 

“I guess I’m just trying to absorb as much information as I can before I’m on my own,” Tyler gave a fake laugh.,.

He continued to test out his ankle while Zaran Kai mumbled vaguely.

“I’ve been away too long. This looks nothing like Meresia...”

The obscure references caused Tyler’s anger to flare slightly. 

Baring his teeth, and lowering his head, he hissed, “Are you ever going to answer any of my questions?”

“I thought I just did,” Raven rebuked, raising her eyebrows. She was still a dozen yards away.

“Wow, girls got some impressive hearing.” 

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Tyler responded with a nervous grin, frustrated that Zaran Kai had dodged his questions yet again. He turned and stalked away down the uneven path.

“Then who were you talking to?” Raven called out. 

Tyler slid to a halt, placing his face into his palm. He cursed silently and took a deep breath. 

“Myself...I guess.”

Raven’s eyes darted between Tyler and the open path to her right. She cleared her throat before scooting around to the backside of the tree.

Tyler groaned.

Great, now she not only thinks I’m a monster, but a crazy one at that.

He tried to stare angrily at Zaran Kai, but it was difficult considering he was inside him somewhere. Tyler settled for glaring through his jacket at his chest.

“Something on your shirt?” 

“Just answer the question,” Tyler growled.

“I told you I would convene with you once we arrived in Mondrian, and I will tonight. I’ll answer as many questions as I can then. So now, all you have to do is get to Calder in one piece.”

Tyler tried to say something but sighed in defeat, eyes growing vacant. Zaran Kai’s presence lingered for a moment before gradually fading away. 

Tyler turned around. Cloakless, Raven knelt in front of Kira, carefully wiping dust out of the stone crevices of her lips and nose. He felt curiosity lift its head in him at the show of affection from girl to statue. Seeing him looking at her, Raven stiffened. She shook her head and jumped up.

In the daylight and without her cowl, Raven was of average height and wore a loose white tunic. Her pair of studded moccasins were stained and cracked from too much exposure. A leather pocket belt adorned her hips, and an ornate sword handle and scabbard protruded above her right shoulder, while a maroon leather satchel dangled from her left. Her pale hair, although ratty and slightly unkempt, glowed brightly in the morning light. 

She scowled at Tyler gazing at her and strode south, calling back over her shoulder.

“I guess your ankle wasn’t as bad as I thought...so, congratulations, you get to walk. Kira, come on.”

Kira marched forward, and with only a moment of hesitation, Tyler followed her.

******
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AS THE SUN ROSE HIGHER, Tyler took in the new world around him in silent awe. Great moss-covered trees shot into the sky, their cloud-like canopy erasing all but the brightest sunbeams. Roots like great brown leviathans snaked through the bountiful undergrowth. Ferns and bushes spilled onto the rocky path they trode. The color of strange orange flowers popped in the overwhelming greenery. 

The air was filled with the sounds of nature. Birds fluttered through the branches as well as the air. One, coppery with white plumage, glinted as it passed through a ray of sunlight to Tyler’s left. Alighting on a far-off branch, it folded its four thin wings and chirped happily. Tyler couldn’t help but laugh. The sound the bird made was almost like a phone alert back home. His sudden mirth drew another confused look from Raven. He ignored it by returning his attention to the forest. The entire place smelled of rain and old growth. Despite this, the air was surprisingly cold.

The trio journeyed for several hours before the trees began to thin out. Any stops they took were brief and always at Tyler’s expense, Raven ending each one with a threat of leaving him behind.

An icy breeze flurried past the group just as the forest ended. Tyler’s eyes bulged and his mouth fell slack at the land ahead of him. 

Raven glanced over at him before announcing with a lackluster bravado, “Welcome to Meresia, the sixth realm of Mondrian.”

The group stood atop a steep incline that soared above the vast sweeping valley below. The forest to their backs sat upon a high and flat ridge with hardy pines speckling the hills below, stretching all the way to the distant snow-covered peaks. A pale waterfall cascaded down a faraway plateau. A cold gust moaned through the pines, tousling their hair.

“I-It’s amazing,” he breathed out.

Raven glanced at the silent Kira, before brushing past Tyler and starting down the incline.

“Well, I’m glad you can enjoy it.”

Tyler stared after her. What was that about? He shook his head quickly. Adding more to the mountain of questions he still had wasn’t going to help. 

“Just need to get to Calder. Wherever that is.” 

The descent in front of him was steep and strewn with rocks. His ankle was still recovering. Could he even make it down?

“You’ll be fine...just don’t do anything stupid,” Zaran Kai advised.

"Really? You sure you don't want me to jump headfirst?”

Zaran Kai did not respond.

Tyler’s grin froze on his face when the woods behind him roared deafeningly. Flocks of birds shot forth from the branches, carried by a mighty blast of air. Sticks and leaves shot skyward over the valley. 
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RAVEN

“Thren’s Blood! What did you do?” Raven shouted, pushing fervently back her ivory hair.

Hearing no response, she groaned and clambered back up the steep ridge. Peering over the ridgeline, she spotted a disheveled Tyler, frozen and staring into the empty forest. She straightened, eyes narrowing at her surroundings. A strange silence had engulfed the world around them. 

She approached the boy cautiously.

“Wha- “

Tyler slapped a hand over her mouth before she could finish the question. Pure fury filled Raven’s eyes and she grasped for the sword on her back.

******
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TYLER

Tyler didn’t notice Raven’s anger. 

His gaze was riveted where, just inside the tree line, a white form had appeared. It was tall, standing only a few feet below the canopy. Its only resemblance to humans was its shape, otherwise, it radiated the unnatural. Its faceless head continually shifted between countless geometric shapes Tyler couldn’t identify. The air had begun to reek of ozone, as each step it took sparked brightly. 

I can’t hear anything.

Despite its size, the being seemed to glide soundlessly through the forest near them. It didn’t respond to any obstacle in front of it, large trees or small plants. The thing simply passed through them. The foliage didn’t dissolve or melt, it simply vanished into nothingness.

“Yeah...remember how I told you not to do anything stupid? Fighting a Remnant is at the top of my list of stupid things you shouldn’t do,” Zaran Kai hissed. 

Tyler silently agreed.

Meanwhile, Raven had grabbed his hand. Dragging it off her mouth, she spat, “Touch me again, and I’ll kill you.”

He blinked rapidly. Unable to put it into words, he opened his palms and then pointed. Raven followed the gesture, finally spotting the pale giant. She turned to look at Tyler, clearly still upset. 

“You covered my mouth with your grubby hand because of that?”

He stared at her, lost. She ground her teeth venomously,

“I meant what I said. Don't. ever. Touch. Me. Again. Now, get out of my way.”

He stumbled back. She cupped her hands together and before Tyler realized what was happening, she yelled, “Hey, Tiny! We’re over here!”

The being froze, its first response since it had appeared. Tyler flinched as its head snapped to the left. Towards them. 

Even without its eyes on him, Tyler realized he had become the target instantly. Dropping onto all fours, the white creature shuddered and released a deafening roar-like, high-pitch static. A wave of heat like a jet engine rolled across the dirt. The white things head morphed a final time, splitting down the middle into jaws filled with long rows of arching teeth.  

Tyler paled, his breathing now a panicked wheezing. Raven glanced at him sideways and smirked at his terror. She then turned to the stone girl beside her.

“Kira. Defend...and destroy.”

A small hand pulled Tyler back and out of the way. Kira walked forward and, with hands at the ready, she waited. The monster roared once more and charged.
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First Aid

TYLER

The beast closed the gap with terrifying speed, the air crackling with energy as it barreled towards them. With a final tremendous bound, it launched itself into the air. Kira took another step forward and raised one of her hands. 

The shockwave hit them first, like an invisible brick wall hurdling through the air. Tyler barely had enough time to register the impact before the rocks-and-dust-turned-shrapnel ripped through his shirt. The ground beneath them gave way with a shudder, crumbling and cascading down the slope, disappearing from beneath him. Tyler slammed into a swath of ripped earth with a grunt. His body absorbed the impact surprisingly well, and despite the shrill whining in his ears, his next thought rang out clearly in his head.

What just happened?

He coughed, the air finally filling his deflated lungs. He looked around. Dirt rained down from the leaves of the few trees still standing. The force of the blast had blown the edge of the forest clear off the side of the mountain. A perfect line of destruction leading all the way back to...a blast crater still holding two occupants.

Kira held the surging white monster back with the single hand she had raised. Her stone fingers were wrapped around one of the sizzling canines in its sparking mouth. Long bolts of energy and heat shimmered through the hazy air around the struggling pair. The beast screeched and writhed in a futile attempt to free itself. 

Kira shot her other tiny hand forth, grabbing another canine. Without a sound, she began turning, dragging the monster through the dust. It snarled statically, biting in vain at the dark marble arms in its jaws. Her slow turn became a collected spin. Tyler couldn’t tell if what he was watching was downright terrifying or laughable.

Ludicrously unsettling, maybe. 

Within seconds, the monster was airborne, launched like a discus from Kira’s grasp. It soared through a grove of thick trees and vanished into the canopies of uprooted trees after impact. But the little statue, apparently not finished, darted into the darkness after the monster. Loud roars ensued. 

Feeling relatively safe, Tyler stood and patted himself down. No new injuries demanded his immediate attention and he sighed in relief. 

I don’t know if I could deal with anything el-

His throat tightened, and he froze. 

“Raven.” 

He frantically spun heel, eyes scanning the debris around him.

Damn it all! Of course, I'm okay but she's human...what if she's-

He faltered and shook his head. He began stumbling towards the edge of the newly formed cliff line.

I’ve got to find her. 

Why?

Tyler’s knees buckled. His face hit the dust and his stomach lurched. Before he could rise, the strange and sinister voice in his head continued, the words almost hypnotic in their delivery.

Leave her. Her presence will prevent what must happen. What will happen.

Spare her a slow death. Be merciful. Let it end, Tyler. Let it end.

Each word grew heavy in his mind, constricting blood flow to Tyler’s extremities. His body grew cold, leaving only his mind to work. 

Is this me? Am I really thinking this? Why? Why would I do that? 

The strange words and thoughts felt almost natural but as he repeated them to himself, they left a bitter taste in his mouth. Tyler grunted with exertion, trying to draw any movement from his stiff arms.

Is this Zaran Kai? No, I always recognize him. He didn’t oppose Raven’s help earlier, so why would he now? 

The malicious thoughts didn’t come with any emotion like a dark presence was responsible for them. The words just felt...hollow and empty.

Tyler growled, exerting as much energy as he could to move his arm. It slid forward slowly, plowing its shape through the dirt. The bitter thoughts continued, killing the effort.

Ozark Umar Locus, Tien vi Shriven. Never forget, young one, I’ll give you a way out.

Another grunt and Tyler’s arms and legs began warming as a tingling wave of blood released beneath his skin. The memories and dark thoughts sank beneath the inky surface of his subconscious. He felt drained but was finally able to move. Rolling to his back, he furrowed his gaze at the sky. 

What was I doing again?

A moan sounded to his right, interrupting his question. Forcing himself to move, he crawled towards the quiet sound. The cliff made by the slid ridgeline loomed below him, a sheer drop of thirty feet. On a small ledge just below, he spotted a still form with a shock of white hair.

The events of the previous night and the current morning snapped back into focus. 

“Raven!” Tyler called out.

She didn’t answer.

Please don’t be dead. It’s my fault, it’s always my fault...Kreatus, Cody, those mercenaries....

Whispering another desperate prayer, he slithered over the ragged cliff face. The roots of the forest spilled through the weakened sod, giving him plenty of handholds to make his way down. He landed on the small ledge, brushing cold clay off Raven’s face and then shook his head in relief. She was unconscious but still breathing, thankfully. 

He lifted the shredded fabric of her cloak. It had probably saved her life, having taken most of the shrapnel and cushioning her fall. Landing anywhere else would have probably been fatal. The short ledge was covered in a foot of loose dirt from above. A natural pillow.

“A dirt nap,” Tyler chuckled darkly, prodding Raven on the shoulder. She didn’t respond/

I guess she won’t be waking up anytime soon. Now, how do I get both of us down from here?  

Tyler glanced down and his breath caught, blood stained his fingers, its source a red stain on Raven’s right side which had just bloomed through her clothing. He lifted her shirt slightly. A long thin shard of wooden shrapnel sat embedded just above her hip. Blood dribbled down the sides of the wound, standing out bright crimson against her white skin.

On impulse, Tyler slid out of his jacket and then his shirt. He wrapped it around the stake. The cotton began to darken immediately. he shoved off his belt and wrapped it around her and over the top of the fabric, finishing by cinching it all tight. 

He sat back and studied his work. It was crude but would keep her from bleeding out

Tyler wiped his brow, trying to remember if he had missed anything from first aid training. His mom was a little overprotective when it came to Cody and had made sure Tyler was prepared for any situation that might come up in her regular absences. 

Never thought I’d have to use it, but I guess it’s a good thing I was paying attention.

Gingerly grabbing the top and bottom ends of Raven’s cloak, he tied them together, and after it was secure enough, he carefully lifted it with her cocooned inside onto his back. Wow, she’s light. It’s like carrying a wool blanket.

He slowly began descending through the roots, dropping the last few feet as they became too thin to grab. He gently untied the cloak and set Raven down. 

A sudden shadow fell from above and he glimpsed upwards to see a dirty and moss-covered Kira land stiff-legged in the silt. 

He raised his hands defensively, slightly panicked.

“I didn’t do this. I was helping...she’ll be fine, but we need to get her to a doctor or something.”

Kira, per usual, did not respond but took a step closer to Tyler. He flinched as she opened her hand, dropping a tooth the size of Tyler’s forearm on the ground.

He stared at it while she turned to stand beside the unconscious Raven. He gingerly picked the incisor up, lifting it to eye level. It was like glass, with little texture, just smooth whiteness. Incredibly light for its size, its tip thinning to a point like a packing razor. 

Tyler looked around. A little unsure what to do with the thing, he tossed it into the worn-out leather satchel Raven had dropped nearby. 

“We better hurry. If- “

Kira had already scooped the older girl into her arms, waiting for Tyler to lead the way. 

“-so, you do understand me. Well, that’s good.”

He rose but immediately realized that he had no idea how to get to the nearest town.

“I might be able to help you get there, but for the record, I did tell you to run,” Zaran Kai muttered.

“What!? You...I...where did you go anyway!? I could have used your help.”

“I was preparing for the worst.”

Tyler didn’t have to think hard to figure out what that meant.

“Thanks for the confidence boost there.”

“You’re weak, Tyler, and I will not apologize for that...now, continue in the direction you are facing, and I will warn you if you’re going off course.”

Stiffening his jaw bitterly, Tyler strode down the slope. Kira followed close behind, carrying a pale Raven in her arms.

The temperature slowly rose as they meandered into the valley, something Tyler greatly appreciated now that he was wearing only a jacket.  Large, mossy boulders strewn across the hills made it difficult to go in a straight line. After a couple of hours of slow hiking, they reached the base of the mountain. Raven stirred a couple of times, but she never stayed awake long, mumbling incoherently to Kira and then passing out. Half an hour later, Tyler hoped they were going in the right direction; Zaran Kai hadn’t spoken since the forest.

His brain took advantage of the long stretches to mull the past couple of days over. All his concerns and questions marching in and out of thought like actors in a messed-up play called “Tyler Life.”

Enter stage right. Is Kreatus alive, and if he is, did he make it through to Mondrian? Exit stage left. Enter right. Is Raven going to be okay? Did I do everything I could? What if she doesn’t make it? Exit left.

The pattern continued each one lasting only long enough to set up the next. Questions about himself, the world he had entered, and the one he had left behind. The uncertainty about the Templars and where they'd gone. Fear of what he was or was becoming. And finally, the star of the show...

Cody.

The thought of his brother brought an onslaught. An entire sequel of emotions. Dread, anger, hope, regret, and countless more.

Three and a half hours had passed since the attack of the giant when Tyler was saved from the endless loop of his fears and worries by the sound of rushing water.

“...to be continued,” he mused.

He had no idea how his body had kept up with their relentless pace so far, and he could only hope it would take him as far as they needed to go. 

Gesturing for the statue girl to stop, Tyler moved ahead to fill the canteen he had found in Raven’s bag moments earlier. The water overflowed the opening and dripped down the side in seconds, numbing his fingers. He shook his hands free of the frigid droplets and turned to see Raven sitting up and leaning against a rock, hands on her stomach. 

“Hey...uh...you’re awake. Are you feeling okay?” Tyler handed her the canteen.

She didn’t answer as she drank from the canteen. After a last gulp, she handed the water back to Tyler who went for a refill.

“Thank you.” 

He turned and regarded Raven. She was doing her best to avoid eye contact. Her cheeks and ears were bright pink.

"You’re welcome,” he. “You know Kira helped too. She carried you all the way here.”

Kira showed no response to Tyler’s praise.  He stepped onto the path and continued on their journey as Kira lifted Raven into her arms again and followed. 

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, but where did you find a living statue like her?”

Raven was silent. He glanced back to find her gazing up at the expressionless face of the little stone girl. 

“I didn’t find her. Kira was my older sister."
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Calder

TYLER

The moment the words left her mouth, she froze. Her expression grew cold and she tried to sit up further before wincing and falling back, her breathing shallow. She muttered under her breath.

“J-Just forget what I told you.”

Tyler opened his mouth to speak but she had just started her haphazard venting session.

“You wouldn’t understand, all right? No one does. What I’ve been through, how long I’ve been alone-” 

Raven bit her lip and clenched her eyes shut. Lowering her head to her palm, she slowly raked it through her hair.

“Damn it. Kira, start walking before I say anything else stupid.” Raven whispered.

She grimaced as her sister lifted her higher into her arms, and the pair strode by him.

After a few more minutes, he heard Raven’s voice. “We’ll be in Calder within an hour. Move your butt or get left behind hero.”

Blinking rapidly, Tyler stumbled after the pair. 

What just happened?

As he fell into stride behind them, “Tyler’s life” concluded its intermission and began again with a whole slew of new questions with even fewer answers for them. 
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THE SETTING SUN’S ORANGE rays stretched the tree’s shadows over the glowing city below them. Woodsmoke drifted up from the stone and darkened timber of every stone chimney and, as it cleared the high wall surrounding Calder, a fierce wind sucked the soot westward. 

A pair of imposing granite towers dominated the back end of the town, their glowing heights untouched by the evening shade. 

A handful of travelers approached the city from a wide road just below the tree line where Tyler now stood. Raven cleared her throat to get his attention. 

“I’m glad you’re enjoying the view whilst I bleed out.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

The inklings of a grin teased the corners of her mouth before she stifled it.  

“Grab my gray cloak in my bag and give it to Kira. She doesn’t do well in public. She...tends to scare people...”

Surprise, surprise.

Nodding, Tyler walked over to the bag and draped the cloak over Kira. It rendered her facial features unnoticeable. The robe was a little bulky on her, trailing a good six inches of fabric behind her. 

Not a lot we can do about that. It’ll have to do.

He turned to Raven, who was trying unsuccessfully to stand. She couldn’t even sit up without gasping in pain. Falling back into her sister’s arms in defeat, she swore under her breath.

“You’ll have to carry me from here on. It would draw too much attention if someone as small as Kira were doing it.” 

“Oh, of course.” He laughed stiffly.

Tyler bent down, and after an unsure moment of where to put his hand, he lifted Raven into his arms. One arm under her back and the other under her knees, he plowed forward. 

“Don’t get any ideas,” she threatened under her breath.

Tyler bit his lip. It’s your fault for being so cocky back there, we could’ve just ran and none of this would’ve ever happened.

The three of them merged into the thinning host still making their way inside the city. 

There seemed to be two prominent races of people walking in the crowd. One of a tall dark-skinned people wearing white leather lined with thick gray furs, the other made up of shorter, almost grey-skinned people who wore a collection of thin brown tunics and slacks. 

Of the two, the smaller ones were more fascinating to Tyler. Their ears were abnormally long and pointed, many of them distinct to each individual. Some ears stuck straight up, some drooped, and others pointed outward, giving their heads a flat appearance. 

Raven, noticing him gawk at one just to their right, nudged him with her elbow. 

“Stop staring. It’s rude.”

“What are they?”

“Human. Duh.”

“Really? I’ve never seen-”

“-they're Calts...the taller ones, I think, are Dalians. Or they might be Alidian, I’m not certain.” 

Tyler took a glance behind him. Kira, still completely hidden beneath the folds of the cloak, stared back at him.

Older sister or not, that’s still creepy. Hmmm, I don’t know if she even needs a disguise. 

Some of the Calts were covered with so much soot, they were almost as dark as Kira.  Tyler turned forward just in time to pass through one of the city’s two iron gates. Armed Dalian soldiers stood at the posts on either side of them.

The men made no move to stop them, but Tyler had no doubt they could, feeling their steely glares passing over him. 

Each held a square kite shield with a large, jagged bolt carved all the way through the metal. In their right hands, they gripped long, broad-tipped spears, the silver of their breastplate flickering from the torches nearby. Their arms were uncovered, leaving the striped scars lining them visible for all to see. Each soldier had a different number, and due to the scar’s proximity, Tyler thought they looked self-inflicted. 

“You idiot! Watch where you’re walking. I’d rather not fall in the Fissure.”

“Fissure? What’s th-...holy crap!”

He had slid to a stop just in time. Right down the middle of the gates stretching out of sight was an immense chasm dividing the town in two. Two towers, two gates. The city was split clean in half by the huge pit. Thick suspension bridges crisscrossed and connected the two sides.

“Why would anyone build anything next to something like this?” 

“This is nothing. Go ahead and look down.” 

Tyler inched closer to the pit and peered into the blackness, positioning Raven away from the hole. The Fissure descended forever, it seemed, but in the darkness, the thin torchlight revealed shacks and buildings all along the walls, defying gravity. He gaped as hundreds of Calts went about their lives, unfazed by the massive fall beneath them. Roads, bridges, and pulleys linked every building, everything held aloft by pine wood and pitched rope. 

“...a friend once told me that the Calts...” Raven coughed into her hand, cutting the story short.

“This is insane,” Tyler whispered as he watched a group of young Calts casually sprint across a thin bridge and around a corner. How’d they even-

Tyler grunted as Kira’s swift fist sunk into his side.

“What the hell, why did you- “

He glanced down to see that his fingers were slick with Raven’s blood. The belt wrapped around her was no longer able to hold the vital fluid at bay. Her breath had turned to a wet rasp in his arms. 

“Raven! I’m so sorry, I’m going to find you help. I promise. Where do I need to take you?”  

Unable to speak, her piercing stare said it all: If I die, it’s gonna be your fault. 

"Nothing’s happening, I promise. Now, where do I take you?" 

She feebly pointed along the road and Tyler took off, his gait soon turning into an all-out sprint. He held Raven close as to not jostle her anymore then he had too. . Kira sped along right behind him, her clacking stride easily keeping up with his long one. 

He rounded the corner to find two splitting streets with an unassuming building taking up the center. Raven pointed one last time, her arm trembling before falling. Her eyes closed once more as Tyler sprinted inside. 

The brightly lit foyer was completely empty except for one man who stood at attention near the back doorway. Unsure if this was someone who could help Raven or someone who was just another patient, Tyler dashed over. The dark-skinned Dalian noted his approach.

“I...she...needs help. She’s bleeding out!”

“I’ll take her from here,” the man said in a firm, low voice laced with concern.

Tyler hesitated slightly before passing the injured girl to the man. A moment later the back door clicked shut, leaving Tyler and Kira alone.

A minute passed as they stared at the black wooden doors.

“What now?”

The universe answered. The second he asked, the doors swung open, and a Dalian woman walked out, donning a loose silvery linen. Her eyes found his and she smiled warmly at him.  

“Don’t worry about your friend. She’s in good hands...the great Siros Binod arrived in Calder a few weeks ago and has been offering his talents here, of all places.” 

“Siros Binod?” 

She blinked quickly, completely surprised at his questioning face.

“Master Binod is the most renowned Tora alive in Mondrian. Who hasn’t heard of him?”  

“Oh! Well, you see, I’m from-”

“-don’t you dare say earth-” 

“-way out of town” Tyler finished.

Suspicion crept into the woman’s features, but it faded behind another warm smile. She then led him to a bench and told him to wait. Kira surprised him by sitting next to him. 

“I’m sure Raven will be fine,” Tyler murmured.

The cloak Kira wore still covered her expression, but he doubted his words had made a difference. 

******
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AFTER AN EXCRUCIATING hour of silence, Tyler was slumping in his chair. Sleep pulled at his eyelids. 

“NO SLEEPING YET!” Zaran Kai hollered.

“Why?” Tyler grumbled.

“You’ll see.”

Tyler groaned and sat up, rubbing his eyes.

“If I can’t sleep, mind if I ask you what a Tora is? You probably won’t answer, but hey, what else is new?”

“Where’d you hear that word from?” 

“That woman we talked to told me a famous Tora was here...I don’t understand what any of it meant, though.”

There was a pause before Zaran Kai relented.

“Eh, why not? Simply put, a Tora is an adept mage who can project their Aura into objects and absorb the energy of that object to perform magic. It’s a dangerous Origin for those who aren’t strong-willed and cautious. You’re very lucky, though. They can be great healers. Your girlfriend is going to be fine.”

“What?! Hey. She’s not my-”

The Dalian woman peeked out through the door looking for the source of the talking. Tyler snapped his mouth shut. Zaran Kai chuckled as the woman narrowed her eyes at him and slowly slipped back inside.

Not wanting to lose his first Q and A session so fast, Tyler ignored Zaran Kai’s goading and the threat of yet another person thinking he was crazy. 

“How many types of magic are there?” 

“The possibilities are endless, depending on which parts you refine, but in general, there are four Origins for magic users...Sages, Wardens, Vicar, and Toran.”

“What’s the difference between the first three?”

“Well, the Vicar are like Toras. But instead of absorbing other’s energy, they use their own. The Wardens are much more common among humans as they use magic with the help of items or objects that are imbued with their power. As they say, little danger of exploding when it’s not coming through you or from you. Oh, and finally, there are Sages whose words change into magic when spoken. Too much strain on the brain, if you ask me. One wrong word and you could be knocking on the doors to the Ünderneath.”

Tyler fell silent as he tried to come up with more questions, about the only subject Zaran Kai seemed willing to discuss.

“Which type are you?”

“I’m a Vicar, but I can do a little of all of them.” 

“Which type am I?”

“That depends on what you can accomplish tonight.” 

“What does that mean?”

“I told you already...tonight, I will answer those questions you keep coming back to.” Zaran Kai’s growing annoyance was palpable. Tyler cursed at himself for slamming the window of opportunity shut.

A man emerged from the hallway, interrupting any more attempts at his internal discourse.

The stranger wore the silver garment that the woman and others had been wearing, but they didn’t seem to be tailored for him. The leggings were about three inches short and the short sleeves barely cleared his shoulders. He wasn’t Dalian either, although he did have a light tan. He absently scratched at a week’s unshaved stubble dotting his chin. His tousled hair wore shades of blonde with streaks of brown here and there.

Pale blue eyes scanned the room’s occupants before locking onto Tyler. He grinned and moved towards them with a slight limp in his right leg. 

“Are you Raven's friends?” 

There was an almost inaudible crunching noise as Kira’s fingers dug into the bottom of her chair. The man didn’t seem to notice – Tyler barely had.

“I’m Siros Binod, and I’ve got a few questions for you.” 
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The Silver Fawn

TYLER

“Can I take a seat?”

Tyler nodded, and Siros plopped down with a sigh.

“Wow, it feels good to get off my feet. Raven’s going to be fine...she should be able to leave the clinic sometime tomorrow morning.” 

“That quickly? Whew. That’s a relief.” 

Siros chuckled. “I’m very good at what I do...her injury wasn’t anything that I couldn’t fix in a couple of hours.”

Tyler grinned. He barely knew this man, but his warm, laid-back personality was contagious. Sitting up in his chair, Tyler leaned a little closer to him.

“You’re a Tora, right?”

“Yes, I believe that’s what they call it...if I’d hazard a guess, you’re from off-realm, aren’t you?”

“Uh...no...I’m from a small town up North...magic is pretty rare there,” Tyler lied, nervously twiddling his thumbs.

Any suspicion Siros may have had disappeared with another pleasant chuckle.

“Oh, well if that’s the case, I’m sure you’re just curious about how it’s done. Right?”

Tyler nodded, grateful for the cue. He wasn’t sure if he could refuse and still explain why he had asked in the first place. 

Besides, I am interested.

Siros rocked back and forth before hefting himself out of his chair. He casually stretched his arms, strolling ahead before turning to face Tyler and Kira.

“Walk with me and I’ll show you. Besides, you still have to tell me what happened to my new patient.”

Oh, boy. Where would I even start?

Tyler rose and tailed Siros as he disappeared through the back door of the rustic clinic. Kira fell into step right behind them. 

The hallway they entered was brightly lit and curved gradually to the left. A small, vaulted ceiling with skylights mixing orange evening light with the sterile white light filling the hallway. A handful of people, mostly Dalians, paced in and out of the dozens of open doors. The drone of hushed discussions permeated the hall and rooms.

As they walked, Siros began asking questions about the incident and Raven. Tyler peered worryingly back at Kira and then at Siros. How much of this morning was normal for this world? If I tell him the truth, is he going to just shrug it off or is he going to freak out?

“There was a landslide that...um...we got caught in and she fell on a...stick.”

“A stick?”

“More of a pointy branch, really.”

“Is that so?”

Tyler absently nodded, trying to end the conversation by looking anywhere else but at Siros. He settled for studying one of the empty rooms they were passing. It was bare, save for three things: a wood-framed bed, a long table, and a bulbous potted plant resting on top of the table. A label on the clay pot was nearly illegible from a distance, but Tyler could’ve sworn it read, “For emergency use only.”

I wonder what that-

“Your friend is in there,” Siros unknowingly interjected. 

Raven lay asleep on a white-sheeted bed in the next room to the left. Her pale hair spilled out across the pillow. With all the white, Tyler was just glad to see her skin warmly pink in comparison. 

Siros beckoned for Tyler to continue following him while Kira shuffled into the room and stood beside the bed, obviously electing to stay near Raven instead. 

The remaining duo continued onward and around one more corner, entering a corridor with an opening on its frame end. The ceiling ended, revealing the fiery orange evening sky which barely illuminated the unkept central courtyard in front of them. A tiny stone path perfectly split the jungle of weeds and small bushes before them. The yard was several degrees warmer than the hallway they had just left. 

“Why don’t you clean this place up?” 

“Raven wouldn’t be alive if I did,” Siros answered, pointing to the ground.

A foreign feeling stabbing him at his casual use of her name, Tyler stepped out from behind Siros and examined the dirt. About three to four feet of dark earth had been cleared of any plant life, like a flat brown island in a tangled sea.  

“I don’t get it. What do you mean she wouldn’t be alive?” Tyler bent down to feel the blank patch.

“Here, just watch.”

Siros bent down next to Tyler and gently cupped a thin weed with his hand. The small plant shriveled and turned gray. A second later, it crumbled to dust.

“What did you just d—" 

“—keep watching.”

The Tora closed his hand and pressed it to the dirt before lifting very slowly. A soft green glow flared across his fingers and three small violets unfurled themselves from the soil. He then stood and brushed dirt from his knees. Tyler just stared, awed.

“Almost everything has what some would call a soul or an aura. Whatever you choose to call it, it is the core of that thing and houses energy, which, in turn, I and some others have learned to use for other things, such as healing your friend.”

“Is it this easy for all Tora?” Tyler asked, fascination gleaming in his eyes.

“No. I’ve gotten very good at getting a lot of use out of very little energy.”

Tyler brushed his fingers across the three small flowers sprouting all alone in the weed-packed courtyard. He’d make a killing as a gardener.

He rose to face Siros only to find the man glaring at him, arms folded. His warm, relaxed demeanor had vanished, replaced with a strange, almost uneven coldness. Like someone playing a role they're not used to.

“Is something wrong?” Tyler asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

Siros took a step forward. “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe I caught your name?”

“Oh, it’s Tyler...”

“...and where exactly up North did you say you were from?” he took another step forward. Inches separated them now.

“Uh...it’s called...Ogden?” Tyler faltered.

Siros eyes narrowed.

“Answer this then, Tyler of Ogden...why and how are you traveling with a Nalta?”

Tyler frowned and blinked rapidly. “A what? What do you mean?”

“Denial will not make this easier for you...” Siros’s voice had lowered dangerously. 

He closed his eyes and grabbed Tyler’s shoulder with an iron grip. A vicious tug yanked in his chest, and a second later, Zaran Kai’s presence emerged. The normally deep voice was filled with something Tyler had never thought he’d hear from him. 

Panic.

“There’s no way. It can’t be him... he..." 

There was an audible pause before Zaran Kai growled darkly. 

“I don’t know how a Tora this young is using a skill this difficult , but he’s pissed me off. Now, let...GO!”

The silent battle of wills ended with the soft release of Tyler’s being and Siros violently slamming back onto the ground. Siros gasped for air as his spine met the cobblestone. Painfully slow, he rolled onto his hands and knees with another wheeze.

“Uh...are you all, right?” Tyler leaned down hesitantly.

A clump of weeds wilted.

“Dodge, boy!” Zaran Kai snarled.

Siros’s palm shot forward, followed by a shimmering wave of heat. The attack missed Tyler by inches, crisping his hair as he tumbled backward. The stone wall on the other side of the courtyard cracked as the spell crashed into it.

“I’ve had enough of this little Tora. Move over.” 

Heart still pounding, Tyler barely heard the words, but he couldn’t ignore the sensations: narrowed vision, muddled senses, and ringing ears. He would never forget what followed. 

As he struggled to keep a grip on his control, Zaran’s voice resounded in his head. “Stop fighting and give me control. I’ll end this before he can blink.”

Siros coughed several times before shakily getting to his feet, trying to regain his balance. The man could barely stand. Tyler clenched his eyes shut and grabbed his head.

“Not again, I won’t let you use me to kill anymore”

Zaran Kai fell quiet for a moment. Tyler’s faculties returned, and he opened his eyes to see that half the plants in the courtyard had wilted. Siros was no longer having problems standing and his fingers now hummed with energy. Tyler went pale. 

“At least give me control of one of your arms, so we both don’t die,” Zaran Kai conceded. 

A voice cut through the din.

“Siros, have you lost your ever-loving mind?”

An old Calt padded past Tyler to stand in front of Siros, hands on his hips. He was about a head shorter than the man in front of him but glared at him like he was towering over him. He scratched his large nose and tapped his foot impatiently.

“Well?!” 

“Hayden, he attacked m—”

“—unprovoked?”

“Well, not exactly, he was obviously lying about who he was so I soul scanned him and...”

“...and you got a nasty surprise when you found someone who could actually fight back. The first time someone's got the better of you in a bout, eh? It’s good for ya. Humbles you down a bit. Now, regrow the courtyard while I go and apologize for ye.”

Hayden padded over to Tyler. A pair of brown eyes twinkled beneath the hairy explosion that was his eyebrows. His head was large and flat, and he had a long, white beard that almost reached the ground, accenting his bald head. He sheepishly rubbed his long ears which almost invisible in his sideburns.

"I'd apologize for my friend's actions, but he was just taking precautions. Albeit he took it a little too far. In times like these, we all have to be careful. My name is Hayden Briggs. Yours?"

Tyler stared at the jolly newcomer. “Oh, um...Tyler. Tyler Arwen.”

Hayden grinned.

"A rare name. A strong name. Well, Master Arwen, maybe I can begin to repay ya for my friend's oversight. Do you have a place to stay while in Calder?"

“How did you know I’m not from...”

“Calder’s a pretty clean town, soot stained in places, but there’s not enough dirt in the whole place to look like that” 

Tyler didn’t need to glance down to know he was still covered in dust. He hadn’t even thought about that. He’d only been in Mondrian for a day. He had no money, no idea where to find a bed and, most pressing of all, no food.

“I haven’t...” 

“Perfect! Hey, Siros, bring me your voucher plate. Come on, you owe it to the boy, and we both know you’re too much of a bleeding heart to leave the med bay when you have patients.”

Siros sighed but didn’t argue as he pulled something from his scrubs. He chucked the object to Hayden, who deftly caught it and presented it to Tyler; A thin bronze card with four holes punched in it.  

“You can stay at his friend's inn on the east side of the Fissure, the Silver Fawn. This will personally pay for anything there for however long you are in Calder.”

“Perfect. Take the offer.” Zaran Kai butted in.

“One of them did just attack me, this might not be the smartest move.”  Tyler retorted

“If I remember correctly, you still haven’t eaten, and even thought I healed your body it can’t continue much longer. Even if you have to fight the pair of them before you can eat and sleep, so be it. Now, take the damn card.” 

Tyler kept his gaze on Siros as he hesitantly reached for the card.

“Just till tomorrow...”

“Siros will be by to pick it up tomorrow morning, then. Followed by a heartfelt apology. In the meanwhile, I hope you enjoy your stay.”

******
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TYLER, FOLLOWING A mix of directions given to him by several people, soon managed to find the Silver Fawn Inn. It was a large stone and brick tavern, situated about two hundred feet from the Fissure. The thick main beam that held up the roof thrust itself far above the street, and like the figurehead of a ship, displayed the building’s namesake. 

The steel sign above the door glowed as it reflected the crescent moon rising over the rooftops. The Silver Fawn seemed to be entering its busiest time of the night as Tyler jostled his way past the heavy wooden door.

As he wondered about Raven and Kira, about what they’d be doing and if they would find a place to sleep, the smell of beer, sweat, and greasy food assaulted his nose. He wasn’t wholly appalled by the odor; the locker room at his school had been far worse. The tavern was filled nearly to the brim with patrons, many unable to find open chairs or even enough standing room. A throng of noisy Calts seemed to have claimed the bar, covered in dirt and coal dust which sifted to the floor with every noisy belch and laugh.

They seem to be enjoying themselves.

Tyler slipped to the back, where the innkeeper sat behind the counter. Medium height, light-skinned, and boasting a fearsome mane-like beard, the man waited stoically. Liver spots speckled the top of his bald head. He nodded as Tyler approached.

“I’d like to get dinner and a room for the night.”  

“Sorry, the few rooms I have left are reserved.”

“Um...what if Siros Binod gave me this?”

Tyler reached into his pocket and pulled out the flattened bronze card Hayden had given him. He had studied it the whole walk to the inn but couldn’t figure out what was special about it.  

The symbol on the back of it was equally ambiguous. A dark ring circled two large doors that were in the process of being forced closed with the help of two armor-clad knights. Through the gap between the closing doors, a large malevolent eye glared out. The details of the carving were intricate but there were no words that identified or explained any of the imagery. 

He passed the bronze card to the innkeeper’s waiting hand. The man flipped the card before returning it to Tyler and reaching under the table. He pulled out a small key. 

“My name is Abraham Oswalt. Binod’s master suite is on the top floor. Of the three rooms up there, it’s the one at the end of the hallway. Dinner is being served through the next couple of hours. Breakfast is served all morning until noon,” he explained, vaguely gesturing to a wooden spiral staircase on the far end of the room.

“Oh, thank you.” 

Tyler slid the key off the counter and into his hand before disappearing up the stairs. He had lost his backpack in the passage through the portal, so all he had was Raven’s bag, dirty with mud and grime.

I don’t even know why. She’s probably going to rip into me for taking it. Ugh. 

Tyler unlocked his room, peeked around, and walked in. Two wool couches with end tables took up the middle of the room. A wooden bathtub continually steamed in one corner. A four-poster bed covered with thick brown skins dominated the far side. It was large but very plain; the only openings were the door and one small window that overlooked the rows of buildings nearby. Tyler dropped the bag off on the bed and made his way back downstairs to find some food.

Downstairs, he collapsed at an empty table. He didn’t question how he had found one vacated as Abraham brought him a steaming plate of food just a second later. Potatoes swimming in steak gravy, large slabs of bread slick with warm butter, and a heavy wood goblet filled with amber liquid. 

He dove in only to find his stomach barely satisfied with each bite before wanting more. He closed his eyes, enjoying his ability to drown all his questions and concerns in food.

“Oye, you gonna drink that?”

Tyler flicked open an eyelid. One of the closer Calts at the bar had noticed the untouched goblet of beer. Tyler waved him onward.  The small man jumped off his barstool, snatched the container, and downed the liquid in one quick go. He casually took a seat across from Tyler and put a scruffy hand out. Tyler shook it politely and returned to his food.

“Thanks for the drop. It dorn filled me up nicely. Moy name is Algig Strofom, was’ yours?”

“Tyler Arwen.” 

“Where ya from, Tyler?” Algig prodded.

Tyler gazed at him with a raised eyebrow. “Far away. It’s a small town you have probably never heard of...” Lying was second nature now.

“That’s probably true. We Calts don’t usually travel far.”

Tyler let out a vague ‘hmm’ as he took in the Calt’s appearance. He had a short-buzzed head and a small goatee with metal rings in it, his face bearing old scars and a few wrinkles. 

Suddenly, Zaran Kai popped up in his head. “Okay, I’m ready. Get to your room, go to sleep, and we will begin. No questions right now, just do it.”

“Well, it was nice to meet you, Algig,” Tyler nodded, standing quickly.

“Nice to meet ya too, Tyler, and good luck be with ya.”

Tyler glanced over his shoulder at the tiny man as he climbed the stairs, a niggling feeling in his head. Sliding something into his pocket, Algig stared at him with beady eyes. Impatient, Zaran Kai urged him to hurry and Tyler turned away, sprinting up the remaining stairs.

He reached his room quickly, undressed, and jumped under the covers. The bed smelled of wood and fur as he burrowed in the sheets. He had wanted to bathe but he hadn’t realized how sore and stiff he was, and sleep quickly won out over the thought. His breathing soon fell into slow rhythm. Zaran Kai final words just reached him.

“Finally...now, we can get to work.”
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Prison is the Worst

CODY

A small kad scampered through the cold darkness of the stone hallway, its ferret-like physique slithering through the shadows cast by the flickering torchlight. Scratching at the refuse of the dank dungeon floor, its tiny paws searched for food. Finding nothing, it slipped through the rusted iron bars and into one of the prison cells. 

The room was far too large for its single prisoner, making the young captive seem smaller than ever. Cody hugged his knees tighter as the small creature scuttled towards him. He had seen dozens of the small animals foraging through the darkness since he had arrived. He had decided to call them kads because of the strange noise they made when he tried to pet one. Cody touched the small, blistered scar on his hand. Yeah, he was never trying that again. It wasn’t his fault they looked kind of like cute, small dogs, with pink noses and tiny droopy tongues. 

Cody’s stomach gurgled. With a grimace, he turned to look at the pitiful plate of sludge in the corner paired with the small chunk of black bread. He buried his face in his knees. He still wasn’t desperate enough to eat the liquid chalk and grainy brick they called food. 

Ugh, I don’t know if I can go much longer without eating, though.

To him, several days had passed since he had been brought there, but time blended together in the dungeon. He had no way of telling what day it was. Not to mention the single slit window was sealed from the outside by thick ivy, making it impossible to gauge the time. Cody felt like even if there was sunlight, it wouldn’t have made his situation seem any less bleak. He had been kidnapped. 

Kidnapped.

The word felt like an understatement for his current situation. He had been dragged out of his home, out of his world, thrown into a dungeon with a few injuries, and left to be ignored. The new world he had been dragged into didn’t feel like anything he had ever felt before. It felt wrong. It felt...alien.

Cody glanced back up and froze. The kad had stopped moving and was now standing on its hind legs, watching him intently. None of the others had done that before. They always slid around the corners of the room, only coming close when a boy was stupid enough to offer it food in exchange for a pat on the head.

Most of the kads he’d seen were about the size of a toy doll. Each had clumpy fur that clung together to make a dozen thick plates of interlocking armor. It was like a mix between a dog, a weasel, and an armadillo. Despite this last description, they were wickedly agile, and their teeth more closely resembled a viper’s fangs.

“How long are you going to stare at that thing like a crazy person?” a raspy voice chuckled from the dark corner of his cell. 

Cody screamed, desperately shuffling into a corner behind him, away from the unknown person who had been there for God knew how long. But a hand fell on his shoulder from behind and the same voice whispered, “Boo.”

He passed out.

******
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THE BOY AWOKE A WHILE later to find himself in the middle of his cell.

Huh? What happ—oh.

Tremors shook his body even as he quickly sat up, looking around. His eyes fell on the cell to his right. It was far more spacious and completely unlit. Since he’d arrived, he had assumed it was empty. He had been wrong.

“You’re kind of a wimp, aren’t you?” a dry voice sounding like chalks screeching against a board croaked from the same dark corner.

“Shut up, you creep. I’ve been here for days, and you didn’t say anything.”

The voice fell silent as Cody wobbled to his feet, his face a red mask of rage. Spittle formed at the corner of his mouth as he yelled, “For your information, in the past week I have been abducted from my home and maybe my planet. I watched my brother turn evil when he saw me get hurt, which would be awesome if he hadn’t killed some of my attackers more violently than any Rambo movie I’d ever seen—but that doesn’t even matter because he forgot why he went berserk and forgot to save me. To sum it up, I have been magically snatched out of my world, blindfolded, bound, and gagged and transferred who knows how far by a crazy-ass wizard and his tyrannical prick of a master who reeked of fried leather and sulfur...and to top it all off, I’m locked in a dungeon with garbage food and armadillo weasel dogs that have blistering saliva! I’m tired, in pain, homesick, and a little more than uncomfortable that that rodent has been staring at me in the exact same position he was in when I passed out in this god-forsaken hell they call a dungeon! So no, I’m not a wimp! I have just had quite possibly the worst week in the history of human civilization, you creeping piece of disgusting...”

Cody collapsed against the bars behind him and tried to catch his breath. All the emotions he had held in had been released. He felt empty. He felt alone. 

Mom. Tyler. I need you. Where are you guys?

Swallowing the lump in his throat down, he absently picked up the chunk of grain and flung it toward the still rodent. He missed wide. The rodent didn’t even flinch.

“Oh, sorry about that. Shien Caley Mim.”

The kad’s whiskers twitched once and it dropped onto its stomach before fleeing back into the darkness. Cody peered into the cell where the source of the voice seemed to be. He still couldn’t make out the speaker’s form out.

“What did you say to make it go away?” Cody asked, curiosity getting the better of him.

“Shien Caley Mim.”

“What does that mean?”

“It doesn’t translate into your species’ tongue.” A coughing sound reached his ears.

Cody frowned, trying even harder to pick out the speaker’s shape in the shadows. 

“Where are you?” 

“If you wish to see me so badly, I shall oblige.”

He heard a rustle and a stark white shape appeared in the thin torchlight. The face, if you could call it that, seemed to be made from white-washed wood; it was flat on the front with no indentions indicating a mouth or nose. Two woody knots near the top looked like deep-set black eyes. Orange vein-like markings zigzagged around the otherwise blank surface. Ripped and grimy robes clothed a body that more closely resembled a giant marionette puppet more than that of a human. A spiked tail drifted out from the bottom of the robe and trailed into the darkness.

“Do you fear my appearance, human?” the now-visible voice holder spoke.

Indeed, Cody did feel a prick of fear, but he had no energy left. 

A tired “I guess” left his lips.

The being chuckled. “You are an interesting one, for a human. What is your name?”

“Tell me your name first,” Cody shot back.

“I am Matnahr Keen.”

“I’m Cody. Matnahr Keen, huh? Yeah, that’s not going to work. I’m just gonna call you Matt.”

If his cellmate’s face could frown, it would have. 

“Well, welcome to Mondrian, Cody. Now, how about you tell me your tale, minus the hysteria and with a little more punctuation. And I, in return, will answer any question you have as long as they don’t bore me.”

Cody glanced around his bleak cell, examining any other options. 

Nothing.

Sighing, he sat down in front of Matt’s cell.

“Well, it all began last Friday...”
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Zaran Kai

ZARAN KAI

He towered over a snoring Tyler curled up on the ground. The boy’s head and shoulders were the only part of him that had completely arrived. Tyler’s lower half still twisted and blurred, in and out of focus. Zaran Kai tapped his foot impatiently.

“It better not take this long every time.” 

Tyler let out a groan as his knees solidified. 

Zaran Kai answered with an exasperated groan of his own. 

The boy’s body would be in deep sleep in a couple of minutes and they had to be near the entrance when that happened. The magic seals Zaran Kai had placed on the doors after the Data-Center mess still hadn’t reached full strength.

“Can’t risk anything escaping while the Host is actually present. We need to get inside as soon as possible.”

******
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TYLER

The sun’s rays glowed orange through Tyler’s eyelids. Still drowsy, he breathed in deeply, trying to glean any information he could from his surroundings, but there was no scent to indicate his location. Grudgingly, he flipped an eye open and blinked at the new circumstances that had been thrust upon him. 

The first thing he noticed was the sun which was indeed shining, but the rays were faded, as if passing through a fog. The burning star he was squinting at was massive, many times larger than the sun should be, yet the heat felt no more intense. He let his eyes drag lower, closer to the ground. 

Large sandy boulders spilled into what looked like a quarry pit.

...Or a blast zone. 

It seemed to be several miles across, and far in the distance, a pitch-black cave loomed. The dark, maw-like entrance glinted in the orange light with rows of obsidian teeth. Over the lip of the pit, Tyler recognized a familiar monolith that jutted out of the clouded skyline.

“Where am I?” 

“I told you I would answer all your questions when you arrived and we’re almost there,” a familiar voice boomed in a deep baritone behind him. 

The beating sun disappeared as a towering shadow stretched over the prone Tyler. He squinted upward.

Zaran Kai stood nearly eight feet tall but, oddly enough, looked more human than anything else Tyler could identify. His skin was a dark, muddy brown, and was crisscrossed with unique, sharp tattoos. They looked more carved in than inked onto his skin. Powerful shoulders bulged out, accenting his massive frame. The only clothing item he wore was a pair of torn, pleated shorts with a red sash that held them to his waist. Around his neck was a necklace made up of massive prayer beads, each the size of a closed fist, which didn’t seem to weigh enough to bother the giant. 

The massive being extended his hand down to Tyler, who unconsciously reached up and grasped it, standing swiftly. 

“You don’t look anything like I imagined.” 

“What were you expecting?”

“More like a demon...sharp horns and teeth, maybe a tail and a pitchfork?” 

“Inaccurate. And I would never stoop so low...this human form will suffice, for now. Besides, I’d prefer to train you with your pants dry.” 

Tyler, feeling intimidated already, decided against questioning more about this other form. Scratching his unruly head, he scrutinized the pit and the monolith in the distance.

“I’ve been here before...but it looks more lifeless than I remember.” 

“This is the south side of the island. The other side is more hospitable...but enough time has been wasted. Come, there is much to do before your body awakens.”

Zaran began walking away as Tyler’s gaze darted downwards at his chest. 

My body? 

“What do you mean when my body awakes? Where are we?”

“You will follow me inside before I answer any of your questions. It’s far easier to show you than to explain.”

Zaran Kai continued stalking forward, making a beeline towards the dark cave on the side of the crater. Tyler remained where he was for a split second before sprinting after his tall guide. Their two sets of dusty footprints swiftly blew away in the wind as they entered the awning mouth of the cave. Tyler’s eyes tried to adjust to the dark, but the contrast from outside only made him see spots. His feet caught on an upturned rock and he crashed into the cool, dark sand. 

“I apologize; I forgot you can’t see in the dark,” Zaran Kai’s voice echoed flatly.

Tyler pushed himself up with an inaudible grumble, dusting himself off.

There was a low hum and a glaring beam of white light emanated from Zaran Kai’s clenched hand.

“Come, the entrance is right around this corner.”

Spitting out sand, Tyler tried to get a question out, but it died as Zaran Kai forged ahead into the darkness, leaving him with no choice but to wait a bit longer and follow.

With the light illuminating the long corridor, they passed through it slowly. The ceiling was rendered invisible, but the walls were all too clear. Thick slabs of tortured rock glittered in the blackness. Insanely long strands of twisted thorns drifted through the crevices of the torched stones, giving the whole hallway the appearance of a long-forgotten garden. Bizarre geometric carvings on the wall were barely visible through the thorns. The pair walked in silence before arriving at the end of the hallway.

Zaran Kai held out an authoritative hand, stopping Tyler a few steps away from the depths of the pit that filled the expanse in front of them. The room was square and massive. It shot up into the air and disappeared into the hole, like a hollowed-out skyscraper. The walls were sheer with thousands of small, curved ledges that jutted out into space. 

Tyler realized why the dark-purple stone looked so familiar. They were inside the monolith from his dream. 

Zaran Kai spoke, and the walls began to glow. “You were wondering where we were...I will tell you. Welcome to your soul, Tyler. Welcome to the dungeons of Umb Locus.”

Every alcove surged with light as countless swirling orbs roared and screeched in unison. Completely lit, the monolith revealed a fraction of its staggering depth. Tyler dropped to his knees. His breath becoming ragged he clutched his chest, palming the amulet through his shirt.

“It’s endless.”

******
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TYLER SAT TIGHT-LIPPED at the stone table on the top floor of the Monolith, a cup that smelled like sage and butter steaming in front of him. 

He had been carried again, this time, to the top of the stairs. He had then been wrapped in a blanket that felt strangely like fur or an equivalent of it. The liquid steaming in front of him was some kind of brew to calm his mind, but he couldn’t find the will to raise it to his lips. Zaran Kai sat across him, interlocked hands resting on the table.

“I can imagine how you feel. This is the first time I have had to deal with a second Arwr.”

Tyler’s hands shook and turned white as he clenched the golden cup in front of him, the contents inside rippling. 

So many questions had been dodged and pushed aside. So many explanations promised but never given. Tyler shivered violently before his last drop of control slipped away., The cup in his hand shattered into clay shards. Ignoring the stinging in his hand, he roared.

“The Arwr?! WHAT THE HELL IS AN ARWR?! And what does it have to do with me? And you better give me a god damned answer now, or I will...I will...”

Tyler looked at the smashed cup in his hand and hurled the shrapnel at Zaran Kai. It whistled through the air and clattered across Zaran Kai’s face. He didn’t flinch. Tyler, enraged at his failed attempt, hefted the stone seat he was using and launched it at the seated man. It exploded against his companion’s head with a crunch, and stone dust filled the room.

The cloud quickly settled, and Zaran Kai still sat where he had been, the same blank expression on his face.

“Are you done?” 

But Tyler’s rage had finally overflowed, spilling out in immense crashing waves. He reached for another chair. This time, Zaran Kai lazily raised his pinky finger and pointed it towards the boy. Tyler managed to heft the chair above his head before his body froze. Against his will, he slowly set the chair down. He strained to move a single muscle, anguish and rage pent up in him, but it was no use. He couldn’t move, rendered defenseless against whatever force was controlling him. 

Where’d my strength go?

Possibly guessing his thoughts, Zaran Kai spoke.

“The power you’ve used for the past couple of days was mine, and naturally, I can take it away at will as well as control every aspect of your body. We don’t have time for you to throw a tantrum...I’m going to release you and I will explain everything. And, while I do, you will shut up and listen.”

Tyler struggled a little longer before giving in with a final angry huff. He relaxed his body, and as he did, he regained control of his arms and then his legs. Before long, he was able to sit in the remaining available intact seat at the table.

A bottle and cup materialized in front of Zaran Kai, and after filling it, he placed it in front of Tyler. The boy sat still, silently fuming. 

“Don’t make me make you drink it.” 

A moment passed, and Tyler grudgingly lifted the cup to his lips, sipping the opaque red fluid. It tasted buttery and sweet. As the drink slid down his throat, he felt his senses sharpen and his volatile emotions fade. The anger was still there, but it was slowly being reigned in as Tyler finished off the liquid in quick sips.

“I just want to know how to save my brother,” Tyler confessed quietly.

Zaran Kai frowned before slowly nodding, wiping his expression off.

“Well, to do that, you’ll need more than answers. But I think you need those first. So, I’ll try to clear up as much as I can...”

Tyler inhaled deeply and leaned forward in his chair, finally ready to listen. 

[image: A black and white drawing of trees

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

Answers

ZARAN KAI

“Thren and humans have been in conflict since the beginning of recorded history. No one alive today remembers a time when hasn’t been so—"

“—I still don’t know what a Thren is,” Tyler cut in.

Zaran Kai paused; his brow furrowed in thought.

“What’s an easy way to explain Thren? Uh...put very simply, we are the countless sentient creatures and species that once existed in this world with others. The only thing truly similar about us all is that we aren’t human. We all came from worlds and realms other than Mondrian...and Earth.”

“Do they all look like you? Can they all—"

“—enough! Attempting to explain it any further would be like you trying to describe the differences between every race of people to me. Maybe later, I will go into greater detail, but for now, let that definition suffice.”

Trying to mask his impatience, Tyler fell back in his seat and relented into silence.

“Now, let me continue...two millennia ago, the conflict between our species rose to new heights when a handful of Thren, for the first time ever, united under a single banner. They were named the Ingriniad. Before this, the humans had used their numbers to survive attacks from lone Thren trying to scratch out a survival in a much fiercer Mondrian. It was a savage era only depicted in rare carvings and old texts.”

Zaran Kai stood suddenly, pushing his seat back. He threw his hands wide, his voice swelling with bitter nostalgia.

“I was once one of the six most powerful and ruthless Thren that led that army. Without hesitation, we laid waste to entire human cities, and with every victory, our numbers swelled. By the end of the following year, we had become the greatest force ever seen in this or any world. The destruction of the human race was all but sealed.” His fiercely glinting eyes lowered to Tyler’s. “Driven to their last stronghold, a mighty city of the north, your people cowered, barely numbering over a thousand. But even those mighty walls shook before the hordes of the Ingriniad.”

Zaran Kai took a deep breath and sat down, sweeping the jug off the table. Leaning his chair back, he took a long draught.

“We launched an all-out assault on that forgotten city and it seemed that the hour of destruction had come, but what we didn’t know was that this final battle was not the end for the humans, but for us...nothing in-realm could hold out against such a force. So, in desperation, a boy about your age descended into the forbidden gateway set into the base of that mountain city, believing that he could find an escape route that would lead his people to salvation. He entered, planning only to investigate, but he emerged hours later...changed. Ten years added to his complexion, old scars covering his face, eyes like burning sapphires, and a worn leather bundle in his arms. Around his neck, a small violet amulet.”

“What happened to him?”

“Tyverius only told me fragments, I never got the whole all I really know is what I saw...”

Zaran Kai’s vision clouded as he got lost in his memories.

“I relive that day often in my mind. That man’s haunting gaze. The way he carried himself with an alien-like grace. I believed we were creatures without fear, but before a being like that, bravery becomes delusion. He had gathered six of the finest men still alive inside the city and he unveiled what was in the bundle he had brought from the other side.”

“What was it?” Tyler breathed out.

Zaran Kai blinked rapidly, the question jolting him to the present. He traced his fingers through the droplets of liquid still on the table from Tyler’s outburst.  He drew six wet circles that curved together into a crescent and continued.

“He had brought six weapons, crafted with a skill beyond anything that had ever been seen or heard of in Mondrian or in any other realm. Each possessed a name and power that rivaled the whole of the Ingriniad. With the weapons bestowed upon those chosen six, they rushed to the gate, and strengthened by their fiery vengeance for their fallen, they defeated the Ingriniad’s powerful commanders within minutes and led a charge that decimated the largest army in existence. That day, the survivors gave those six a name. A name they despise and fear above all others; The Warriors of Threngal. Thus ends the tale of humanity’s survival.”

“...but what does any of that have to do with me?” 

“The amulet you wear now is the same one the human’s savior wore. His name and eventual title were Arwr Tyverius. Upon his death, he passed the mantle to you.”

“What!? Why?”

“Tyverius entrusted me as the guardian of this place a century after the Day of Annihilation. We had found a mutual respect for each other. Yet I do not know his reasons for choosing you. Nonetheless, it has become your charge to finish what he started.”

The boy looked aghast, seeming as if he couldn’t fathom the extent of what Zaran Kai had just said, but he managed to squeak out one more question. “What did he start?”

“The Amulet was a part of him and is now a part of you. It is a physical representation of this place. It has the power to capture the aura and capabilities of defeated enemies and trap them here. This place has many names: Umb Locus, The Great Monolith...Limbo. All these names are one and they exist within you. It is your legacy. It is your being. It is your curse. It. Is. You.” Tyler almost felt himself withering beneath Zaran Kai’s intense stare. “The savior and destroyer of humanity, the living Thren prison of Umb Locus, Tyler Varus Arwen.”

The room fell silent save for ragged breathing. Tyler’s fist was clenched on the table with sweat beading his brow. 

Zaran Kai rubbed a hand down his face. He knew this boy inside and out—each darting glance an existential question or worry. Doubt and fear pulled at his face, as identifiable as his own, albeit for a different reason. 

The Threngal stood and strode towards him, placing his hand on Tyler’s shaking shoulder. Bending down to eye level, his dark orange eyes demanded the attention of the boy’s bright blue ones. 

“Humans and Thren alike will try to tell you your destiny. Your life’s path. And here’s what you need to do...trust no one. If you find yourself lost, remember this. Train to find the strength to protect what’s yours, gain knowledge to understand your purpose, and know that the choices you make are yours and yours alone. Don’t defy fate, Tyler. Break it and become the hero that makes you proud of yourself.”

Tyler

Hot tears threatened to spill from Tyler's eyes. It was so much to process. He was a prison? A prison full of dangerous demons, monsters, and who knew what else. How did that even work? 

His chest ached from fear, as if for the first time in his life he could feel the millions of dark souls clawing for freedom from within him. 

Knees buckling, Tyler buried his face into them and began to rock back and forth. Zaran Kai let out a rumbling sigh before lightly kicking Tyler’s foot to get his attention.

“You may be thinking this place has stolen any chance for you to return to your normal life, and you’re right, it has...but in return, it can give you something that I know you value far more.” His keen gaze swept over the boy’s sheet-white face. “The power to save your brother, Cody.”

In an instant, Tyler’s clenched eyelids brought him back to the night Cody had been kidnapped. The feeling of his brother clutching his arm in desperation. Tyler’s desperate attempts to fight Titus. The look of fear and despair on his little brother’s face as they took him.

His eyes snapped open, blazing, and he threw his shoulders wide as he stood. 

“Show me. If this place can give me the strength to get him back, I’ll become whatever I need to be to do it.” 

Zaran Kai nodded, pleased. Slapping his hands together, he rubbed them vigorously 

“Now, that’s an attitude I can work with. It’s time to see what you’re made of, boy. Because the powers you want can’t be given, you’ve got to take them. One damned soul at a time.”

******
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THE TWISTED SPEAR PLOWED a deep furrow through the grass of the training arena as Tyler dove behind one of the thousand ruined walls. He couldn’t see his enemy any longer but was sure he was within a couple hundred feet of his hiding place. A long hole in his shirt accompanied by an angry red gash were the only damages he had taken, but his stamina was fading fast. Scrutinizing his surroundings, he finally spotted something that he could use to fight back with.

Zaran Kai

Up on the ridge, Zaran Kai watched the proceedings with trepidation 

The first Thren soul to be selected had been Kyrylo Tijen. 

Watching the swift being dart around the arena in a calculated, predatory movements painfully reminded him why letting Tyler pick his first opponent had probably not been the best idea. 

The Thren ranger was a formidable foe for even the most skilled warriors and the first opponent was already going to be one of the hardest since the new Arwr had not yet gained any powers beyond what Zaran Kai had lent to him. 

And I can’t give them to him without a physical body while he’s in Umb Locus, nor can I personally intervene. 

The arena was covered in precautionary wards that prevented more than one Thren’s entrance at any time. 

He groaned. Again, why’d the boy have to choose a hunter Thren for his first opponent? Kyrylo was born to efficiently kill those weaker than him.  

The rocky area before Zaran Kai’s vision was strewn with weapons and random objects for Tyler to use, but he lacked the skills to use any of them. He caught a glimpse of the boy crouching behind a rock. 

Hiding like prey.

Meanwhile, Kyrylo Tijen had reclaimed his battle spear and tilted his head up, his nose in the air, sniffing out the Arwr’s scent. 

Tyler had picked up a small ax in his left hand and the look in his eyes said he was done hiding. It was time to see the real hunter and hunted.  

Tyler

The weapon he had chosen was just the right weight for his current strength, and he felt like it was light enough to give him an evasive advantage. Tyler wished he had more of a plan than don’t get shish-kabobbed, but he didn’t, and he was running out of time.

Zaran Kai had told him earlier that he had roughly half an hour until he woke up back at the inn.

Quickly steeling his resolve, Tyler rolled out from his hiding place and yelled at his opponent. “Hey, goat face, over here!”

The column to the right of Tyler exploded as a thin spear shot through the rock at lethal velocity. He flinched as shrapnel pelted his face. 

Covering his mouth and nose, he got his second look at Kyrylo Tijen through blurred eyes. The centaur-like monster rocketed off one of the high walls and landed with a muffled thud. Four goat-like hooves tore up the sod with their weight. Thick, moss-green fur covered its quadruped body below the waist. Above the shoulders, it had a pale human-like body. The upper arms were covered in thick white fur that slowly transitioned to a moss green color as it approached the five-clawed fingers. A thick neck supported large, curling ram horns that sprouted out behind long, fluttering ears. Slit nostrils inhaled large gushes of air as the opaque black and brown eyes glared with seething hatred. 

Kyrylo pointed a single finger at Tyler. “Rexias ell grewsed dais vet Arwren.”

Tyler didn’t speak angry goat-centaur, but most death threats seemed universal. He brandished his newly acquired weapon as Kyrylo galloped towards him at a break-neck speed. The monster had thrown its spear, but his clawed hand and sharp hooves were enough to get the job done.

Diving to the left, Tyler barely avoided the berserk creature’s next charge. Pushing himself up, he took his opportunity and flung the axe’s end over towards the monster’s exposed back. Mid-spin, Kyrylo took the full force of the ax handle in the center of his white chest. An angry red welt swelled almost immediately followed by an ear-splitting roar. Rising up on its hind legs, it launched itself towards the weaponless boy, hooves flailing. 

Coming to the sober realization he had no skills with an ax, the teen dove to the right and took off at a full sprint towards the next closest weapon, the monster’s fallen spear.  

Grabbing it from the rubble, he twisted just in time to acquaint his chest with a pair of ram horns. After a bony crunch, his feet lifted off the ground and he flew backward. Somehow, his hands still clutched the battle spear. Shock kept him conscious through the pain, but just barely.

Kyrylo, seeing the sprawled-out Arwr, screeched in victory and flew into a final charge with his claws bared and horns lowered. 

Tyler wheezed out an ‘Oh, shit’ and raised the spear from where he lay. 

The victorious screech cut short. 

The rage-blinded creature had run full tilt into its own spear. Gray ash spilled out of the mortal wound, and with a low, guttural growl, Kyrylo Tijen collapsed onto his knees and then disintegrated into dust.

Tyler blinked twice and then sank into the sand as a long shadow spilled over his closed eyes.

“That still counts as being hunted.”

“...What?”

“This is going to be more difficult than I thought...seeing how you are the worst fighter of all time,” Zaran Kai muttered.

Tyler laughed through his broken ribs, grimacing through each chuckle. 

“Well...I won, didn’t I?” 

“I’d just call this not losing. Now, claim the soul.” 

Tyler glanced weakly at his fallen opponent. The gray ash had condensed into an ethereal cloud of sorts, like a smaller, silvery version of the earth portal. Impulsively, he raised his hand, and the soul flew to and then around his fingers. It felt like warm water on frostbitten skin—impossible to tell if it’s flaming hot or ice cold. But however unpleasant it felt, it was nothing compared to what followed. 

His nerves flared as the mist sifted through his skin. Hearing a scream rent the air that he barely recognized as his, Tyler’s chest constricted as his bones snapped back into place and his muscles mended themselves, each torn sinew and fiber gliding back to their normal place as if magnetized.

Breathing heavily, he ran his hands over his chest and found, to his relief, that his chest no longer resembled a puzzle board. 

Tyler stood up with ease, but before he could ask anything, a sudden torrent of strange memories spiraled through his mind. 

Growing up in a large forest. 

Becoming a warrior. 

Testing my skills against other Thren. 

Bloodlust.

The taste of a fresh kill

The thrill of victory. The pain of defeat. 

The lifetime of memories faded away as quickly as they had played out.

“What was that?” Tyler murmured, realizing Zaran had gripped his shoulder to prevent another fall.  

“Whenever the Arwr defeats an opponent, their memories and their powers become part of him. Their spirit is gone but their existence will live on inside your recollections. The stronger the opponent, the more vivid the memories.”

The boy groaned and held his aching head as Zaran Kai patted him on the shoulder.

“I can feel that your strength has increased. Congratulations.” 

He lifted his head. “Really?”

“You have gained the abilities of the former Kyrylo Tijen. If I’m not mistaken, your agility and speed have increased, among a few other things.”

Tyler took a deep breath and then choked. Smells that had been mere sensations before exploded inside his nostrils. He hadn’t smelled anything when he had been around Zaran Kai earlier, but now, the scent of molten steel and leather was overpowering. He gripped his nose shut with both hands. 

Zaran Kai, seeing the problem, chuckled.

“You’ll learn to control it. In the meantime, in order to access the exact power you require in the waking world, you’ll only have to state the soul’s number and title. Luckily, you only have one to remember right now.”

“Wait, so what is—”

Too late, he was interrupted by the world around him slowly fading. Lines once sharp blurred as if being seen through water.

“What’s happening?” Tyler waved his blurry hand in front of his face.

“The most horrible thing humans can endure...waking up,” a now indistinct voice snorted sarcastically. “Oh, and Tyler?” The world faded into darkness. “The number and title will just come to you. I hope you give my best to this group of thieves.” 
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Thieves

ALGIG

Algig Strofom turned the long glassy tooth in his thick fingers. Besides a couple of credits in the kid’s pocket, it seemed like the next most valuable item. 

“Barely makes it worth the effort...”

The leather satchel was mostly full of travel supplies and female clothes. At first glance, the contents had drawn a confused laugh from Algig, but it was quickly replaced with thorough disappointment. A traveler’s personal life was the one thing that the Strofom brothers couldn’t steal.

Algig glanced out the window, noting that the sun wouldn’t be up for another 15 minutes, but he hadn’t been a thief for this long on luck alone, and this job had not turned large enough of a profit to risk getting caught. Being able to rent a master suite at the Silver Fawn usually meant you were either very wealthy or not very good with money. He looked over his shoulder, watching his two brothers continue to rummage through the drawers, stuffing anything and everything into the gunny sacks they held.

“There ain’t nothin else ‘ere. Grab what ya got and let’s get out,” Algig commanded, keeping his voice hushed.

Vim and Ural threw the small bags over their shoulders and made their way towards the door. 

“Waste of the gods’ damn time,” Ural growled softly.

The door to the room suddenly slammed shut, causing Algig and his brothers to jump back in shock. An alert and awake Tyler glared accusingly at the failed burglars, one hand still on the closed door while the other held the loops of a small silver chain.

“‘Ow long ‘av you been awake?” Algig’s voice dripped with mock boredom as if getting caught had been part of the plan.

“Fifteen minutes, give or take,” Tyler answered coolly, taking a step forward. “Now, I believe that you have some things that don’t belong to you.”

Algig threw back his head and laughed. Ural and Vim grinned, cracking their thick knuckles. 

Shaking his head, the leader snickered, “And what are ya gonna do about it?”

The teen took a deep breath, throwing the chain into both hands. 

“Yesterday? Probably nothing...”

“Oh? And is today different, somehow?”

“No, I am. Soul 14...Tijen,” Tyler whispered, his eye’s flaring blue.

Before the younger Calts could react, the chain had sailed around the trio and was quickly closing in. Algig, being the eldest and hence most experienced, had just fast enough reflexes to dive for the floor. With a hiss, the metal links snapped shut. A sweeping kick from Tyler dropped Ural and Vim onto their backs. The whole ordeal happened in seconds.

“What...did...what just happened?” Vim squeaked.

“Run...Algig!!” Ural shouted, kicking one of the bags towards his older brother. Algig swiped the bag off the floor and bolted to the window, and with a quick dive, broke through it. The cold morning air whistled around him as he tumbled down the whole story to the street below. With a painful thud, he touched down in a heap of garbage in the ally. Algig swore in pain, hopping on his feet before looking up at the tiny window. It was empty. 

That means I have maybe a minute until that kid makes it to the front do—

A form shot out the window. Clearing the entire alleyway, he disappeared onto the roof of the neighboring building. 

Algig’s feet slid through the grime as he sprung upward. Racing towards the Fissure as fast as his short legs could carry him, he couldn’t decide what stank worse, the garbage or his now steaming trousers. The stolen bag tugged against his pumping shoulders as he ran down the sturdy rope-and-wood bridge that descended into the crevasse. 

Just drop it, stupid. 

He slowed to a jog, wrestling the leather bag from his back and tossing it behind him, and then continued running, only taking a single glance backward. He was just in time to see Tyler barrel past the bag at the speed of a galloping horse, his eyes glowing a soft ethereal blue in the early dawn light. 

Algig yelped in fear and pushed himself to sprint as fast as the wooden platforms of the Calt village would allow.

******
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TYLER

The young Arwr was feeling better than he ever had. He had always enjoyed running, but what he was doing now felt euphoric. Every footfall only made him want to go faster, every breath of fresh air gave him new energy, and every pump of his heart shot him forward faster.  

At the sight of the Fissure and Raven’s bag, Tyler barely slowed down, zooming past it. His long-bounding gait shook the rickety wooden planks as he rocketed through the empty early morning passages. 

Entering the village center, he quickly realized he had lost Algig’s trail. Tyler gritted his teeth and forced himself to stop running. It was difficult, and he almost had to sit down to make himself stop completely. 

Now, where’d he disappear to? 

Tyler took a deep breath. The overwhelming odor of coal dust and worn wood filled most of his passageways, but underneath all of it, he could make out a couple different smells: cooking food, stale beer, burning wood, and sweat. But somewhere nearby, he could detect the smell of pine and lavender. 

A little weird that I’m tracking him by the scent of Raven’s clothes still on him, but it’s easier to follow than the smell of garbage. 

Tyler calmed his breathing and listened to the bustle of the now-stirring town. He quickly picked up the sound of someone panting a couple streets over and sniffed once more to confirm he had found the thief. 

He tried biting back his smile, but he couldn’t at the thought of running. 

Of chasing. 

Of...hunting.

Algig

Algig clutched his frantically beating chest and tried to console himself with the fact that he had escaped. 

With no loot and two fewer brothers. 

He took one more stumbling turn and entered one of the countless outdoor drinking bars. 

“Things are looking up,” he mumbled dryly.

A common gathering place for Calts in the Fissure, the bars were made up of rows of open spigots—a free invitation for any passerby looking for a drink. Being a couple minutes past sunrise, it was, unsurprisingly, empty. The strong odor of snakeweed beer drifted from the littered mugs strewn about.

Algig picked one of the wooden mugs off the ground and filled it up with the warm brew from a nearby spigot. He didn’t care how dirty it was. He drained the contents of the tankard in one go before refilling it two more times. The salty liquid fizzed as it went down and Algig burped, finally relaxing. He sighed and slid downward against the wall, pushing discarded goblets out of the way.

He scratched a long-faded scar that stretched from jaw to chin. The mark was an ugly reminder to never steal from a Templar. But the way the morning had just gone, he was pretty sure he had made a similar and equally stupid mistake.

A shadow rolled down the roof opposite Algig and landed in a crouch. His pursuer had finally caught up with him. Algig didn’t even attempt to flee, whatever came next was unavoidable in his drunken state. He raised his hands in defeat.

“Ya caught me. But seein ‘ow ya didn’t go for yar stuff back on the bridge, I’m guessin’ ya aim ta kill me now.”

The boy blinked rapidly and seemed to take in his surroundings for the first time.

“Um, no, I just wanted to...I guess I don’t know what I wanted.”

Algig rose, tottering precariously on numb feet. He jabbed an angry finger through the air.

“Well, I’ll tell ya what I want. For you to take me back to my brotha’s. Ya want to know why, freak? Because I’d rather spend a year or two behind bars than out ‘ere with whatever the bloody ‘ells you are.”

The lad didn’t respond.

******
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TYLER

The Calderian guards escorted the trio away as Tyler downed breakfast with a wolfish appetite. He barely glanced up at them as he took another crunchy bite of his buttered toast and eggs. After the night and morning, he just had, he was starving. 

“You enjoyed that chase a little too much, I think,” Zaran Kai commented.

Tyler silently agreed. He had run back to the inn hoping to catch the same feeling, and though he moved at the same speed, he didn’t feel the same exhilaration as before, unbeknownst to him. He forced the question out of his mind and turned back to the present, thanking his new-found senses as he dug into his steaming breakfast. 

“You seem to be enjoying yourself, Mister Hero.”

Tyler looked up to see the owner of the familiar voice standing above him. Raven wasn’t wearing any bandages, giving no clue to the fact that she had been bleeding out only a day earlier. Her white hair spilled over her shoulders, and her face was its normal pale hue except for a slight pink splash on her cheekbones and nose. She flashed her snarky smile at Tyler with her hands on her hips, and he grinned back.

“So...can I sit down?” she asked.

Realizing how long he had been staring, Tyler fumbled to stand and pull out a chair for her to sit in. Kira beat him to it, and he plopped back down in defeat. Raven grabbed the leather bag off the table and gave Tyler a judgmental look.

“You didn’t root around in my stuff, did you?”

“No.” Tyler decided not to mention the fact that three short men had, in fact, rooted through all of her belongings.

“What’s this?” 

In her hand, she held the long white tooth that Kira had taken from the defeated beast. Tyler quickly explained where the large canine had come from. 

“Well, I told you Kira could handle that thing. But you know what? Here...you can have it.”

“No...I can’t take it...Kira was the reason that thing didn’t kill us on the spot...”

"Will, you just take it? Think of it as my small payment to you. I don’t really have anything else. And you know it wasn’t just Kira. In a small way, you kind of...sort of... helped.”

Raven must have found the floor really interesting suddenly, because she stared at it while offering the tooth to him.  

“Thanks...I guess,” Tyler stammered.

He took the foot-long monster tooth, having no idea what he would do with the thing. He settled with placing it under his chair for the time being. 

Silence stretched its awkward fingers over the table before, in unison, they spoke. 

“So, how are you feeling?” 

“I came to say goodbye,” Raven blurted out. 

More awkward silence.

“Oh? Really? Well...I...” 

“I’m thankful for what you did, and I hope you find your brother. I did what I promised when we first met. Well, minus one or two setbacks, but I took you to Calder. Now, Kira and I have work to see to and um...uh, it’s just—"

The doors flew open, and a long shadow stretched across the room. It took Tyler a moment to recognize the features of Siros Binod. The man who sauntered across the oak floor of the inn looked so different from the man who had worn the undersized medical scrubs only the other day. He now wore a brown travel cloak and a black hood that accented his dark blond hair, his clothes hanging loosely on his tall frame.  

“Tyler, there you are...oh, and Raven, you’re out and feeling better. That’s great!” 

He pulled out a chair and sat down quickly at their table. 

“We’ve never properly met, with you being unconscious and all. I’m Siros Binod and I hope you’re feeling better? Any sinus or lower abdominal pain?”

Raven didn’t answer, her face suddenly as unreadable as stone. She glared at Siros like that for a seconds before standing quickly. 

“Goodbye, Tyler.” 

Her chair hit the floor as she spun on her heel and sprinted out of the inn, leaving Tyler with his goodbye still stuck in his throat. 

Siros stared at the open doorway, turning to Tyler worriedly. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything?” 

“You did. But I guess she said she was leaving anyway...” 

Tyler’s remaining breakfast no longer looked appetizing. The tin plate grated against the table as he pushed it away. 

Raven’s sudden absence shouldn’t have irked him so much, but for some reason, it did. He sighed and leaned back in his chair.  

Siros was too busy reaching around in his bag to notice Tyler’s downturned mood. His search was finally successful when he pulled out a rolled-up scroll and set it on the table. 

“Sorry about that, and I hate to ask, but do you have the voucher plate I gave to you yesterday?” 

“The what?”

“The metal card that rented your room.”

“Oh, yeah. Here.”

Tyler pulled the small metal card from his back pocket and handed it back. Appetite and pleasant thoughts gone, he stood to leave. Siros waived for him to continue sitting.

“Wait. I’d like to formally apologize for my behavior yesterday. I overreacted. I’m not one who usually goes around fighting people. I hope you can forgive me.”

“It’s fine.”

Siros grinned and nodded earnestly.

“With that taken care of, I have a question for you. Tyler, do you know who the Warriors of Threngal are?”

Curiosity rolled into the empty space in Tyler’s chest. He sat back down and even leaned slightly forward.

“I’ve heard of them. Why? Do you know where I can find them? 

A wide grin stretched Siros’s features. He slid the bronze plate back to Tyler.

“What do you think that symbol means, kid? I’m a descendant of one of the original six. And with your strength, Tyler...I’d really like you to join us.”
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New Companions and Old Enemies

TYLER

The Sibaar’s powerful muscles stretched as it pounded across the grassy plain, its young passenger white-knuckling the leather saddle bound to the creature’s broad back. The wind whistled past his ears and tore at his hair and jacket.

Tyler had never ridden a horse, but he was pretty sure they didn’t run like this thing did. It felt like he was riding a giant house cat; a compressed spine followed by a full extension...over and over again. Steeling himself, he raised his head and looked at his mount. Six leather saddle straps bound Tyler’s legs to the churning monstrosity beneath him. 

I wish I were riding something as normal as a cat. 

The Sibaar’s four powerful legs thrust its silver claws deep into the earth, shooting the creature forward. A horse-like neck supported a large head adorned with ram-like horns. A pair of vicious tusks sprouted from the bottom jaw, reaching a height just above its eyes. Its oily black fur glistened with sweat.

Siros had told him his particular mount was named Quinix, but Tyler had only called it every curse word he knew as they were launched across the landscape. 

He took a jarring glance to his right. Even with his Sibaar flying at the same speed as Tyler’s, Siros was sitting straight in the saddle, a single hand on the reins. He casually flipped through the pages of a leather book with his free hand. Tyler didn’t understand how he hadn’t fallen off.

“You show-off,” Hayden grunted from several feet behind them.

Tyler had nearly forgotten the old Calt was there. 

It looks like I'm not the only one who doesn't like these things.

Hayden’s grimace almost matched his mount’s. His heavy robes were hiked up to his knees as so to not impede the Sibaar’s already labored stride. The pair couldn’t have looked more ungraceful if they tried. 

Tyler couldn’t help his grin.

A jolt shook his saddle, ending his budding mirth. His fingers dug into the leather again. The beasts had just changed terrain, figuratively flying up a long-wooded hill. Seconds later, the trio mounted the top of the ridge and Tyler got a astonishing view of the hills that filled the land for miles. As their mounts rocketed into the valley with reckless abandon, Tyler distracted himself with memories of his now questionable decisions that had just led him here.

Six hours earlier: 

“You’re a Warrior of Threngal?” Tyler repeated.

Siros nodded. 

“...and you want me to become a warrior?”

Siros nodded again.

Tyler fell back into his seat, running a quick hand through his hair. It was a lot to take in. He had only just learned who he was. Meeting someone that was such an integral part of a story he had just been told felt unreal. Impossible even.

“How do I know I can trust you, you attacked me just yesterday” 

“What are you doing?” Zaran Kai prodded.

Tyler Ignored the Thren. Siros seemed taken aback before nodding slowly.

“The poorest of judgments on my part and an act that I must beg your forgiveness”

Siros lowered his head in a bow.

“I acted rashly, I’m sorry” 

The table grew silent while Zaran Kai butted in.  

“Boy, listen to me. He did the human thing and apologized. He owes us a favor, rack your brain and put together what that is. You want to save your brother but I...we don’t have enough time to get you to the strength that can take on an empire. We are going to need his help. The warriors help”

Tyler hesitated before nodding very slowly. Time was of the essence. Who knew how long Cody would last? 

He’s going to be fine. He has to be.

Siros waited patiently until Tyler finally answered.

“I’m with you, if you’ll help me.”

Siros looked up and grinned before pushing his chair out and standing. 

“In that case. How ready are you to ride?”

“I’m rea—ride? Ride what?”

From outside, a trio of roars shook the inn.

******
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PRESENT 

The sun was beginning to set when they stopped their mounts in an open glade. 

Tyler groaned as he landed on the ground, his feet stumbling. The petrified knots of muscle that were his legs struggled to walk, and his fingers were about the same if not worse. 

Actually, everything just hurts right now.

“This is the last time I let you choose the mount, you bumbling idiot,” Hayden gasped, his face still a sickly green hue.     

“The Warriors summit is in three and a half days, and Sibaars were the fastest animals that I could buy,” Siros retorted, sliding his book into his satchel.

"At the speed these mutts move, we should be there in another twenty minutes,” Hayden groaned.

His Sibaar let out a hostile snarl.

“Better watch what you say,” Siros warned.

Tyler pulled a rope from his saddlebag and tied Quinix to one of the countless trees. The beast prowled in a circle for a minute, sat down with a yawn, and then fell asleep. The dirt directly around the beast shook with its rumbling snores. 

I wish I could fall asleep that fast.

“Good to hear we agree, but you should eat first,” Zaran Kai advised.

“Said like a parasite” Tyler thought. 

He had forgotten sleep meant something else now. He had been pleasantly surprised the first time he’d woken up rested and stronger, but there was a tradeoff. Sleep was now more dangerous than being awake. 

For the moment, anyway.

Tyler glanced around the quiet glade. 

Large trees dominated the left side of the clearing, leering over the shorter trees and underbrush. With a few exceptions sprouting here and there, most of the trees were the same species. Tyler was no botanist, but it wasn’t hard to notice they didn’t exist on earth. Each’s nearly black bark twisted around the trunk before swirling into a light brown near the branches. Then, right before the leaves, it turned nearly white.

The burning orange sky accentuated their strange beauty with the white twigs glowing eerily through the greenery of their leaves. 

Tyler took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. He missed Cody. Why a strange tree reminded him of his baby brother, he didn’t really know. But it remained the same. He missed Cody...and surprisingly, Raven. 

Why her? Cody’s my little brother. She’s someone I just met. I shouldn’t care this much. We knew each other for two days. 

Tyler kicked at the grass near his shoe. Every time he thought about the ever-growing list of things and people he’d lost; she was on it too now. 

He sighed again and turned away just as the sun disappeared completely behind the hill. 

By the time Tyler got back to the group, Siros had used the energy from a thin sprout to quickly start a fire before wandering off to look for more firewood, leaving Hayden to prod the small blaze. 

The old Calt looked up as Tyler approached.

“Everything alright? It took ya a bit to tie your beast up.” 

“Uh...no, I was just thinking...wondering, actually.”

“About what?” 

Tyler paused before clearing his throat and sitting down.

“Um...where exactly are we headed? Siros mentioned a Warrior’s Summit?”

Satisfied with the blaze, Hayden snapped his poker in half and popped it into the fire. The orange flames licked the new fuel, quickly turning a roaring yellow. 

“For the past several years, the Warriors have met in cities across Mondrian to exchange news and welcome new acolytes. This year, the summit is in the Molting city, Teramandul.”  

Hayden reached into his bag for something and then threw the object at Tyler with it landing an inch from his foot. It was some kind of dry food that had been wrapped in leather tubing. 

Oh, that’s dinner. 

Realizing how hungry he was, Tyler ripped the casing off and cupped a handful into his mouth. The taste was similar to a protein bar but with a pinch too much salt. It wasn’t bad, but it couldn’t hold a candle to the food at the Silver Fawn. As they chowed down, Siros returned, arms full of deadfall. He was grinning.

“What are you so happy about?” Hayden grunted mid-chew.

“Just, uh...do you remember the sword you made for the Duke of Claremont," he laughed.

“The ‘swearing’ sword?”

Hayden glanced at Tyler and quickly cued him in.

“I enchanted a sword that shouted curse words every time someone swung it. But—"

He returned his gaze to Siros.

“—if I remember correctly it was your fault, I messed up the enchantment.”

Siros brow furrowed, and he dropped the firewood, “I never—"

“—you were the one who swore while I was making it, infusing the blade with your foul language.”

Siros was quiet for a moment before realization lit up his face. 

"Oh, yeah...I cut myself on the blade while you were working...of course, I swore... you kept your weapons as sharp as my wit.”

Hayden rolled his eyes as he took another bite. Tyler silently spectated the banter. 

Enchantment? 

Zaran Kai hadn’t mentioned that in his explanation the day before.

Magic using words. Tyler racked his brain. That would mean—

“You’re a sage,” he blurted quickly before the conversation could change. Hayden blinked and glanced at Siros, who shrugged.

“Siros told me you were from off-world, but the fact you’ve never even heard of me...is strange,” Hayden admitted.

“Sorry.” 

“Don’t apologize. It just means I get to personally introduce myself for the first time in years.”

The old Calt stood with a groan, his knees popping in protest. Finally standing, he reached out and shook Tyler’s hand.

“I’m Hayden Roswell Briggs, mentor to the Warriors of Threngal and the first and only sage enchanter.”

With his greeting finished, Hayden took significantly less time sitting back down, nearly collapsing onto his mat.

Siros clapped his hands mockingly. “Bravo, Master Briggs. However did you manage it?”

Hayden ignored the sarcasm, gesturing for his snarky companion to introduce himself. 

Siros snorted. “The kid already knows who I am, right?”

Tyler opened his mouth to respond but hesitated just long enough to draw a raised eyebrow from Siros. 

“I guess it was a rather brief introduction. Ah, what the hell? My name is Siros Binod. I’m a seated member of the Warriors of Threngal, a Toran mage, a direct descendent of Ziell the First. I’m also a medic, fighter, adventurer, lover...yadda, yadda, you get the idea.”

The camp fell quiet as both Hayden and Siros looked at Tyler, who froze. He had no idea what his power was called. Possession magic? Apocalyptic prison magic? 

Is my name really all I can tell them?

“Honestly? Yes. But for the rest, just repeat after me,” Zaran Kai ordered. 

Heeding his inner voice, Tyler did his best to act like what he was saying wasn’t scripted.

“Hi, I’m Tyler Varus Arwen from realm...Drayca? It's off-world. I'm a vicar. A defense vicar. I do shields and stuff."

Hayden and Siros sat stone-faced. Tyler’s forehead began to bead with sweat. 

Wow, I suck at this. 

“So, that would explain your skill at blocking my aura yesterday,” Siros guessed, drawing a reserved sigh of relief from Tyler. 

“Remind me to set you up with a Thren tonight who actually has shield magic.” 

Nodding, Tyler joined in the jolly chatter as his companions moved past introductions and began retelling tales from their past. The whole time, all he could of think was what an odd trio they were. An old Calt, a snarky Tora, and a possessed teen. Not quite the average group of noble adventurers.

But at least I’m not alone.

The night quickly progressed, and Hayden and Siros began to get into more serious discussions about places and names Tyler didn’t recognize. He unknowingly began to tune out the conversation. 

He reached into his bag and pulled out the canine, marveling at its size even now. He didn’t know why he still had it, without any clear use for it in mind. 

I should just throw this away.

But for some reason, he couldn't. It was his last, messed up piece of Raven—a memento of what had almost killed her. 

I don’t want to remember her like this...I want to remember her grin, her messy hair, and the way she snickered every time I— 

Tyler gripped the tooth tighter. 

Why am I doing this to myself? 

His thoughts diverged suddenly to Raven’s last, hurried farewell. She had looked fine all the way until Siros had entered. Tyler glanced at the tall man sitting on the other side of the flames. He trusted Siros and so did Zaran Kai, but maybe, Raven knew something they didn’t. His chin hit his chest with a sigh. Whatever it was had left with her. 

“Where did you get that?”

Startled, Tyler’s head shot up to see Hayden staring at the tooth in his hand.

“I...uh...found it,” Tyler lied, wondering why he even needed to.

“May I see it?” 

Tyler hesitated before handing it over to Hayden, who held it up to the firelight. He twirled it expertly in his large, callused hand, squinting at it from every angle. Eventually, he brought the object right up to his mouth. 

Is he going to lick it?

He didn’t. Instead, he whispered something under his breath. The tooth began to glow an eerie white before, with a loud snap of electricity, it sparked out. The return of the fire’s orange luminosity accentuated Hayden’s darkening expression.

“It can’t be...where exactly did you find this? It wasn’t around here, was it?”

“No, I found it the day before I arrived in Calder.”

The Calt paused, running a hand over the tooth again. This time, it didn’t spark. “I hoped this was just a relic. A fossil unearthed by time. But it isn’t, and I fear what it means for Mondrian...”

“What? Why?” Tyler asked, suddenly nervous.

“This belonged to a monster called a Thren. A demon by the name of Urdu.”  

Shock curled in his veins like a cold snake. The beast had been a Thren and had a name.

“Who was he?”

“No one really knows for sure. He disappeared a very long time ago.”

“Then, how do you know it’s him?”

Hayden’s eyes began to dart about, fixating on the fire finally, his gaze lost in his recollections.

"Far from here, there is a place called the Temple of Ages, an ancient shrine to all those who fell in a great calamity a thousand years ago. Among the precious artifacts and relics, there are seven tapestries depicting the most powerful Thren to ever exist in Mondrian. The Ordinal. Urdu was among them.”

Did you know him? 

Tyler directed the thought inward. There was no answer from Zaran Kai, but Tyler felt an odd sense of guilt being generated at his question.

“What did Urdu look like?”

Hayden’s far-off gaze returned to the present, focusing on Tyler.

“The tapestry was old and quite possibly inaccurate. But on it, Urdu was a white amorphous beast with four mouths and twice as many limbs. The old texts I've read about him, however, tell a different story. In one of the chronicles of Ziell, he explained that the seven Ordinals could and often did retain a human-like form.”

Tyler thought for a moment. 

“If they looked like humans, couldn’t they blend in anywhere?”

“No. It was written that Thren of such power can never hide some parts of their true selves."

“Such as?”

“Their overwhelming presence is one thing, but most noticeable of all...their eyes. Inhuman and impossible to miss.”

Tyler was silent. He didn’t remember the creature having eyes which gave him hope that it had been something else.  Hayden handed the tooth carefully back to him. Despite his hope’s Tyler stared down at the white incisor as if it were a bomb waiting to detonate in his hand. Had Kira really defeated such a thing? Hayden chuckled darkly as he poked the fire with a stick. Sparks puffed upward, carried by the new burst of heat.

“There is nothing we can do about it now. We will be at the Warrior’s Summit in the next couple of days. We’ll tell them what you found and do our best to prepare. In the meantime, hold onto that tooth.”

Siros, having seemingly dodged the mood set by the discourse, climbed onto his sleeping mat. Blanket it in hand, he waived Hayden off.

“Don’t worry, kid. Hayden loves to fill men’s heads with old tales of such monsters...when he could be filling it with more suitable information.” 

“Like what?” Hayden asked cynically.

“The kid’s green. Pick anything. The specifics of the four laws of magic, how to use a magic item, what creatures and places to avoid...and how much smarter I am than you,” he finished with a chuckle.

There was a loud thud as Hayden brought his staff down on Siros’s back. There was a muffled curse and a head poked out of the grey wool. 

“That was uncalled for, old man. I hope Udder or Udur eats you.” 

“He’d have to catch me first.”

The other two looked at Hayden’s sizable gut before everyone burst out laughing. The moon began to rise over the hills, and for that single moment, Tyler let his problems sleep...unaware that, hundreds of miles away, one of his problems had just woken up again.

[image: A black and white drawing of trees

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

A Red Night

URDU

The rising crescent moon shone down on the lamp-lit streets of Calder, revealing a bustling Silver Fawn. Patrons streamed in and out of the inn, the static drone of group laughter and banter blaring into the street with every swing of the door.

Warm orange light muddled by glass poured onto the street. But with the light came shadows, out of which a figure appeared. A hooded man slowly limped toward the inn and into the light.

Despite his apparent injury, the stranger reached the door and pushed inside. Not wasting so much as a glance, he hobbled toward the bar and sat down. Right between the two largest men in the entire inn. 

One of the human mountains growled “Ay, runt. What do ya think you’re doin'?” 

“As if I’d waste the breath to answer a maggot like you,” the stranger scoffed.

Both men’s jaws dropped.

“What did he just s—”  

Without a warning, the hooded stranger turned and extended one of his hands to the larger of the two brutes. He bent a slim pointed finger as if flicking a mosquito. With a sluggish release, his finger slowly tapped the left giant's chest. A snap like a gunshot cracked in the room and the brute on the right rocketed away, slamming into the far wall. The bar shook like someone had dropped a sizable boulder on it. A few drinks spilled, but nobody seemed to care. 

The remaining man stared down at the pointed finger still resting casually in the middle of his chest. Suddenly his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed opposite his companion.

The cloaked stranger slipped his hand back into his robe.

“Damn, a misfire? I must be recovering, or I used the wrong spell...or maybe I didn’t. Or did. Or didn’t. Does it matter? No! Yes! No!” he hissed to no one.

A small giggle slipped out from under the robe, but soon, the noise rose into a shriek of insane laughter. The sound was not contagious, and the jolly noise in the bar died down. 

All eyes locked onto the hooded man and the two unmoving large men on the floor beside him.

After a few seconds, the innkeeper took a fearful step towards the chuckling maniac.

“S-sir?” Innkeeper Oswalt stuttered.

The laughter stopped so suddenly, the innkeeper flinched. The bar somehow grew quieter. The newcomer leaned in close, flashing an almost flawless, sparkling smile. A canine was missing, leaving a dark hole in a gleaming set of teeth. 

“I’m looking for some people. Wonder if you’ve seen them.”

“W-who?” 

"A pair of young girls, actually. Sisters, I think. One's made of that delicious pink stuff you humans cover yourself in. Um...what's it called...don't tell me, I'll get it. Hmmm—" 

The stranger's face stretched into another even wider grin, his sharply glinting eyes and words turning the innkeeper’s face ash white.

“Flesh. That’s the word. Or is it...? The shorter one. The younger sister. She’s made of black stone. Okay. Answer, now. Can you help me find them?”

“I...can try.”

"Good...good. that's all anyone can hope from your kind anyway." 

The two put their heads together and had a hushed conversation that ended with the stranger seeming satisfied. He took a step back and hunkered down next to the two men on the floor. He rested his palm on the left one’s chest and sighed.

“Don’t you just hate when that happens?”

“When what happens?” the innkeeper asked nervously.

“When they die so quickly. Just ‘pbbbbt’ dead. It takes all the fun out of it, but don’t worry. I’ll do my best to make the rest of your deaths...slower.”

As the moon reached its peak, the night was filled with a howling, maniacal laughter. Moments later, a solitary figure strode out into the now silent town. He lowered his hood and stared at the moon, his silver pupils catching the moon’s rays and refusing to let go, glowing eerily like two, tiny stars. The only light left in all of Calder.

Only the shadows of the night heard his endless chuckle before he casually slipped into the darkness. 
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Changing Course

TYLER

As they journeyed, Tyler got to know his companions better and better. Hayden was not actually a seated member of the Warriors but had been a friend to the order longer than all of its current members.

Tyler also learned more about Hayden’s brand of magic, Enchanting. They had used Siros’s bag as an example.

“I enchanted this satchel for Siros when I first met him. It started out as a pretty ordinary bag at first...five squares of Black Ox leather, four hundred tweed stitches, a hemp handle covered in more leather, two cubes of—”

Siros cleared his throat. 

“...oh, Sorry. Didn’t mean to prattle on. What I meant to say is that this bag was like any other before I got my hands on it.”

“What did you do to it, then?” Tyler peered into the bag curiously.

There was a coil of rope, a couple of books, rations and a few glass bottles. Nothing special.

“I realized that Siros didn’t have access to the energy he needed when he was in dry or stony places. So, I added a garden to his bag.” 

Tyler glanced from Hayden to the bag and then back.

“A what now?”

Hayden grinned and took the bag from Tyler, opening it wide. 

“Just watch.”

With one hand in the bag, the old Calt moved his mouth wordless. There was a whoosh and then a loud pop, and the wood glen suddenly exploded with fauna. Carrots and an abundance of tree saplings sprung upwards, the grass around thickening and flushing a lush green. An old scarecrow lifted itself from the dirt and swung itself up onto its cross. 

With all the sudden growth everywhere, their small campsite looked like it had been hit with a bomb filled with green paint.

Tyler breathed out a ‘Woah.’

Siros, who had been quiet for the most part, set his book down and pulled one of the carrots from the ground near him. Brushing it off once, he bit into it with a satisfying crunch.

“I’ve tried to grow other food, but carrots seem to be the only ones that want to get big enough to eat.”

Hayden waved his hand. The garden hummed and shook until it shrunk into the earth with a puffy hiss.

“That was amazing.”

Siros picked his book back up returning his gaze to the pages, as he spoke. “It certainly is.” 

“I’ve only seen you use plants for energy. Can you absorb it from other things too?”

“Plants are easier for me, due to practice. They also have some of the highest energy concentrations. Not to mention they’re abundant...but yes, I can absorb other things too.”

“Like what?” Tyler pressed.

“Well, I’ve never made a list but off the top of my head...fire. Steam. Other magic. A couple of explosions, and even lightning once...but that last one didn’t go well. At all.” His expression had turned grim.

Hayden snickered. “As I recall, you lost your top layer of skin, all your hair, and you had the most wonderful scent of burnt toast for over a month.”

Siros quickly pointed out he’d learned from his mistakes.

“What about living things like animals and people?” Tyler asked.

The camp fell deathly quiet.

Siros finally broke the silence by clearing his throat. “Yes. You can also do that, but it is forbidden

Siros’s left eye twitched, and for half a second, Tyler could have sworn it blackened slightly, but he couldn’t be sure.

“Are there Tora who actually do that?” Tyler went on, choosing to ignore the mood shift. 

“Tyler,” Hayden warned, looking over at the quivering Siros.

The Tora’s teeth clenched and he let the book fall from his grasp. The grass around him began to wither as he spoke. Tyler stood stepping back from the browning grass.

“There were...and they were called the Toran Dire.”

Hayden tapped Siros with his staff. The man jumped and looked around, worry in his eyes.  Noticing the wilting plants, he quickly waved his hand, restoring the vibrancy to the clearing.

Tyler remained where he stood.

“What the hell was that?" 

Siros buried his face in his hands. Though muffled Tyler could hear the emotion in his voice.

“I’m so sorry, you had to see that. I should have warned you sooner, Tyler. My life before the warriors, wasn’t a happy one. Things happened to me when I was young, and it still shows itself in unpleasant ways.”

Siros looked up at Tyler waiting for him to say something.

The look in Siros's eyes made Tyler feel like he was gazing at a lake. On the surface, shimmery blue and beautiful, but something frightening lurked in the depths and Tyler wasn’t ready to take that plunge. He decided to stay quiet. 

Feeling the darkness of the mood, Siros stood.

“I’m going to get more firewood.”

With that Siros walked out of camp. A few moments passed before Hayden stroked his beard turning to look at the dark woods his friend had just left too.

“I have watched that man save more lives than anyone I’ve ever known. He’s traveled this world trying to redeem himself and it makes me think that redemption...true redemption is when guilt can guide us to the good.”

Hayden reached into his bag and pulled out a small amulet. It was shaped like a short lute and was made of a jade-colored rock. He tapped it with his pointer finger, and it sparked once before growing into a small wooden instrument. He plucked the strings niftily.

“Tyler, have you ever heard the ballad of the Olenid?”

Tyler shook his head.

Hayden began to strum a couple notes. The instrument had an odd depth to it and filled the glade with its musical sound. Hayden began singing in a deep voice that rumbled through the air. Tyler didn’t understand the strange flowing words, but the song had a melancholy power to it. 

Like a sad lullaby, the notes called for him to either cry or sleep. Eye’s tearing Tyler rolled over on his mat and chose to rest instead.

******
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TWO DAYS HAD PASSED since they had left Calder when they finally exited the valley they had been journeying through. The lands behind them were covered in pine forests and hills, but before them, where the valley mouth opened, a gushing waterfall cascaded into the canyon filling the air with a fine mist. The trail grew thin and they were forced to dismount to lead the Sibaars by tether through the shadowy canyon. 

After painfully slow progress across the narrow path, they stopped for the evening and made camp on a slightly thicker part of the trail.

“We’re not going to make the summit at this pace,” Siros spoke, tired.

Tyler looked down the canyon trail and had to agree. The path was barely a yard and a half wide and zigzagged like a gigantic scar through the canyon with a rocky wall bearing down on its side. They had barely made it four miles that day on foot as opposed to the scores of miles the Sibaars traversed in a single hour the day before. 

“Why did we leave the plateau and go into the canyon?” 

Hayden lifted his eyes from the flames.

“What?”

“Why did we leave the plateau and go into the canyon?” Tyler repeated.

“The canyon path actually stays straighter than the path across the plateau.”

“Is there maybe another path that could get us there faster?” 

Hayden shook his head and returned his gaze to the flames with a sigh when Siros suddenly sat up and put a finger to his chin.

“There actually is a faster way.”

He then stood and began pacing rapidly, tapping his chin every time he turned.

“Hayden, how far would you say we are from Calder?” 

“Five hundred miles, give or take.” 

Siros sat down again and began rubbing his temples. He was quiet for a couple of more minutes before he told everyone his plan.

“If we backtrack half the distance, there is a faster way by following one of the tributaries before the canyon splits.”

“...And which waterway would that be?”

“The Eodine River.” Siros almost flinched waiting for Hayden’s response.

The old Calt’s eyes widened and he quickly stood, shaking his head rapidly.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“To make it to the summit on time, I would.” 

“We don’t know what’s in there. No one does. “

“So?”

Hayden fumbled for something to say to the simple response. Siros continued.

“Listen, with the three of our skills together, we can do it. Besides, no one’s heard a word in over two and half centuries.”

“It’s not an option,” Hayden declared staunchly.

Siros closed in and grabbed Hayden’s shoulder.

“If we don’t make it to the summit, the hall will be split, and Ventrix will win the next vote. How long do you think we will last against the Templars if his plan goes through?”

Hayden sighed heavily, his age finally showing on his face, the deep wrinkles under his eyes seeming even darker. He nodded after a moment.

“You know I’d follow you to the Ünderneath and back, but Tyler must make his own decision.”

Tyler had been sitting next to the fire, trying to follow the conversation, but he was lost. 

“Um...what are we doing again?”

Siros turned and moved his hand from Hayden’s shoulder to Tyler’s.

“To make the summit on time, we must pass through one of the most dangerous places in Mondrian.”

Tyler swallowed heavily. “Which is?”

“Calder’s mother city, Eodine.” 

“It’s another city like Calder? What makes it so bad?” 

Siros opened his mouth to reply but Hayden beat him to it.

“Eodine was indeed the mother city to Calder, but a long time ago, the city imploded and was torn apart by a civil war. The battle for Eodine lasted years with neither side giving in, and that was all anyone ever knew. Every scout and messenger sent to gather news never came back and it was believed the fight’s fierceness caused that. But after several years, other cities had had enough. A massive, armored battalion was mobilized to resolve the war, but they, too, failed to return. Even if both sides of the conflict joined together, they would not have been able to destroy such a force...an invisible force that seems to eat everything and everyone up...so, the place is believed to be cursed.”

Siros’s mouth shut as Hayden finished. The two men looked at Tyler and waited for him to digest the information.

His mind spun with possibilities. The city sounded like a bad idea, but two and a half centuries was a long time. The faster Tyler got to the Warriors; the quicker Zaran Kai would be willing to explain how they could help him find Cody. But if he died before he could get there, it wouldn’t matter much anyway. 

“If you don’t want to continue, your Sibaar can take you back to Calder,” Hayden put in.

I don’t know what to do. 

“I propose we sleep on it and figure it out in the morning after you have trained some more,” Zaran Kai put in.

Tyler had to agree that he needed time to think about it.

“Let me sleep on it.”

Hayden nodded and Siros seemed satisfied with that answer. 

With the night closing in, the fire was doused, and Tyler crawled into his sleeping bag. Lying on his back, he looked up through the narrow recesses of the canyon. 

The silver of the moon was practically invisible behind the dark cloud wall. As if someone had taken a pin to a piece of dark fabric, the stars were few and far between. The air was cold and seemed to make his sleeping mat feel damp to the touch. The sound of the wind blowing through the canyon made a low moaning sound like the entire world was sighing. 

Tyler turned on his side and closed his eyes, letting sleep take over his body, but his mind remained all too busy.
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"YOU REALLY NEED TO learn how to fight...strength and speed alone aren’t going to keep you alive for much longer,” Zaran Kai commented.

The Arwr didn’t answer as he was busy holding the blade of a hatchet away from his throat, the owner of which was snarling as he pressed down with all his might, lowering the metal tip half an inch closer. Tyler stuck the tips of his shoes into the chest of the bony creature, tossing the being over his head and into one of the moss-covered stones with a crack. The creature went limp and slid off the rock, disappearing into a puff of smoke. Tyler stood and lifted an arm to the dissipating cloud. It flew to his hands, and he felt the familiar sensation of his energy return. Accompanying it were flashes of battles and long silent nights as the new set of emotions that weren’t his flooded in. He shoved the violent new emotions down; underneath the countless other beings he had defeated that night. 

He looked up to see Zaran Kai land inside the pit.

“Can you give me some stronger opponents? The last five were pitiful as compared to my first one.”

Zaran Kai shook his head.

“I unwisely let you select your first opponent and you won on a lucky chance. I believe that a couple weaker opponents will raise you to a point where you can begin to attempt fighting tougher Thren.”  

Tyler stood quickly, his new emotions threatening to bubble out of him, each one melding together as good as oil with water. 

“I have to get stronger NOW! Cody was taken over a week ago. Who knows what kind of things he’s had to go through? What if something happened to him? Give me a stronger opponent. I need more of a challenge! I need—-”

“—Tyler!” Zaran Kai’s voice boomed in the rambling boy’s ears. “All your training would be pointless if you were killed here.”

Tyler stood in stunned silence. The tall Thren knelt down and set a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“Cody is strong. I believe that and you need to too, but the few enemies you have defeated are not enough.”

Tyler bit his lip, trying to hold himself back, but his new emotions broke through, surging down his arm. He suddenly swung his fist in fiery anger at Zaran Kai. The big being held up one hand and blocked the punch easily, and his other hand connected with Tyler's midriff, sending the boy sprawling. Tyler instantly pushed himself up, anger making him see red, but what he saw in front of him scared the rage right out of him.

Zaran Kai was right in his face. 

The big Thren’s eyes were the color of an ancient sun, awning, bright, and all-consuming. His voice was soft but resonated in a deep menacing rumble.

“Don’t.” 

Suddenly, the look was gone, and Zaran Kai’s normal brown eyes returned. He closed them with a mixture of realization and relief.

“I apologize. I forgot who you had just fought...”

He rubbed his face tiredly.

“That Thren’s name was Geisel. He had the ability to influence the potency of warlike emotions, such as rage and fear.”

Tyler looked down at his quivering hands.

“Oh...I didn’t know.”

“No. It’s not your fault, it’s mine. I should have remembered. We need to train and tame your new powers before moving on. It would become dangerous once you gain stronger powers to leave you to figure them out.”

Remembering what they had been talking about earlier, Zaran Kai spoke.

“I’ve come to understand your worries about your brother, so if you think you’re up to it, I will let you fight a stronger opponent. But I will be choosing the match for you.”

“Thank you.”

Zaran Kai turned and began walking towards the monolith, followed shortly by Tyler.
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WHILE HIS GUARDIAN mused over his opponent options, Tyler busied himself with the new armory he had asked to be built after arriving earlier. 

An array of weapons and shields decked out the four walls, all of them handmade by Zaran Kai during their travels. He was surprisingly skilled with metal, but Tyler had to wonder where he got the steel and iron from. Some of the weapons looked human sized, but others were obviously designed for stronger or larger beings. 

One of the larger weapons that caught Tyler’s attention was a hammer with a striking tip made of a chunk of stone the size of a large chest and a handle as thick as his forearm. Ignoring the more cumbersome weapons, he reached for a couple of throwing knives and a short, curved blade, watching the crescent-shaped metal gleam sharply in the ruddy light. He also grabbed what had quickly become his new favorite item, a shield. It was a small leather buckler that was light enough to move freely but still stopped most blows from weapons. The leather was already covered in cuts from all the fights he had gone through that night.

“Are you sure you’re ready?” Zaran Kai asked ducking into the human sized armory room.

Tyler hefted his shield onto his shoulder and turned to face him. Zaran Kai held one of the Thren souls in his hand. This one was light purple and about the size of a softball with faint, white steam smoking into the air around it. 

“Be careful.” Zaran Kai gingerly handed the soul to the Arwr. 

Tyler lifted the purple orb to eye level. The center swirled and pulsed, and he could instantly tell that this Thren was even stronger than his first opponent.

“This one is—” 

“—stronger, yes, I know...but I believe if you are cautious and smart enough, you can defeat it. If not, it just means I get a front-row seat to the end of the world. So, don’t lose.” Zaran Kai patted his back.

Tyler gulped and nodded before making his way down the stairs. 

******
[image: image]


TYLER LOVED HIS NEW shield. It was handy, lightweight, cool-looking, and best of all, kept the glowing magic spears from turning him into a shish kabob. Now, if he could just get as good with a sword as he was at not getting stabbed. 

As if on cue, the rock he was crouched behind split down the middle with a sharp crack. Quickly, he threw his shield protectively on his back and made a run for another outcropping of rocks. 

I’m too slow.

The realization hit him along with the force of the next magical bolt that lifted Tyler off his feet and propelled him onto his face, forcing him to eat a sizable chunk of grass and dirt. The shield had made the blow feel like a cannonball as opposed to a meteor, but Tyler’s spine still creaked with the effort of getting up. He turned and gave his pursuer his best, withering glare.

Why am I growing numb to this? 

He gnashed his teeth as he ran, looking for more cover. 

Meanwhile, his opponent floated slowly onward, unperturbed by the youth’s hate-filled glare. Its four spindly white legs never touched the ground, despite the being’s lack of wings. It just seemed to hover like it was on an invisible cloud. Its pale, human torso was bare besides a glowing spot in the center of its chest that pulsed rapidly, above which rested a bony head, shaped like a knight's helmet. Where the vizor should have been was a set of fifteen beady purple eyes that glowed dimly and threateningly.

The Thren lifted its clawed hand which shone purple for a second before a razor-sharp crystal appeared in its palm. The projectile was airborne a moment later and blasted into pieces the newest rock the Arwr had chosen as his hiding place.

Instead of running for more cover, Tyler stood and held his shield in front of him, bracing himself for the next attack. He had come up with a plan and he hoped desperately that his accuracy was good enough for it to actually work. His last throwing knife was held knives in his open hand.

“Soul 9: Geisel. Hey, Bony! You ever going to land one of those?”

The Thren gurgled angrily and lifted both hands. Tyler began to regret his taunt, helplessly watching as the biggest bolt yet began to appear. The thing was the size of a couch and filled the air with a strange, purple energy. 

With a loud grunt, the being released the rocket, which roared through the air towards Tyler. He deftly dodged and launched his own projectile as he did so. The dagger spun through the air as if in slow motion, and as it did, he could just hear Zaran Kai’s terrified roar echo from above.

“TYLER! GET DOWN, NOW!”
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Above the Eodine 

ZARAN KAI 

The boy had a split second to react to Zaran Kai’s warning. Throwing himself on the ground, he raised his shield to cover as much of his body as he could before the world erupted around him. 

The massive crystal rocket had detonated with an earthshaking boom, a purple mushroom cloud exploding upwards and covering the whole area in choking dust.

“TYLER!”

Zaran Kai pounded on the invisible wall that separated him from the battlefield. 

I have to get down there. 

As he lifted his fist for another strike, the barrier separating him disappeared, and he fell through. Thrown off-balance for only a moment, he leaped and rocketed into the pit. The dust billowed around him as he landed, and his eyes darted about, ears straining to hear anything. 

Zaran Kai's form began to change, his features sharpened and began to swell as he prepared for the worst.  

If the boy's gone, I'm all that's left—

Suddenly, the dust fifty feet away began to glow blue and Tyler emerged. Eyes aglow with a stinging violet color, he dropped the splintered wreck that was his shield and kicked it across the dirt. 

“I’m going to need another one of these.”

Mouth slightly agape, Zaran Kai slowly lowered his hands.

"Um...yeah. I'll get on that, but are you doing all right? From the ridge, it looked like— " 

“—I’m fine.” Tyler’s eyes clenched shut and he begrudgingly shook his head. “I just need a break from fighting, for a bit.”

Zaran Kai’s brow furrowed at the disheveled boy in front of him. 

I feel like I’m missing something here. He doesn’t look hurt, but...”

He shook his head clear of the thought.

“That’s fine. You have new tools at your disposal, and I’d like to avoid what happened earlier. Power training starts now.“ 

Tyler sluggishly blinked, dust sifting from his eyelashes. 

“In half an hour.”

A while later, Tyler stood at attention across from Zaran Kai. Mostly dusted off and with his eye color back to normal, he seemed to be doing better. 

Yeah, he’ll be fine.  

Zaran Kai nodded more to himself than to his pupil and produced the dagger that had dealt the killing blow. 

“So, I think it’s about time you stop surviving on dumb luck. Up to this point, it's been my fault. I gave you powers but never taught you how to use them or even educated you on what they were. But no longer. So, listen up...”

Zaran Kai cracked his neck, and then his knuckles. 

“...it’s training time. Starting with your last opponent; Jadeite was a skilled manipulator of corporeal magic. He could, and now you can, mold energy into solid, material shapes. It’s very important that— “

“—I think I got it,” Tyler butted in.

Floating just above the boy’s palm, a blue cube wavered precariously. His hand see-sawed back and forth trying to keep the object hovering in the center of his palm. 

“Not bad, but I should warn you— “

Before he could finish, Tyler lifted the cube and it shot forward. Curving slightly, it connected with the ground a fair distance away. The following blast shot upwards and lifted the entire ridge a quarter of an inch off the ground. Tyler lost his footing as dirt rained down on them. 

Zaran Kai pulled his fingers from his ears. 

“You need to control the output. The shape you just made was almost solid. Filled to the brim if you will. Releasing that much on your first time...I can promise your headache tomorrow will not be pleasant and the night’s not even done yet.”

After helping the boy to his feet, Zaran Kai spent the remainder of the night training Tyler’s new skill as well as the older ones he had amassed. They worked on different brands of projectiles and making large objects that could be used as shields. The two faced each other tiredly, having finished just before sunrise, and then Tyler’s form faded as his body awoke. 

Zaran Kai slowly turned and made his way back to the monolith, trudging up the stairs and into his forge. Lifting ash-stained tongs, he pulled a muddy red piece of iron from the dull flames and began melding with no real intent in mind. Just another distraction from the growing doubt that he had missed something.

Tyler

Tyler sat up and watched the smallest speck of light paint the eastern sky a dark orange. He sucked in a deep breath of the cold morning air and lay back down. 

I’m getting stronger but... 

The dark shards of stolen memories dug in, reminding him that they were there to stay. Sitting there in the early morning twilight, he pondered over various possibilities.

Should I tell someone, or should I just lock them away with the others?
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ZARAN KAI HADN’T LIED. Tyler’s headache was now reaching Richter Scale proportions, and enhancing the pain was the bounding gait of his Sibaar. Keeping his eyes closed helped slightly but wasn't an option for very long. 

“We’re five hundred strides and closing in...which means put your stupid book away, Siros,” Hayden shouted. 

Tyler opened his eyes. The spires that marked the gates of Eodine rapidly approached. The ruins of a wall stretched nearly a mile to the east and west with the archway above the entrance missing most of its peak, the jagged hole stretching all the way to the top of the thirty-foot wall.

As the distance between them and the ruined city shrank, the sounds of the wild stopped. The world had fallen dreadfully silent, excluding the pounding of their mounts’ feet. No birds could be heard. It was like the wind had died and even the hot buzz of insects disappeared.

Suddenly with high-pitched screeches, the Sibaars roared to a stop and paced back and forth a hundred yards from the forlorn gates ahead. 

The three of them attempted to coax their mounts forward, but the large mammals refused to budge.

“They won’t go any farther...they’re smarter than us, it would seem,” Hayden muttered.

They dismounted, accepting that they had to go the rest of the journey on foot. As soon as the three mounts were released, they bolted in the opposite direction from the city.

“This just means we’ll have to go even faster if we want to make it to the summit,” Siros instructed. 

He fearlessly strode through the shrouded gate and into the city at a rapid pace. Hayden lifted his satchel and staff and followed with Tyler taking up the rear, a little more hesitant as he looked around at the ruins.

Intact, the gate wall would have been twenty strides across and was made of thick gray bedrock. The portcullis was covered in giant rusty flakes, the sharp points at the bottom worn away to round knobs. Technically the entrance was shut, but the twisted and warped center struts had been blown inward. Opened or closed, anything could get into Eodine.

A couple of seconds later, Tyler hustled after his companions. The cobblestones clacked with age under his feet and the tall dark buildings seemed to leer over them. Like eyes, the long dark windows seemed to watch them. The streets were covered in forgotten refuse and items, making walking straight extremely difficult. Tyler opened his mouth slightly and noticed the air was dry, which also made the rasp of their feet echo ominously down the shaded street.

His heart thundered in his chest, making his headache even worse, and his feet felt numb with every step he took over the hundreds of forgotten items. Tyler’s eyes shifted about, looking for even the slightest movement from within the houses. His ears warned his brain he was in danger every time he accidentally stumbled over an obstacle. His tongue felt like dry wood lodged in his mouth. 

This city didn’t just feel empty, it felt...forgotten.

“This was a bad idea.” Hayden spoke, kicking a dusty weave basket out of his way.

Even Siros’s bravado seemed to be wearing away as his march began to slow.

The tight street ended, opening into something that made everyone pause. Soaring towers shot into the clouded sky, a stark contrast to the massive canyon that they grew from. Hundreds of massive stone bridges linked the split city together. 

The city wasn’t built over a crevasse like Calder was. It stretched over an entire canyon, the buildings taking full advantage of their engineering, looming over the valley farther than it seemed possible. 

It all would have been astoundingly beautiful, if not for its condition. Black soot dusted every inch of the chasm and drifted from the tall buildings, filling the air with ebony snowflakes. Long, dark vines slithered through nearly every stone, window or wall. Beside the strangling weeds, nothing seemed to grow or exist in the empty Eodine.

“Calder’s got nothing on this,” Tyler muttered.

“This was one of the oldest cities in Mondrian...it’s a shame to see it in such a state.”

“Yeah. Welp, that’s enough sightseeing...we have to get out of here before something bad happens.”

As if on cue, a girl’s terrified scream echoed through the ruins.

“Wait, is tha—"

Another horrific cry for help ripped through the silence, choking Tyler’s words. 

“Okay, everyone stay calm...we just need to...” Siros began, but Tyler had already shot off towards the noise.

His feet flew across one of the countless stone walkways, throwing black dust into the air with every step. The cries were coming from somewhere to his left. He had recognized Raven’s voice almost immediately. 

How did she get here? Was this where she was headed? Why would she come to a place like this? 

He was no longer keeping track of where he had come from. He just knew he had to get to her before her cries for help stopped.

Tyler’s foot suddenly caught on an upturned stone and sent him sprawling. One of his knees connected with the wobbling corner of one of the countless houses and it began to fall. He landed hard on his back and watched, almost in slow motion, as the house's heavy stones came down towards him. In desperation, he raised his arms and tried to create a small magic shield.

“Soul 45: Jadeite.”

He barely succeeded in time as stone after stone shattered onto the force field, each rock accompanied with a high-pitched ping sound as it broke. Tyler’s ears swelled with pain from the noise.

The collapsing building continued to fall around him, cracking the thin rocks he lay on, and suddenly, the feeling of the road beneath him disappeared. The cobblestone street had collapsed and was falling into a rapidly yawning pit. Tyler deftly wrapped his barrier completely around his body as he disappeared into the sinkhole, the sky above him disappearing. 

The cloudy light of day had turned to an absolute black that Tyler seemed to inhale with every breath he took.

He could no longer see the rocks plummeting around him, but he could hear them whistling as they picked up speed. Suddenly, his shield connected with a rock wall and his small cocoon was sent reeling. The next rock surface thrust him in another direction, and he was now bouncing between so many boulders, he felt like a pinball machine. 

With a sudden boom, Tyler’s shield punched into the underground floor. The Arwr lay on his back, stunned, staring upwards and trying to see the place he fell through, but there was no telling how far he had bounced from his initial descent. His force field began to fade and finally extinguished with a sad pop.

As he lay in the darkness, Tyler had just enough energy to curse viciously before he passed out.

Hayden

Siros and Hayden tracked Tyler’s footsteps through the city silently, absorbed in their own thoughts. The girl’s screams had stopped as soon as they had lost sight of Tyler. They hoped that was because she was safe or had received help, but given how long the city had been abandoned, it was almost impossible that a lone woman would have survived this long.

Suddenly, the ground began to shake, and a loud crack shook the streets with dozens of creaking houses ahead of them falling forward. Hayden responded quickly by throwing a small ring onto his hand as the cloud of dust billowed toward them. The smoky wall stopped a couple feet short of the duo, held back by the enchantment of the small ring. The sound of collapsing rubble reverberated into the sky and hung in the air for several minutes. 

A whole city block had been leveled, leaving a mountain of brick and stone barely visible in the fading cloud of dust. 

Hayden lowered his hands, straightened up, and removed the ring. The few clouds of dust that remained rushed into the vacuum left by the enchantment. Siros stared at the desolation for a moment before collapsing to his knees. 

“This is my fault. We should never have come to this city...I never should have-”

“—silence, Siros!” Hayden interrupted, putting his ring back into his pocket.

Siros’s breath hitched and he stood, whirling towards Hayden.

“What!?” 

“If that destruction didn’t wake up whatever lives here, your weeping certainly will. We need to hurry to the Southern gate. I believe that’s where the tunnels exit too.”

Siros glared in stunned silence at the old man. 

“We just lost...”

Hayden swiftly threw Siros’s arm over his shoulder and began to lead the way south. He gave his depressed companion a confident pat on the back. 

“We didn’t lose anyone. The boy’s going to be fine. There’s more to him than meets the eye, old friend, and trust me, if anyone can survive in a place like this, it’s going to be Tyler Varus Arwen.”
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Below the Eodine

TYLER

“Tyler! Get up! Before he— “ 

Tyler bolted upright and his head slammed into the low stone ceiling just above him. There was a sharp crack as bits of dust and shale rained into his clenched eyes. Tyler’s long groan was the perfect mixture of pain and discomfort. Involuntarily, his hand sifted through the several inches of dust beneath him. 

Probably helped break my fall.

Rolling onto his side, he blinked rapidly, trying to sift the gravel out of his eyes and onto the ground. As his vision partly cleared, Tyler warily opened an eye. Nothing. Opened or closed, all he could see was black. Reaching his other hand out, he pressed it against the stone roof. The rock was laced with cracks but held solid against his upward push. Tyler let his hand fall with a soft thump, filling the small space with a cloud of dust.

He covered his mouth and eyes with the crook of his arm to keep most of the airborne powder out of his lungs but muffled his next words.

“Soul 29: Imunate.”

A dull, yellow spark snapped across his palm and began to flow up his hand, coalescing just beneath his fingertips, digits now glowing like soft candles. Tyler moved his arm from his face. His heart dropped to the pits of his stomach.

A foot and a half.  

Any less, and Tyler would have been on the receiving end of a natural guillotine. The boulder he had hit his head on a moment earlier was a ruler away from being the blade. 

Tyler gulped, and then made a face. Everything tasted like dust. 

Using his light to look around, he discovered that, thankfully, he wasn’t trapped. The gaps in between the rockslide looked passable. He didn’t dare jinx dumb luck any more than he had already. Tyler gingerly began to inch his way upward. One tense army crawl later and he was out and able to stand, his sweat dripping gray with dust. 

He may have been breathless, filthy, and sporting a sizable bruise on his forehead, but the Arwr was alive. And incredibly lost.

Tyler felt he had to still be beneath, or at least near, Eodine.

That just means I have to find a way to head upward.

Flexing his fingers caused the light to flare from yellow to white and fill his palm. The mountain of rubble behind him paled in size when compared to the cavern it had fallen into, Tyler’s light a single star in an ocean of black. With a grimace, he raised his hand higher. 

“Come on. Brighter.” 

Several more feet of debris and the cave wall came into view right before his arm began to shake, straining to stay raised. Tyler’s ears began to ring. The throbbing pain from his bruise seemed to move inward, dripping, and then flooding into his skull. With a grunt, he relented, and the light shrunk to a candle again. The darkness effortlessly surged back into place. 

Tyler dropped to one knee. 

“Zaran Kai? What do I do?”

There was no response. 

“Zaran— “

Tick. Ssst. Tick. Ssst. Tick.

Soft, eerie sounds sound. Like someone tapping and then dragging their nail across a desk. Normal in a classroom, terrifying in a cave beneath the earth itself. 

Tyler slowly turned his head to look behind him. He couldn’t see what was making the strange noise, but he could tell it was getting closer. 

Tick. Tick. Ssst. Tick. Tick. Ssst.

Each cavity and crevasse in the rockslide seemed to resemble a black window as Tyler’s eyes darting wildly between them, straining to pick up the slightest movement. His hands began to tremble, his heart slamming against his ribs in tandem with the sound, which had sharpened and was growing louder and faster.

Tack. Tack. Tack. Ta—

A gray blur hit the dust nearby and Tyler bolted off the opposite way. He hadn’t even bothered to look. The sound of his pulse thrashing in his ear almost obscured the hideous ear-splitting moan that echoed behind him...and the hoard of screams that followed it. 

Using every ounce of his altered speed, Tyler rocketed through the cavern. The light in his hand bounced wildly, causing the shadows to shrink and stretch in a mad dance behind him. 

But he ran on.

Minutes passed, or possibly hours, Tyler’s only gauge for time was the roaring inferno in his lungs. The air felt like it had congealed into a thick oil—in tandem with the dust, it coated his tongue and throat, adding to the heat. But he couldn’t stop. The terrible moaning sounded so close.

A nightmare of hollow green eyes danced across his memory, and without warning, Tyler's light faltered and sputtered out. Chest aflame and extremities losing sensation, he couldn’t even scream in terror. 

With nothing to guide him, his knee smashed into an unseen boulder and he went sprawling. He slid for a few feet before grinding to a halt. A trickle of blood joined the lines of sweat dripping down his brow. 

TACK TACK TACK TACK...

No. It can’t end here. Not like this. 

Muscles bawling in protest, Tyler forced himself to stand. He couldn’t see. His light refused to return. All he could do was raise one clenched fist and wait as the dry screams echoed closer. 

“Not here,” Tyler muttered hoarsely. “Not here. Not here...”

His resolve might as well have been wet paper. Whatever was coming towards him would shred it and him to pieces. 

“FEAR.” A deafening voice chuckled in the deep.

The word alone sucked all the warmth out of the world and drove Tyler back to his knees. His sweat froze to his skin. The idea that light could even exist became abstract as the weight of pure blackness drove his aching body into the stone.

“YOUNG. OLD. WEAK. STRONG. EVERYTHING FEELS FEAR...”

Tyler tried desperately to breathe out of his clogged lungs. 

“Fear can lurk at the edge of blurred eyes. Patiently waiting in the dark...OR IS FEAR THE DEAFENING ROAR OF A BEAST, DROWNING OUT YOUR VERY THOUGHTS...”

The earth shook as a thundering howl lanced through Tyler’s head. Long strands of hot saliva dripped onto the floor beside him.

“...OR THE FINAL BREATH FROM A PAIR OF DROWNING LUNGS...”

Tyler felt something in his chest pop, and the taste of blood filled his throat.

“...OR THE SMELL OF YOUR OWN BURNING FLESH AS THE FLAMES ROAR HIGHER.”

Agony seared through his body, as his skin went up in smoke.

“THE SHARP PAIN OF MILLIONS OF TEETH AS YOU ARE DEVOURED, OR THE INEVITABLE BOTTOM OF A DOOMED FALL.”

All Tyler could manage was a whimper as, impossibly, both sensations cleaved through him. Through it all, he managed to pick up on a sound. A new sound. A single pair of slowly approaching footsteps. The voice was closer.

“But your unnatural fear of losing your brother...that is truly endless.”

“Tyler?” Cody’s scared voice called out.

“Cody?” Tyler mouthed faintly. His brother was close, within arm’s reach even.

“Help me! You’re the only one who can—” Cody’s crying voice cut short.

The dry screams mixed with the sounds of Cody dying alone in the dark was too much. 

Tyler’s sanity shattered, the shards sparking off any scrap of emotion or thought that remained. The illusions of fear evaporated engulfed in an apocalyptic rage. His eyes flashed open, solid black in color—an all-consuming void. They darted around the cavern before locking onto the form walking towards him. A mass of guttural snarls slithered through Tyler’s teeth as his hand drifted up to his neck and the amulet.

“We’ll...kill you.”

And with a jerk, the silver chain snapped.

Hayden

Siros paced nervously in front of the dark hole in front of him.

“I’m going in,” he declared.

A green stone flashed in Hayden’s hand. “For the hundredth time...you will wait here.” 

Siros stiffly marched to a nearby boulder, sat down, and folded his arms. 

The pair had arrived at the southern gates of Eodine an hour and a half earlier and had been waiting ever since. Hayden’s usually unwavering patience had worn precariously thin, as had the magic stone he had been using to restrain Siros and keep him sitting. The younger man was seconds away from charging into a labyrinth and Hayden was minutes away from being unable to stop him.  

“What if—" 

Siros’s voice died as a clacking of stones echoed out of the tunnel. Hayden grabbed an amulet from his bag and threw it over his head as the sound of footsteps sounded out of the dark hole. A patch of grass nearby withered and Siros’s hands crackled with energy.

Venomous malice was slithering out of the darkness awning before them. 

“I don’t know if we have a chance against whatever this is. The pressure alone is making it hard to stand,” Hayden muttered.

Siros grinned.

“Your weight alone is making it hard to stand. We’ll be fine. Besides, I can always— “

A form emerged.  

“I don’t think spelunking is my thing,” Tyler joked, grinning as he walked towards them. The boy was covered from head to toe in thick, black soot, streaks of dried sweat weaving gray tracks down his brow and into his shirt. A dark ebony liquid spattered his arms and dripped from the fingers of both hands, and a thin silver chain was roughly secured around his neck, disappearing into his shirt. 

However, he looked unharmed and even slightly upbeat.

Siros exhaled, dashed over, and buried Tyler in a massive hug. The boy seemed startled by the sudden show of affection but didn’t break away. Or more accurately, couldn’t break away.

“If I wasn’t so relieved right now, I would murder you here and now. What were you even thinking?! Running away from the group like that?"

“I won’t apologize. I thought I heard someone I knew in trouble, so I acted.”

Still mid-hug, Siros brought his fist down onto the boy’s head.

“Well, idiot, did you find her? Or something that was imitating her?”

Tyler stared blankly upward, suddenly interested in the sky His reply was empty but honest.

“Can’t remember.”

Hayden’s brow furrowed as he slid his items back into his bag.

“Then, what do you remember?”

Tyler’s eyes fell vacantly at his dripping hands.

“Honestly, not much. Fell into the dark, wandered around for a bit, and then found you guys."

Siros let go of Tyler.

"Well, we're just glad you're okay." 

Hayden hesitated and then nodded, keeping his numerous questions quiet for the time being. Siros forced Tyler to promise ten times over to never “run like a dunce into danger again” before he finally released the boy. Hayden gave a small smile at the antics.

Something had changed in the lad, but he was doing a good job at hiding it.

He made eye contact with Hayden for a moment before turning to help Siros push a huge stone block over the hole. It was just a moment; Hayden could have sworn something had clicked shut behind those pupils. Like the last glimpse through a closing doorway.

“Hayden! You coming?”

Siros and Tyler were now already strides away from the ruin waiting for him. Gathering himself, he hefted his bag over his head and joined the pair as they left Eodine, disappearing into the trees. 

A warm wind blew through the empty city they left behind, black ash drifting into the river, and somewhere far in the distance, the sound of songbirds began to finally fill the silence.

Zaran Kai

Zaran Kai winced as sweat dripped into the long gash that stretched from his cheekbone to his temple. Blood gushing between his fingers, he increased the pressure on his neck. A beyond lethal wound for a human, a not-quite fatal injury for a Thren of his stature. But it wasn’t the only one. His left arm and leg were no longer functioning properly. His femur had been shattered in several places, and three of his ribs had taken a detour through several of his organs.

I’d say I’ve had worse, but I’d be lying.

With a pained roar, he forced himself to rise and began limping towards the monolith, doing his best to avoid the craters and blast marks that littered the area. A trail of black blood pooled in every hobbled footstep of his. 

He whispered under his breath as he walked inside, “I couldn’t warn him about Vivix in time, but...damn you, Tyler. You have to become stronger because I won’t be able to stop them next time.”
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Two Days Earlier

RAVEN

The forest path was completely overgrown with brambles and roots, making it impossible for anyone to make it through without an axe and several hours. Luckily for Raven, she had something much better than an axe. The vegetation was quickly being thrown up in the air as Kira’s little stone hands ripped scars through the dense undergrowth. It had barely been half an hour, but she was a root or two away from clear-cutting a path straight through the Ringed Wood.

A moment later, the small statue stood at attention towards the end of the path, awaiting any order Raven may give her. Walking swiftly past her, Raven beckoned Kira to follow and made her way into the open heart of the forest. The Ringed Wood was abnormally circular for a forest and even stranger grew from the inside out. 

No need to clear a path here. 

The center of the wood was spotted with small saplings and new offshoots, and somewhere nearby, Raven was sure a small sprout marked the exact center, but she had no reason to go searching for such a thing. She just needed to keep moving. 

I mean...I have to keep moving. 

The words like a hair-trigger fired an all too familiar string of doubts through her chain of thought. 

Why? You don’t even know where you’re going. You have no answers. No leads. Her condition is probably incurable.

She didn’t realize she had stopped walking until Kira strode past her and quickly began ripping up the new trees. A far quicker task, the weak roots popped and snapped as they nearly leapt out of the ground. 

Raven shook her head.

“Kira. Stop. You can leave those ones alone. They’re not in our way.”

Her sister froze, instantly stopping what she was doing. Raven knelt down and ran a hand over the ridges of her sister’s hair.

“It’s okay, it’s not your fault. I should have told you to just follow me after you finished.”  

She kissed the top of Kira’s head. Raven was all too aware the apology would go unnoticed, and it hurt. Now more than ever. In the past twelve years, for better or for worse, she had almost gotten used to seeing what her sister had become. There was an empty comfort in what she couldn’t seem to change. 

But then...then, he had to appear.

“Siros Binod.” Her soft whisper went unanswered in the forest. 

He had changed his name from back then, but Raven could never forget that face. It was the face that had haunted her nightmares, the face of every vengeful daydream. A dozen years on the run, and suddenly, he had shown up looking like life couldn’t be better.

We’ve never properly met. That smile that followed.

Raven clenched her fist in anger and disbelief. Lying through his teeth. 

She grabbed Kira by the shoulders.

“Siros Binod can’t be Ansell. Right? The Toran of Mostra, Threngal Warrior Binod, the Saint of Shouriel...how can someone like that also be the same backstabbing, loathsome piece of human waste that turned you into this and kill...ki—"

Her voice caught in her throat. Painful memories and long dry tears threatened to surface. She reached for the necklace tucked into her tunic and pulled it out, clasping it and gazing at it. Two silver rings held to her neck with cheap twine. One circlet was covered in crescent moons the other in star constellations with the craftsmanship so fine that some of the designs were barely a hair’s width. 

Her rising emotions were countered with memories of strong hands reaching down and a comforting voice. Come, pick yourself up, Raven. A Crucian never quits. Raven’s hand tightened on Kira’s shoulder as she deftly tucked the necklace back into her shirt.

“He can’t be allowed to get away with what he’s done. It may be just you and me, Kira. But all that means is it falls on us to take care of Ansell. I promise we’ll find you a cure, and then together...we’ll end him.”

“I say, why wait?”  a low voice spoke from the other side of the tree.

Raven spun around, and in a flash, the weapon on her back was in her hands. The broken silver blade glowed from the noonday sun, but its light paled in comparison to the speaker’s eyes—two deep pools of burning mercury that seemed to outshine the sun itself.

"Someone trained you well. So, tell me Raven, was it Gabriel or Cassius?” Urdu asked.

Raven froze. She didn’t know who Gabriel was, but whoever this stranger was, he knew her father’s name. She clenched the sword even tighter and the blade began to glow white-hot. Urdu nodded as if that action alone answered his question.

“Ah, Cassius’s girl, then. I thought so. Same eyes. Same temper. And you must be strong to have survived this long, or is that all thanks to big sis there behind you?”

Who is he? How does he know so much? She didn’t recognize him. Or more accurately, it.

Definitely not human.

He stood well over six feet” and wore a light gray shirt with a black leather jacket of a strange make. 

Like what Tyler had been wearing when I found him. 

The stranger’s eyes were bright silver and seemed to keenly observe every aspect of the clearing, peering out underneath thin black eyebrows. His hair was dark and cut short with a small sprinkling of dark gray stubble spotting the bottom of his flat chin. 

A monster playing at being human. 

Leveling the steaming blade, Raven took a step forward.

“I don’t know what game you’re playing, or how you know what you do. But you can’t be allowed to tell anyone we survived...Kira. Break him!” 

Like a small black comet, Kira appeared in front of the stranger, her fist already inches deep inside his gut. A sound like a gunshot cracked in the air, and the single strike flung the stranger across the glen. He collided with a thick oak that snapped loudly before, with a deep groan, it fell to the ground with a crash. Raven smirked.

“Far stronger than you, have tried to kill us.”

Sheathing her sword, she began to walk out of the clearing. 

“I rather doubt it.” 

Raven’s head turned in shock to find the stranger sitting up, looking completely unharmed. The fallen oak tree was gone. Disappeared completely. 

“Well, that confirms what your little statue’s abilities are,” Urdu coughed brushing dying leaves off himself as he rose. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but she can negate aura. That would make her completely invincible to everyone. Except me. 

Raven gritted her teeth, hissing. “Kira, end this.”

The small statue rocketed towards her target again, throwing a second fist out, this time into his chest. The strike slammed the man onto his back, but he was back up in a flash. The third strike hit but this time, he remained standing. 

As Kira lashed out time and time again to no avail, Raven watched carefully, circling the duo as all the saplings in the clearing begin to wither and turn black before floating towards the stranger. 

With the forest around him now dead, the man began to smile sinisterly as his being crackled with pale energy. His silver eyes began to glow white. For the first time since he had appeared, he raised his hand. Kira’s small fist slammed against his palm, and the electric energy rippled down his arm, swarming around Kira. The ground around her feet began to churn and mulch. Slowly, she began to sink downward, her other hand still punching at him the whole way. 

Raven watched on in horror, benumbed. 

When Kira had sunken to her waist, the creatures other hand shot out like a viper, seizing the small statue girl by her neck. He paused for a moment before violently wrenching her out of the dirt and into the air, holding her up.

Kira continued to kick and strike the best she could while he laughed at the attempts before turning to look at Raven’s ashen face.

“Now. Call her off, or you’ll be picking up her shattered pieces,” Urdu cackled.

Seeing her sister vulnerable again for the first time in twelve years caused all Raven’s bravado to evaporate. Before she knew it, she had fallen to her knees, long-held tears streaming down her face. “Please don’t hurt her. I’ll listen to you.  Kira, stop fighting.”

The statue stopped struggling in the monster's grip. Urdu’s face stretched into a smile more like a grimace. He gingerly set Kira down, and then suddenly lifted his hand to the sky. 

The sounds and sights of the world went white for a moment as he released the energy he had taken from the forest. An ear-splitting boom rang around them followed by a wild shriek of laughter. 

Raven could only stare with a mixture of awe and terror at the power being released before their eyes. Trees whipped and snapped like in a hurricane. High in the sky, the clouds vanished, vaporized in the heat. The ground directly beneath the stranger began to erupt and bubble orange just as the beam of energy disappeared.  

With the shark tooth grin and laughter hidden behind his original calm demeanor, the newcomer stepped over the ring of lava. Despite the heat, his clothes were undamaged. He approached Raven and unexpectedly held out a hand.

“I apologize...but if you’re anything like Cassius, you would never have listened to someone like me. Unless you had no other choice.” 

Raven didn’t move and Urdu shrugged, continuing to speak calmly as he pulled back the grey hood and smoothed his slick, black hair. “For anyone else, I needn’t have gone so far. Extortion is such a human thing to do. Primitive. Uncreative. And besides, you want my help anyway.”

Raven brushed a stray tear from her cheek, then glared at the creature in front of her.

“I don’t need anyone.”

“An unoriginal response, little one. Especially for a human.”

Still straightening and smoothing his clothes and hair into place he continued.

“You may have guessed already, my dear, but my eyes are special. I know everything about you, Raven. I know your thoughts as soon as they cross your mind. Think about your life for just a second and it becomes an open book before me.”

That’s not possible. No one could...

“Possibly know the pain you’ve been through with just a look,” he finished, cocking his head at her with his eyes glinting. 

Raven's breath caught in her chest. Every mental barrier. The walls of isolation. They all meant nothing. The feeling of her memories laid bare before such a person was overwhelming. She didn’t know how to respond and neither did her body. Tears threatened to crawl back into her eyes. Her fists uncontrollably clenched and unclenched as shivers racked her body. 

“What...d-do...you want?” Raven whispered quietly.

Urdu nodded knowingly and turned his face away, pretending to survey the state the forest was in. 

“You seek Siros Binod or Ansell, whatever his real name is, and I can deliver him to you...ready to receive any justice you see fit,” Urdu spoke, now pacing around Raven. 

“W-why would you do that? Do you hate him too?” 

Finding and smoothing one last lone hair back, Urdu answered. “I couldn’t care less what happens to him, but I know you do. Immensely. So much so you would do almost anything to get your hands on him...even help me with your new friend. Tyler.”

It took every ounce of willpower she had left, but she stared into the man’s silver eyes. 

“What do you want with Tyler?” 

Urdu raised an eyebrow at the sudden boldness.

“Interesting. I simply want to assist him in reaching his true potential, nothing more. After all, Tyler and I go way back."

It was impossible to read the stranger. She didn’t know what he meant by any of it, but it didn’t sound reassuring. Quietude surrounded them for a moment. 

Can he really deliver Ansell? Can I really sell out Tyler? Her instincts yelled that she should take the deal. She and Tyler had only recently met. Why should she care? But deeper than instinct, she remembered Tyler rescuing her from the cliff and taking care of her as they traveled, carrying her as he searched Calder. That worried look in his eyes, the anxiety his body contained, yet the gentleness with which he handled her. 

I guess that’s that. Raven slowly reached behind her, hand shaking as her fingers wrapped around the pommel of her broken, silver blade. Urdu waited expectantly as she stood and pointed it at him.

“I’m sorry, but I have to refuse. My revenge is worth only one life. Mine or Ansell’s.”

Urdu chuckled softly.

“I worded my offer very specifically. I said “almost” anything, and even without my eyes, I knew you would decline that offer. But what if I changed the deal?” Urdu strode closer until he was exactly a blade’s length away from Raven. He gestured towards the small alabaster statue of Kira standing motionless in the middle of the clearing.

The soft whisper was barely audible. “What if I told you...for the same price...I can also bring your sister back.” 
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The Warriors Summit

THE CITY OF TERAMANDUL, although smaller than its northern cousin, Calder, was far more populated than the latter. Being next to the sea, almost all the southern coasts trade came through its busy markets. The path leading to the seaside port was so well-traveled that it was several yards lower than the grassy knolls it carved its way through. The effect of this constant flow of travelers into the city gave the road and gates a funnel-like appearance.

It was in this funnel that Tyler, Siros, and Hayden soon found themselves. The evening foot traffic was thick and hurried, forcing even the slowest of walkers to keep pace with the crowd. 

Tyler

Tyler had hoped that his grimy appearance would allow him some space, but he was sorely mistaken. The entrance was just too small. Another groan escaped his mouth as he felt someone step on the back of his shoe again. He had almost lost both shoes several times in the couple of minutes since they had joined the traffic and it seemed to be becoming more and more frequent the closer they got to the gates.

“Hold your bags tight. If you lose them, you’ll probably never see them again,” Hayden warned as they shuffled under the wooden gates and into the city. 

Immediately upon entering, the crowd scattered. People from all over Mondrian knocked into each other, trying to get to their chosen destination. Tyler felt a hand latch onto his arm, as Siros and Hayden dragged him through the throng and into an empty side street.

“The Molting city is still busy as ever,” Hayden wheezed.

Tyler, with his hands on his knees, looked up.

“Why is it called that?”

Hayden grunted and pointed above them. The teen had been so occupied with trying to keep from being trampled, he hadn’t even bothered looking up. 

His neck craned upward, revealing why the Molting City was so fitting a name.

The buildings, if you could call them that, were so haphazardly put together that they looked like they were trying to fall into or on top of the streets they bordered. The reason for the tilt of the structures was due to the numerous extra rooms and towers that sprouted from the older houses and shops underneath. The buildings didn’t stop with just one layer of rooms and apartments—each new layer seemed to have an even newer and more precarious addition built onto it. 

Just like an insect, the city seemed to grow and then molt, leaving behind older foundations that were soon buried underneath the newer architecture. It reminded Tyler of pictures of Mexico City or India, but he felt like Teramandul’s city planning took more risks than cities on earth would ever dream of taking.

“How has this whole place not collapsed yet?” he asked, staring in awe at a bakery that spanned the street, randomly connecting two separate buildings.

“Nails, screws, and a whole lot of aura,” Siros answered as he walked away.

Hayden and Tyler followed their companion, the latter slowing his pace as he tried to take in more of the city’s abstract appearance. 

Underneath the sound of city chatter, he could have sworn the buildings were creaking and shaking by their weight alone, not to mention the added weight of people commuting through them. The streets’ evening air felt warm and busy, filled with the agitated bustle of commerce. The drone of conversation mixed together with a melody that strummed softly somewhere nearby.

Tyler took a deep breath, stretching his new senses as far as they would go. Every shop door seemed to belch out its own scent, from the familiar to the exotic. Cinnamon and warm bread, rare spices, searing meat, oils, tanning leather, and other smells Tyler couldn’t name.  

“Hurry up, Tyler. The city’s not getting any smaller and our inn is still quite a way off,” Siros called from ahead, now several building lengths ahead of him. 

Tyler sped up and soon, the three of them were walking side by side. As they winded and climbed through the bizarre buildings, he wondered how Siros could figure out where they were even going. 

Despite the randomness of the path, they eventually found themselves at their destination. 

The Uneven Peacock Inn.

The tavern truly lived up to its name. The weight of the inn’s upper stories had caused the lobby to lean far to the right. This, in turn, left the back wall with a strange curve, giving the broken and bent assembling boards an appearance like the tail feathers of a peacock. As Tyler admired the details carved into the walls display, the innkeeper walked out of a side room.

Recognition lit up her pixie-like face as she approached, a warm smile following. She was just taller than Hayden and appeared to be just younger than Siros, with curly brown hair that fell to her shoulders. She wore a white dress with a brown cotton apron covered in diamond-shaped stitches. A ring of green jade keys was attached to her hip and clinked together as she closed the gap with her arms open and hugged Hayden and then Siros.

“Briggs...Binod...it’s been far too long! And you seem to have added a rare third. Who’s this?”

“This is Tyler,” Siros answered quickly.

Unperturbed by the sizable amount of dust Tyler was still caked in, she gave him a hug as well. She then threw a withering glare at Hayden and Siros before asking why the boy was in such a state. Not waiting for their answer, she turned back to him.

“Well, it’s good to meet you Tyler I’m May...and don’t you worry, we’ve got a great washroom upstairs.” 

May laughed as she patted his shoulder before finally turning fully to face Siros.

“So, the usual rooms for you, I assume?” 

“Yes, but...” Siros began.

“Those should serve just fine,” Hayden interjected as he turned to leave, not so subtly grabbing Tyler’s arm and leading him up the stairs. 

Siros, meanwhile, remained behind with May in the lobby.

“Why did you do that?” Tyler whispered as he trudged up the crooked stairs ahead of Hayden.

“Did you notice those odd keys attached to May’s belt?” 

“Yeah, what about them?”

“They are a rare magical item that gives her the ability to "lock-up" intangible things...but only if someone consents to it, and that fool Siros took and lost a bet with her. So, she got to lock away something of his.”

Tyler winced before daring to ask, “What did she lock up?”

Hayden chuckled as they entered their room.

“Siros’s ability to read.” 

Tyler laughed as he recalled the number of hours he had watched Siros sit at a fire or on his Sibaar with a book, trying in vain to read even a single word. Tyler dropped his bag on the bed before walking into the washroom to clean up, grinning the whole time.

Hours ticked by before Siros could be heard slowly trudging up the stairs. The door to their room clicked open and he entered, and Hayden lifted the sign he had made out of some paper he’d found minutes before their companion had walked in.

“What does this say, Siros?”

“It says, ‘Can you read this, you oaf,’” Siros mumbled.

“Seeing as how you’re not ecstatic, I’m guessing you regained your ability to read but...took and lost yet another bet,” Hayden chuckled.

“She’s gotten a lot better at using those damn keys.”

Hayden lifted his old body off the bed with a groan.

“What did you let her do this time?”

Siros strode past him and collapsed on his own bed, refusing to say anything more on the subject. 

Hayden and a now clean Tyler teased him for a bit before crawling under their covers and falling asleep.

******
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ZARAN KAI FORCEFULLY brought his fist down, crushing the boy’s form into a cloud of smoke. Swinging his hand almost nonchalantly, he backhanded another one to dust. The last of Tyler’s projections was seized by the throat and squeezed until it disappeared.

“That was better. Still pathetic, but slightly better.”

Behind him, Tyler tried to stand up but found his legs and arms completely drained and trembling in exhaustion. Cloning himself had been difficult and weird enough but getting them all to simultaneously fight against a single enemy was like trying to herd cats. He finally lifted himself off the ground, clutching his aching head as he did. 

Zaran Kai wiped the clone dust off his hands as he spoke, “It’s time we tried to get you some more offensive powers. All this defensive crap is boring me to death.”

Tyler shook his head before giving Zaran Kai a thumbs up. The large Thren reached behind him, pulling out a soul roughly the size of a beach ball. Its white surface was shiny like marble and the interior swirled with slithering pale green lines. Jagged and uneven pulses beat through it as Zaran Kai dropped it on the sand with a heavy clump.

“This is a big one,” Tyler noted as he circled it warily. Taking his eyes away from the soul for a second, he looked over to his mentor. “Why’s it so large?” 

He then noticed Zaran Kai had disappeared behind a rock outside the arena. His voice rang out.

“Be careful. If the runes grow thicker and he starts shrieking, good luck!”

Tyler was interrupted from his follow up question when he heard a small giggle from behind him. 

******
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THE ARWR’S CLONE STARED down in dismay at the bright green letters that had appeared on his chest. A second later, an explosion blasted it into oblivion.

The real Tyler stood on the other end of the battlefield, sweating profusely, covered in burns and soot. His favorite wooden shield was now a pile of ash several yards away. He slowly peered over the rim of the sand dune he was on, looking for his opponent. The training field was pockmarked with craters and gashes, but he couldn’t see anything else. Rolling all the way down onto his stomach, he winced as one of his burns rubbed against the hot sand. 

“I’m really going to enjoy murdering that dirty little—”

A snicker from behind gave him just enough time to jump off the dune as it flashed with green glyphs and exploded. The shower of dirt filled the air with shadows as Tyler made a mad dash for the grass. There was a feeling of something click onto his remaining right shoe, and he looked down to see verdant hieroglyphics snaked around his laces.

“Screw off!” Tyler grunted, flipping his shoe into the air. Seconds later, the foot piece exploded into pieces of leather and fabric. Maintaining his speed, Tyler managed to cross the entire arena, and after several minutes of hard running, he collapsed behind a stack of granite pillars. 

“No, no, no, Arrwy,” the shrill voice of his opponent sounded from right behind him. The next moment, the pillars leapt skyward. On the move again, Tyler glared back in hatred at the little, gleeful Thren that floated in the air. 

Kübler Tiff, at first glance could have passed for a small child and was about as intimidating as one—that was, until you saw his face and hands. A flat frying-pan of a face held two eyes that burned and smoked like coals. A terrifying toothy grin was wrapped almost clear around the head, ending just behind the two waif-like ears. The massive blocky hands glowed a bright emerald color. 

The ancient little monster giggled again before wiggling his hands towards the ground Tyler was standing on. A line of neon green symbols shot through the air, connecting with the dirt for only a moment before going off with a loud bang.

“You’re doing great, Tyler,” Zaran Kai called out from his hiding place.

“Yeah? Thanks for the help!” Tyler shouted back.

He sprinted out into the open, bringing up a magic barrier as he ran. Kubler Tiff shrieked with glee and clapped. As he did, a giant green glyph appeared on Tyler’s magic shield. The boy ignored it, running straight for his opponent, tackling the little Thren out of the air just as the rune bomb exploded. 

Zaran Kai rubbed his eyes in slowly, walking out into the arena as he did.

“I can’t believe that worked. How did you have enough energy to make that final clone?”

The real Tyler, having passed out from exhaustion behind a nearby rock, didn’t answer.

“Oh, I see, you didn’t,” Zaran Kai mumbled as he reached down and lifted the boy onto his shoulder. He slowly made his way back to the blast crater where the remnants of Kubler Tiff swirled in a little vortex. Zaran Kai then not-so-gently dropped the Arwr’s unconscious body on the soul. Tyler groaned as the energy seeped into him, replenishing his reserves instantly. He opened his eyes and peered at Zaran Kai.

“You suck...ugh...were you actually scared of that little guy?”

Zaran Kai reached down and helped him to his feet. Turning to walk away, the large Thren spoke over his shoulder.

“Those bombs, although not lethal to me, sting like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Oh really?” Tyler chuckled before whispering, “Soul 545: Tiff.” 

Seconds later, Zaran Kai was howling and hopping around, clutching his smoking backside. Tyler laughed hysterically as his mentor chased him around the battlefield in mock rage.

******
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THE WARRIORS SUMMIT had been in session for several hours now. Tyler and Hayden sat with the other lesser members in the balcony above the proceedings. The six leading members sat around a large wooden table that filled most of the lower level of the meeting hall. Several banners emblazoned with the Warriors’ coat of arms had been hastily hung next to the doors. The table was cluttered with maps, letters, and half-empty goblets with the room smelling like wood, smoke, and dust.

Hayden tapped Tyler on the leg, telling him something new about the proceedings. He had been explaining, for the past couple of hours, who each member was and where they stood on some major issues. As the meeting continued, Tyler took the time to look more closely at each of the warriors. 

Seated directly below Tyler was Nicholas Threnbar, the descendant of the Lance of Thunder. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a short red beard the same color as his low-cut hair. Several bandages were wrapped around his chest and a long walking staff rested on the table next to him. He was the chairman and the most vocal member of the group.

To the right of him was Theron Obadiah, the descendant and current owner of the Ember Blade. He was also a tall man with a week’s length of dark stubble that accented the long hair spilling out of his black brimmed hat. On the back of the chair behind him, a burgundy crow flapped its wings, bright orange eyes staring across the table. The birds keen gaze seemed to follow the flow of conversation.

According to Hayden, Theron was the only one of the warriors who still had the legendary weapon that was his namesake. The rest of their weapons had been lost for several centuries. 

Theron had not spoken a single word beyond a hushed yes or no.

To Nicholas’s left was Brock Dunham and Talia Thrace, descendants of the Frost Guard and Luminance respectively. They had apparently been married for several years. Brock was a short but stout man and had a thick handlebar mustache that contrasted his bald head. Talia was slightly smaller than her husband with bright blond hair pulled back into a long ponytail. 

This led to the final two members, Siros Binod of the Toran Staff and Ventrix Turn of the Void Mace.

Hayden had openly stated that he did not like nor trust Ventrix and Tyler understood why just by looking at the man. Ventrix was thin and weasley-looking with a sharp nose and shifty eyes that seemed to observe too much. He was adorned in much finer clothes than the rest of the Warriors and seemed to be the main opposing force in much of the conflict. 

Tyler didn’t know what it was about his voice and mannerisms, but it only convinced him of Hayden’s statement that the man was a scumbag.

Tyler was interrupted from his analyses as the meeting escalated in volume.

“This is pointless arguing for such an action. Marching on the Templars would lead to a long and violent war that I don’t know that we can win,” Nicholas shouted. "With how we are now, Obadiah is our strongest asset and the blade has given him rigid instructions about using its full power.”

Ventrix slowly rose, tapping the table as he did.

“I, for one, question the validity of his weapons sentience as he describes it. It could be a lie to keep the rest of the Warriors weak and removed from ever becoming as powerful as we once were.”

Obadiah remained silent but the large bird on his seat cawed angrily. 

Talia stood suddenly, knocking her seat back, pointing an accusing finger at Nicholas.

“You would naturally oppose any action that would bring your brother to justice, wouldn’t you?”

“You know that isn’t true. What my brother has done is unforgivable. I thought his proposal of a united Mondrian under the Warriors banner was simply the overeager ambitions of a young man. I never imagined that he would take matters to such an extreme. I’m sorry for your loss, but—”

“—HE MURDERED ERVA!” Talia slammed her fists down on the table.

Quietude fell over the room. Tyler pulled on Hayden’s sleeve. 

“What are they talking about?”

Hayden sighed heavily.

“Nicholas had a younger brother named Titus who, years ago, lead an uprising against the Warriors, feeling that he could better lead them. He acquired several powerful allies and stormed the Citadel of Threngal—the Warriors’ stronghold in the city of Dinastia. No one saw the attack coming.”

Turning to look at Tyler Hayden continued.

“If word had not reached Theron, who was on his way back to the city at the time none of us would be here today. Using the Ember Blade, he was able to rescue all of us, but in the escape from the city, Talia’s sister, Erva, was killed by one of Titus’s new allies. We were all forced to run. The insurgents renamed themselves as the Templars and continued to further Titus’s original goal—complete control of Mondrian.”

“So, what’s the holdup? Why don’t we...they fight?” Tyler hissed, trying to keep the anger in his voice as quiet as possible.

“The Templars have had the time and the resources to increase their numbers tenfold since the rebellion, and how it currently stands, the odds of winning are not favorable, mayb—"

“—There’s still my proposition.” Below them, Ventrix had stood again.

Siros cleared his throat, speaking for only the third time since the meeting began.

“We have no way of locating the weapons and searching every inch of Mondrian and beyond for them with no clue is a fool’s errand. Besides, don’t you already have a weapon to satisfy that power lust of yours?”

Ventrix sneered at him. “If you are referring to the weapon that master Hayden enchanted and I rightfully inherited, then yes. Indeed, it is formidable and should be taken very seriously, but even it pales in comparison to those legendary weapons that are our right to have.”

Hayden folded his arms and slowly shook his head. Tyler didn’t miss the sadness in the gesture. 

“What’s wrong?”

“Ventrix’s father, Korbrin, was a good friend. In honor of what we had, I presented him with my magnum-opus, Dusksong...the best blade I have ever forged. It meant a lot to me, but I was glad it was being wielded by Korbrin...” 

Hayden took a deep, shuddering breath before continuing, “but he was seriously injured during the rebellion and his dying wish was to allow his son to inherit the saber. That was one request I couldn’t deny, and so, Ventrix inherited Dusksong.”

Tyler slowly patted the old Calt on the back. “I’m sorry.”

Hayden quickly cleared his throat, wiping his nose as he did.

“Thank you, Tyler. “

The debate in the hall had quickly picked up again. Talia lifted a hand filling the chamber with her voice.

“I call for a vote to march into Dinastia and end Titus and his Templars! All those in favor?”

Ventrix, Talia, and Brock voted lifted their hands while Nicholas, Siros, and Theron sat in grim silence. Talia slammed her fist down in frustration at the tie. There was a rustle as Theron’s crow flapped out of the way of his rising master. In a rugged voice, Theron addressed the room.

“Aggressive actions at this point would not only be incredibly foolish, but they would also be openly suicidal. My sources have informed me that the Templars have acquired two new and powerful Vicars, not to mention the thousands of foot soldiers they have drafted from the surrounding lands in the past couple of weeks. I think we all know what this means”

The information didn’t seem to shock anyone at the table but the audience began to whisper fervently. Theron’s voice cut through the din.

“It means, they’re preparing for something. Their forces now include seven Templar Destined, over five-thousand soldiers, several hundred-hired mercenaries, and the high-walls and defenses of Dinastia. They are nearly triple our numbers. There is no force currently at our or anyone’s disposal that has any chance against th—”

Suddenly, the large steel doors leading into the hall were swept open. The glowing magic lights in the room flickered as a hooded figure limped into the room propped up by one of the guards 

Tyler’s eyes opened wide in astonishment. 

The man’s borrowed earth clothes were shredded and covered in dust from traveling and he was sporting a large beard, but the teen recognized him instantly. 

“Are you the Warriors of Threngal?” he asked in a raspy voice.

“We are. And who might you be?” Nicholas answered lightly, belying the fact that everyone had tensed.

“My name is Kreatus. I’m a mercenary...but that’s not why I’m here. I’m here to bring grave news”

Ventrix let out an annoyed grunt.

“What could possibly be so important that you would have the audacity to interrupt a Warriors’ summit? Guard why did you let him in here?”

Kreatus bowed quickly but remained where he was.

“I apologize, but you’re the only ones I could think of coming to.”

“Ignore my comrade. Speak, Sir Kreatus,” Theron encouraged.

Kreatus walked to the table, reaching into his pocket as he did. A small, golden medallion skittered across the table, stopping in front of Nicholas. The carving on the coin resembled a tree being stabbed by two swords.

“The Templars were attacked. The city of Dinastia has fallen.”
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Star Wars and Prison Breaks

Cody

“So then, what happened?” Matt asked. The magical projections he had been creating froze as he waited for Cody to tell him more of the story. 

The young boy continued with gusto.

“He climbed out on the edge of the railing as the man in black approached, breathing heavily, his blade glowing an awesome red color...and the caped man spoke in a robotic voice...and said, “I...am...your...father!”

If Matt had a mouth, it would have dropped open in astonishment. Instead, he jumped to his feet, his claws digging into the stone while his spiked tail rang out a tune as it slid across the bars.

“How did I not foresee that coming? Are you sure the father of the sky walker was this Vader from Darth?”

“Um...yeah. It’s awesome, right? It’s one of my favorite parts from any movie,” Cody said. He laughed as he watched the Thren pace excitedly around the cage. Cody tried to get his laughter under control but seeing his new roommate so worked up was hilarious. 

Matt stopped his pacing and sat down suddenly with a click of his knobby joints. “There is your happy sound again...it’s so interesting. It’s been nearly three weeks and I still don’t understand its purpose. Can you teach me how to do it?”

“Do what?” Cody giggled.

“That! Your...glee noise,” Matt exclaimed, pointing towards Cody’s grinning face.

“Oh...it’s called laughter. It’s what we humans do when we’re happy.”

Matt folded his legs Indian style as he began tapping the area where his mouth would be. Cody sat down across from him on the other side of the bars. Matt mumbled away to himself, moving his hand to scratch the gnarled points on his head.

“Laughter...how does one laugh?”

“Imagine you’re eating, and somehow, some of your food flies right up your nose,” Cody suggested.

“I do not consume food, nor do I have a nose,” Matt remarked robotically.

Cody growled in mock frustration. He thought for a moment, racking his brain for something the Thren would find relatable. His face lit up as he shouted.

“Imagine you try to use a spell but it backfires and turns you bright pink.”

Matt shook his head. “If I had somehow failed in my casting, I would simply use the reverse spell to change myself back.”

Cody frowned. 

It’d be easier explaining humor to a fax machine. 

He ran his hand through his grimy hair, struggling to think of more things. When nothing coming to mind, he threw his hands up in defeat before collapsing onto his back. He looked at the dark tar and stone that made up the prison ceiling.

“I can’t think of anything that would make you laugh...ugh...is this how Tyler feels all the time?” 

Cody rolled over and looked at his prison partner. “Do you think people get less funny the older they get?” 

“I will do my best to assist you with that inquiry. How old is your brother?” Matt asked, sliding his tail under his neck so he could rest on it.

“Almost 19, I think.”

“Is that in human years?”

“Uh. Yes.”

“Hmmm,” Matt rolled onto his stomach to look at Cody. “What is his surname?”

“Does that matter?” 

“As a Sage, I have learned that simple words and names define who we are.”

Cody rubbed his hair some more. Feeling a thick knot, he pulled at it with his fingers. A dime-sized piece of tar. He grimaced. . He flicked it away before answering simply, “Oh...it’s Arwen. Our last name is Arwen.” 

Suddenly, the prison cell was unexpectedly filled with the sound like someone squeezing a piece of soggy driftwood. Cody realized the noise was coming from his companion. Shoulders shuddering, Mattnahr Keen clutched his sides as if they were aching.

“Is that your...wait, is that how you laugh?” Cody asked, confused, rising to his knees.

The odd chortle grew louder and louder as small salty tears rolled down Matt’s eye holes. He stood, bracing himself on a wall, his tail smacking the ground with every weird guffaw.

“I’m imprisoned. With the younger brother. Of...of Tyler Varus Arwen...”

“How do you know Tyler’s middle name...I never told y—" Cody began to shout.

In a flash, Matt covered the distance between them, phasing through the prison bars and entering Cody’s cell. He clapped a hand over the boy’s mouth, looking at the ceiling as he did. 

Did hearing just Tyler’s name set this guy off? 

Cody struggled in the wooden being’s grip, trying everything he could to slip out. He was just about to try licking his captor’s hand when Matt let go and stepped away.

“Remain in the corner. Do not speak or move. The city is under attack.” 

Matt raised himself to his full height—nearly 8 feet of spikes and petrified armor. He hissed a quiet spell and pointed a finger towards the corner. 

Cody suddenly felt like he was being covered in cold molasses. He looked down to see he had become completely transparent. Lifting his arm, he looked around the cell. He could see straight through it like it was made of glass. 

“Cool,” he thought.

Without warning, the temperature of the prison dropped further and all the torches in the walls sputtered before going out with a hiss. 

Thankfully, whatever Matt had cast on Cody allowed him the ability to see in the dark as well or he would have missed what happened next. He watched as the large stone door into the prison turned darker than pitch, and a man strode clean through it. 

The stranger wore long black robes and a leather breastplate emblazoned with strange writing. A vicious scythe like a half-moon poked out just above his shoulder while a black mist seemed to follow in his wake, billowing off his skin and seeping into the floor around him. 

He inspected the captives of each cell, stopping only twice to open some of the doors, before coming to a stop outside Cody’s cell. The man gawked at Matt standing in the center of the cell. He fell to his knees, the mist billowing off him even faster.

“Hail, Lord Keen...I never...I had no idea you were..."

Matt remained silent.

“...I am Aza’zel. The new Shade King of the Ingriniad Order.” 

Matt’s tail swung in an arc resting just under his feet. Azazel slowly rose, head still bowed slightly. 

Cody waited for his friend to speak.

“What happened to the old Shade King, Vivix?” Matt’s voice boomed with an unearthly baritone.

Aza’zel physically shuddered at the sound.

“The circumstances of my previous master’s fate are still unknown; all we know is he was slain. As his apprentice, I inherited his title and command.”

Cody looked at Matt and wondered how he had changed his persona so quickly. He had gone from a thin marionette puppet man who liked Star Wars to one of the most intimidating-looking things the boy had ever seen. His tail looked more like a weapon than the pillow he usually used it for, and his face was blank—merciless and dark.

“Speak your purpose, Threnling,” Matt ordered in a dangerously cold voice.

Aza'zel waved his hand and the prison door melted into the shadows. 

“Lord Aradune is here removing the Templar obstruction before heading South to deal with what remains of the Warriors.”

Suddenly, the walls around them shook as an earthshattering boom echoed from outside. Yelling and monstrous roars filled the night followed by the sounds of claw on steel ricocheting in through the thin prison windows. 

Cody scooted as far into the corner as he could, overcome with tremors of fear. 

Aza’zel continued.

“That would be the start of the new Ingriniad, beginning their assault.”

“Why, then, Shade, are you here?” 

“We had heard of Thren being held here from long ago but I never imagined I would find another of the six Ordinals...please, allow me the honor of escorting you to the battlefield.”

Another massive explosion shook the stones. The vines covering the windows abruptly fell away, illuminating the prison with orange light.

“I will not be joining such a pitiful cause again,” Matt uttered as the light lit up his back.

“May I ask why, Lord Keen?” Azazel flinched at the brightness. Matt waved his hand and Cody felt the spell over him slowly peel away. 

Aza’zel stared in shock at the sudden appearance of the human. 

“This is the Arwr’s brother and my new friend, and I’ve decided to help him with whatever he needs to do.”

“But...he’s human,” Aza’zel hissed.

“That may be true, but he’s my human.”

Cody stared up at him in wonder, suddenly not afraid anymore.

Aza’zel shuddered with sudden rage, his shadows filling the doorway.

“You’d betray us?! You were a warlord. One of our Ordinals. How could you?”

“Because, in the eons that have passed, I have learned that humanity has something we do not,” Matt spoke softly, shrinking down from his extended height. He lifted Cody from the corner, standing between him and Aza’zel. 

“That’s impossible, we lack nothing.”

“We...lack...compassion. Something this world sorely needs.”

Aza’zel’s shadows began to writhe and boil around him as his eyes turned a brilliant crimson. The temperature dropped even farther with the light coming through the window dimming to a muddy orange.

“I will not let you pass,” he snarled.

“Move...dark one...or you will be moved.” 

Aza’zel let out an animalistic roar as he and his shadows blasted into the room. 

Cody flinched, waiting for the darkness to overtake them, but it never did. 

Mattnahr Keen mumbled a quick phrase under his breath and waved his hand and a flash like the sun itself lit up the prison. The shadows vanished with a hiss and Aza’zel flew through the air, passing clear through the iron bars with a terrific explosion. His momentum continued launching him clean through the stone wall of the citadel and into the courtyard far below. Cody swore before standing. The bars of their prison glowed orange with heat.

“That...was...AWESOME! Wait, do the thing I told you to do if we found Titus.”

Matt walked over to the hole in the wall and looked down, shouting at the top of his voice.

“HASTA MY VISA, BABY!”

“Close enough,” Cody laughed, running to look out the newly formed bay window.

He couldn’t see the Shade anymore but the scene beyond was far worse. Cody grabbed his hair with both hands as he stared over the edge. 

The city was going up in flames and explosions. The heatwaves billowed through the air, distorting the scene below just enough to hide the beasts and monsters rampaged through the streets. Cody turned to his companion.

“Think you can take on all of them?”  

“Probably, but I am opposed to bloodshed in most cases,” Matt answered. He turned, nearly swiping Cody off the ledge with his tail.  Muttering under his breath again, Matt waved his hand at the stone door which turned into water and splashed onto the floor. Cody quickly slipped his hands under the stream of liquid before rubbing them through his hair.

“Didn’t you just kill that Aza’zel guy, though?” Cody asked curiously as he finished giving his hair a futile comb and wash.

“Of course not. He is of the shadows. Nearly immortal.”

Together, they climbed the stairs and entered a high walkway. The top of the Citadel had been taken out by some attack, giving it the appearance not unlike an empty Pringles chip can. Stacks of smoke billowed out across the walkway. 

Cody covered his mouth as he walked through one of the thicker billows. As he exited from the soot cloud, he heard an angry shout. A man wearing a studded leather jerkin was running down the stairs of the destroyed tower. Just below his throat was a tattoo with a tree being stabbed by two swords. He ran across the walkway, baring the path forward. Cody turned around to see Matt had stopped walking, choosing to remain unseen behind the smoke blowing across the rampart. The man’s bravado told Cody that he had no idea Matt was right behind him.

“How did you get up here, boy?” the man demanded, pointing a thin blade towards Cody.

“I climbed Rapunzel’s hair. You haven’t seen her around here, have you?” Cody grinned smugly.

“Wait...you’re Captain Titus’s special prisoner. How did you get out?!” 

“I wished really, really hard, and a fairy showed up.” .

“Hold your tongue, brat. You speak to a Templar Destined. Captain Titus still has need of you, so you will be coming with me,” 

“How about no? Also, I don’t know if you know this, but your tattoo looks like you’re getting strangled by a squid.”

The man glared at him, hatred pouring off him in waves. “Titus never said you had to have all your limbs when I brought you to him.”

His sword crackled with a strange gray mist before he swung it forcefully over his head. Right before it connected with Cody’s arm, Matt mumbled something before grabbing the blade with his bare hand at the same time. The wind suddenly shifted, clearing the smog and revealing Mattnahr Keen standing behind Cody, the blade held in his clawed hand.

“Please don’t be stupid and hurt my friend,” he grunted.

The man suddenly began to tremble before a fist from Matt collapsed him to the ground. 

Cody smiled upwards before continuing onward. Matt looked at the sword closely, pocketing it into his robe before following his young friend. 

They walked into the tower only to find rubble and debris had made the way impassable. 

“So, how are we going to get down now?” Cody asked.

“Oh, is that what we are doing?” Matt spoke with sudden realization. 

Cody turned around to look at him. “What did you think we were doing?”

“Truly, I haven’t been driven to move beyond these walls in over a century. Yet, you are the strangest and most enjoyable being I have ever met...so I intended to follow you at least until whatever task you are trying to fulfill has met its conclusion.”

Cody tried to hide his smile but he just couldn’t.

“Well, we’re going to try and get back to Earth...but first, we need to get out of this city.”

“Is that all?” Matt clapped his hands together before shouting. “Ajar Den Ken Cillian Fila Kai!”

There was a sudden sound like a drain and then a pop. 

Cody’s vision grew fuzzy and he found himself on a grassy knoll. He fell to his knees and dry heaved for a solid minute. It felt like he had just been on a merry-go-round for a week. He coughed a couple more times before looking dizzily at his surroundings. 

Large, chocolate-brown hills dominated the twilight, mostly illuminated by something behind them. Cody turned to see huge, golden flames blazing far below him as the city of Dinastia was razed to the ground. 

“Where are we?” 

“The Legion Hills outside the city,” Matt answered, lowering his hands beside Cody.

Cody stood, stumbling a couple of times as he tried to stop the world from spinning. “You can teleport? Why did you stay in that prison?”

“Because it was quiet and I needed some time to think.”

Finally gaining his footing, Cody playfully punched his friend’s wooden shoulder.

“Then, I showed up and saved you from that boring stuff.”

“I guess in your own weird way of thinking, you did...” Matt began.

But Cody had stopped listening and was looking to the west. He licked his finger and held it to the breeze, then sniffed the air and looked up at the stars. He knelt and picked up a handful of dirt.

“What are you doing?” Matt stared at him.

“Using my many years of boy scout training to find which direction we need to go in,” Cody explained as he sifted the dirt through his fingers. 

“But you recounted to me that you were only a scout for six days.”

“Something had to have stuck, right?” Cody dusted off his filthy jeans before beginning to march west. “...I think we should go this way.”

“But the Gate to earth is the other way.”

In one smooth motion, Cody turned and marched past Matt, keeping the same pace.

“I knew that...just wanted to see if you did.”

“Oh, then that was very clever.”

As they walked up the second hill, Cody called over his shoulder.

“Can’t you teleport us to the Gate? Or to Tyler?”

“No, to the first one as I have never been there. Yes, to second, but it would be very painful.”

“Why is that?” Cody climbed on top of a boulder.

“Because it would be directly to him...we would fuse with his flesh, in the process.”

Cody grimaced before jumping off the rock and marching on.

“Yeah, never mind. Let’s just stick to walking.” 

And with that, the human boy and the old Thren sage marched towards the horizon, the full moon slowly rising as they did so. 
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A Required Invitation

TYLER

“I’m so sorry, Tyler! I tried to hold on to you, but the gate pulled you out of my arms,” Kreatus said, regret and sadness in his voice. 

The two of them were seated at the bar of the Uneven Peacock, an untouched meal steaming in front of them. After the Warriors’ Summit had hastily been put off for the day, Tyler had run down and reunited with the mercenary with a hearty hug, inviting him back to the inn for the night. 

“It’s fine...I’m just glad that you’re all right. I was scared the worst may have happened,” Tyler admitted quietly.

Kreatus scratched the back of his matted hair. He had changed out of the ruined earth clothes Tyler had given him and had shaved his beard. The new clothing he had borrowed from Siros fit him much better than Tyler’s hand me downs. His companion now truly looked like a man from Mondrian.

“Likewise. You never mentioned you knew who the Warriors were, or I would have come here first.”

I didn’t until a couple days ago. 

Tyler smiled lightly but it soon faded into a much more serious look. He slowly sat forward, pushing his plate away as he did.

“Are you sure about what you told everyone? Are the Templars completely gone? Was Cody—”

Kreatus stopped drinking from his goblet, quietly setting it down. He hesitated, trying to think of the right words before giving a sigh.

“I can’t tell you, Tyler...not for certain, but there is a chance he made it out with a few of the survivors.”

“Really?” Tyler asked, a little hope coming into his voice.

“One of my old connections told me that Titus, some of the Destined and several high priority prisoners escaped as the city was being destroyed... Cody could have been among them. I’m sorry that’s all I know.”

It wasn’t as sure of an answer as Tyler would have liked, but his gut feeling still told him his brother was alive. 

Cody is still out there; he has to be. 

Some of the Templars escaping wasn’t good news, though.

“That gives me a little peace of mind, but can I ask why you were heading to Dinastia?”

Kreatus adjusted himself in his seat, grabbing his cup from where he had set it before answering, “Well, the gate dropped me off just outside Graford a small village far to the north, about a month ago...and not knowing what to do next, I did what I believed you would do. I began tracking down Titus and Cody.”

“A month? I’ve only been here for a week at most,” Tyler spoke in confusion.

Kreatus coughed into his cup, golden liquid spilling into his lap.

“A week? That’s not possible. If a forbidden gate can affect not just location but time as well, then that means...”

The pair shared a look of relief undercut by a realization at what could have happened.

“I guess we should just be thankful that it let us out a month late instead of years or centuries,” Kreatus murmured, echoing Tyler’s exact thoughts. 

May came by and refiled the spilled goblet. Kreatus thanked her before continuing his story.

“I was only a couple of hours behind Titus for the first couple of days, but they purchased mounts and soon outdistanced me. I could only guess where they were headed, so I continued east. After two weeks, I arrived in Dinastia to find the city on fire. A hoard of powerful monsters filled the streets. I escaped and hid in the forest, but I was at a loss. I didn’t know if you were trapped in the city or if you had even arrived in Mondrian at all. I waited for several days before bumping into an old friend. Another Mayakai. He told me what had just transpired and then urged me to go tell the Warriors...and here I am.”

After hearing what had happened to Kreatus, Tyler began giving a detailed recounting of what had happened to him. He, of course, left out some details, following Zaran Kai’s orders in his head.

After a while, Kreatus leaned back in his chair and let out a whoosh of breath. “Well, you had more action in a week than I’ve had in over a month...”

“Almost wish we traded places,” Tyler joked.

“I wish that as well. Going on an adventure with a legend like Hayden Briggs...gives me chills just thinking about it,” his companion spoke quietly.

“Do you want to meet him?”

Kreatus’s excited face was all the answer he needed. Tyler stood up and led Kreatus through the crowded inn to the stairs.  

Once inside their room, Kreatus hastily shook Siros’s hand before turning to Hayden. The old Calt rose from his chair, setting down the book he had been flicking through. Kreatus enthusiastically shook the hand that was offered to him. 

“I would never have believed that I would get to meet you, Master Hayden. It’s truly an honor. You made a hammer once for an employer of mine. Her name was Kylan Freemont. Do you remember?”

Hayden smiled.

“Gilliad, twenty-five pounds of stone and onyx, a very fine hammer. I hope it still serves her well?”

“I believe it still does. Saved both of our lives on several excursions in the upper realms.”

Hayden nodded, satisfied upon hearing the praises of his work. The two of them fell into discussion about previous adventures, and soon, Siros joined in. 

Tyler, not having much to contribute about what he wasn’t forbidden from speaking about, quickly excused himself. 

Making his way back downstairs, he found his and Kreatus’s meal been cleared away. He sighed as his stomach rumbled, a sore reminder of his mistake of not eating when he could have. 

“Maybe May has something,” Tyler thought, looking around for the innkeeper.

After searching for a bit, he found her in the kitchen. May’s face was covered in flour from a big pile of dough she was pounding into the table in front of her. She looked up as Tyler walked in.

“Don’t say anything. I can already tell; you’ve got the nibbles...I can see it in your eyes.”

“You caught me there,” Tyler chuckled, raising his hands in mock arrest.

“The rolls will be done in about 15 minutes. While you wait, you mind being a doll and taking that trash out? It goes in the crate right outside the door.”

Tyler nodded and picked up the large leather bag, walking down the hallway and out the back door. The alley behind the Peacock was right next to one of the city’s outer walls and ran along it for quite a way. 

The sun had just disappeared behind the horizon, casting the whole area into twilight. Tyler dropped the refuse into the large wooden crate beside the door, but before he could turn to go inside, he noticed someone walking towards him.

A man wearing a light clean smock and well-tailored pants made a beeline for Tyler with swift, purposeful steps. He had a silver handlebar mustache that stood out against his tanned skin. Reaching the confused boy, he held out a letter. Tyler hesitantly took it and peered at it in his hand. A bright purple wax seal with a strange coat of arms held it shut.

“You’re the young recruit that accompanied Hayden Briggs and Siros Binod to the Warriors summit today."

The message sounded more like a statement than a question but Tyler responded anyway.

“I am.”

“Then, this is for you,” the messenger spoke, handing him the letter before striding off quickly and around the next corner. Tyler stood stunned for a moment before looking more closely at the letter. The wax seal was emblazoned with a swirling circle that had thorns shooting out from the center. He cracked the wax and unfolded the thick paper. 

“You will visit me at this address in the next twenty minutes- Division 1. Regent Street. Oaken Manor. Floor 2. Room 1. Please place a finger on the small rune in the corner so that I know this letter has been received.”

Tyler paused for a moment before slowly pressing his thumb into the small purple symbol. As his finger made contact, he suddenly found himself walking down the alleyway. The letter quickly fell from his fingers as he tried to regain control of his marching legs. No matter how hard he pulled or attempted to move his lower limbs, they continued carrying him through what he realized were the back alleys and gutters of the Molting City.

He grasped at anything to hold onto, but he was going down the very center of the street. The wall was the closest thing to him, and even that was still several yards away.

“Zaran Kai? What’s happening?!”

No answer to his panic. He had left Tyler to deal with the strange predicament he had found himself in. His disobedient extremities marched him towards the center of the city, drawing more than a few awkward glances. His requests for help went ignored mostly due to the fact that he was continuously moving past whoever he was asking. 

A sharp right followed by another dozen turns, and Tyler found himself trotting down a lantern-filled causeway that led towards the higher part of the city. 

Larger and more extravagant buildings towered into the warm night sky. At least the spell that he was under was leading him to a nice area of town. As if on cue, Tyler rounded one last corner and one of the largest mansions he had ever seen appeared before him. It was almost a dozen stories tall and, just like the rest of the city, had rooms and towers that gave the structure a precarious girth. 

Tyler quickly scaled the long stairs towards the mahogany door. Marble pillars lined the walkway and held lavish bronze lanterns that glowed gently.

Tyler collapsed as the spell faded, depositing him right in front of the doorway. With a loud click, the large doors swung inward, and a man wearing a black three-piece suit appeared before his panting form.

“Follow me if you will, sir.” 

Tyler was pretty sure the best course of action was to turn around, but his curiosity had been piqued. Whoever had brought him here must have really wanted to see him. Besides, he wasn’t sure he could find his way back to the Peacock without help.

The servant closed the door behind Tyler as he gazed around the gigantic hall he had just entered. A rich, dark purple rug covered most of the hall except for the far corners where the original structures oak boards could be seen. A vaulted ceiling stretched the rafters as far up as they could go with a grand staircase wrapping around the hall, leading to open balconies and even more hallways. Even with the building's immense size, it felt strangely empty. Vacant. Except for the lone man guiding Tyler, no one else seemed to be wandering the halls. 

“Up here, sir,” the servant called back in a dull voice as he began to climb the stairs. “Watch your step. The master’s “renovations” haven’t been completed yet.” 

Tyler didn’t understand what he meant by that, but he followed anyway.

The stairs creaked precariously as he walked up them.

Aren’t these made of marble?

Observing his surroundings more closely, it all began to click into place in Tyler’s mind. All the pageantry was brand new, hastily added to the already existing building. Large marble slabs had been glued to the old oak frames. The old wooden beams had been wrapped with expensive fabrics covering their old textures. Pictures and murals hung over most of the old, rippled windows. 

As Tyler wondered who would do such an odd thing, he was led into a large office, and then, his question was answered.

“Ah, finally,” Ventrix sighed, sipping a wine glass behind a shining mahogany desk. He had changed his clothes to a very nice gray suit that looked like something a British nobleman would have worn back on earth. Expensive tapestries adorned the wall covering the windows. The only light in the room came from the fireplace. Tyler’s eyes fell to the top of the table where an ornate sword and scabbard rested.

Swirling his wine glass, the Warrior spoke.

“The lad who came in with Siros and Master Hayden. What is your name?”

Tyler was tempted to send the rich prick flying through the back wall of the room, but he was sure that would have repercussions. 

Besides, I am a little curious about what he wants from me.

“Before I tell you my name, I need to know why you used that walking spell to get me to come here.”

Ventrix drained his glass and stood up, walking around the desk and sitting on the front lip a couple of steps in front of Tyler. 

“Because Siros would never allow you to come alone, and I have found that honest opinions are not as honest when one is with company...now, your name?”

Tyler hesitated briefly. “Varus.”

“And what is your magical or combat background? Why did Siros draft you to his side?”

“What? Do you ask every new warrior this?”

Ventrix folded his arms. “I do if someone like Siros Binod brings them in.”

Tyler’s eyebrows furrowed but his response faltered for just a moment. 

“W-why just Siros?”

Ventrix readjusted himself, leaning forward slightly.

“I’m sure you have doubts. You've seen a little of his other side, haven't you? Answer my questions, and maybe I can fill in some of those blanks. How about it?”

“Why should I believe you know anything about Siros? You two don’t seem close,” Tyler shot back.

Ventrix huffed in annoyance.

“All the warriors know about Siros’s past, but I personally make it my business to know the social and monetary backgrounds of all the warriors.” 

“So, you can make sure you’re the richest?” Tyler asked accusingly.

“Partly...but also the strongest. Do you want to know what I know about Siros? What he is? What he’s done?”

“I don’t” Tyler answered flatly. They gave me a choice to leave before we entered the Eodine. But I'd make the same choice a hundred times over. I trust Siros. 

Tyler stood tall then, staring Ventrix down.

“I have only known about the Warriors for less than a week, but I can already tell you shouldn’t be one of them. So, adieus, prick. I’m leaving.”

Suddenly flushed with rage, Ventrix pointed to himself.

“You’d be wise not to make an enemy out of me, Varus.”

"Like you would know anything about wisdom. And for the record, my name’s not Varus. It's Tyler. Tyler Arwen."

Ventrix face paled, the red draining from it quickly. He slowly reached out behind him.

“Your brother mentioned that name. I never thought that you would..."

As Ventrix’s hand closed around the grip of Dusksong, his confidence seemed to bolster. He mumbled quietly under his breath.

“I don’t care what Titus said about you; No one can best me when I hold this blade.”

“Titus? Wait—" 

Ventrix drew the sword swiftly and a low hollow note rang out that blasted Tyler through the door. He flew into one of the many banisters with a crunch, the old wood crumbling under his weight. He grunted as he looked up. 

Ventrix held Dusksong aloft in his right hand, giving Tyler his first good look at the odd blade. Twelve perforations dotted the otherwise spotless steel and hummed quietly as the air flowed through them. The edge was razor-sharp for how wide the blade was. It more closely resembling a machete than a normal broadsword, but the strangest thing was the three steel straps that were wrapped around the razor edge, covering several of the carved holes.

Ventrix slid two of the bands along the sword's length, one up and one down. Tyler had half a second to flip over the railing as another swing launched a wave of burning brimstone that cleaved the banister neatly. 

Tyler rolled across the mansion’s lower floor as flaming pieces of wood and ash rained down from above.

“Dusksong. The Blade of a Thousand Spells! How can even you hope to fight against me?" Ventrix shouted gleefully, launching a wave of lightning that split the dining room table in half. 

Another slide of the metal brackets on Dusksong and a beam of ice froze a quarter of the building. Thinking quickly, Tyler called on a Jadeite barrier which blocked the barrage of incoming spells. Seeing a slight pause in the attack, Tyler dove behind the staircase to catch his breath.

“You’re working for the Templars! That’s the only way you would know about Cody!”

Ventrix chuckle reverberated from the floor above.

“Working for? I am a Templar. Always have been. I was with Titus from the beginning, and he was right. We could have been in the lap of luxury as rulers of Mondrian. I wish I could have been there for the rebellion, but I was out on a stupid assignment from my father...glad he’s gone. Grungy old bastard. Only regret is not getting to see him croak.”

Tyler's teeth gnashed in rage.

“How can you say that about your own family?” he snarled, ducking below a hail of stone arrows that obliterated a section of the stairs. 

He winced as wooden shrapnel carved new scars and holes in his skin and shirt as it flew through the air. Trying his hardest to bring his barrier up again, he hobbled quickly into the open. 

Ventrix, seeing Tyler out in the open, reached up and slid the brackets clean off the sword. Dusksong began to glow and hum with power, sending low vibrations through the air. Lifting the sword above his head with both hands, Ventrix's voice rose to a maddened cry.

“Family?! A belief for the weak...yet it means so damn much to you. It’s the whole reason you’re even here, isn’t it? Well, how about this? Your brother is a rotting corpse right now!” An inane grin split his face.  “He was taken by Mattnahr Keen. A Thren prisoner. One of the original six, an Ordinal. You failed, boy, and your brother's bleached bones are the only things you'll ever be able to hold ag—"

“—Soul 6-Ordinal Vivix.”

Tyler blinked before him, holding his blade. The Arwr quickly unfused from the liquid-like shadow behind the quivering man, his eyes glowing like blue stars. Green letters ran along Dusksong as Tyler’s soft whisper made its way to the pale man’s ears. 

“You’re lying. I would know if my brother were dead...and you should be grateful you’re wrong, because if Cody were gone...I would’ve personally walked you into the abyss myself along with anyone who got in my way.”

Dusksong shattered, covering the floor in glowing steel. 

Ventrix’s body was racked with shudders as he dropped the pommel of the broken sword on the ground, collapsing to his knees. Drops of cold sweat ran down his face. Wheezing where he was, Ventrix couldn’t bring himself to look up. A dark stain ran down his leg.

Tyler’s lip curled in disgust as he turned and walked down the stairs. His eyes returned to their normal hue and intensity.

As he approached the door, it suddenly flew open and Siros, Hayden, and Kreatus rushed in. The trio froze as Tyler strode right past them. 

The warm night air greeted him as he took his first couple of steps outside after what felt like a long time. He called over his shoulder, a strange and harsh undertone to his voice.

“He’s upstairs, pissing himself. I’ll let you take care of him. See you tomorrow.”

Siros and Kreatus ran further inside but Hayden remained where he was. He nervously called out to the rapidly retreating Tyler.

“Where are you going?”

Not speaking loud enough to be heard, Tyler whispered.

“To get stronger.” 
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Trials

WITHOUT HIS WEAPON and surrounded by the entire Warrior assembly, Ventrix was allowed to be tied to his chair with a single length of rope. He still wore the same clothes from the night before and his usual manicured hair was in a disheveled heap on his head. He didn’t make eye contact with anyone, choosing to stare at the floor instead.

Hayden approached from the side, carrying a thick cord necklace that glowed with a cloud of faint, gold dust. He slowly lowered it around Ventrix's head, muttering a spell under his breath. With the rope in place, Hayden took his leave, stopping for a moment to whisper into Nicholas’s ear.

"This item will compel him to speak and keep him from lying outright...but there are loopholes, so remember that.”

“That’s fine. Thank you, Master Hayden,” Nicholas dipped his head.

Sitting directly across from the accused, Theron slowly rose, keeping his burning gaze on Ventrix. A thin line of smoke floated from a ring on his hand. The crow behind him flapped and cawed once, which seemed to calm the man, but only slightly.

“Tell me, Ventrix, from your own mouth. Why are you on trial?”

Ventrix looked up, shaking his hair out of his eyes as he did so. 

“Warriors of Threngal. You believe that a legacy alone is enough to justify where you are. I believe as Titus does. You’re all weak. Time has made you soft. So, we, the Templars, simply took matters into our own hands.”

Talia rose, her face a mask of blind rage, almost jumping across the table to strangle him. Her husband grabbed her, pulling her back to her chair, placing a reassuring hand on her heaving shoulder. Theron gave Brock a thankful look before continuing.

“How many of the Templars remain? And where are they?” 

“Five of us, counting me...and I was never told where Titus and the others escaped to,” Ventrix choked out, the rope amulet around his neck forcing him to speak.

As the trial went on, more and more of Ventrix’s dirty works came to light, all being forcibly revealed by Hayden’s cords. 

After the final questions were answered, the warriors convened for a moment, talking quietly before disbanding. 

Talia seemed to have grown even angrier as Theron rose to his feet.

“Ventrix Turn, you stand accused of being a member of the traitor’s faction calling themselves the Templars, supplying said faction with inside information costing dozens of members their lives, as well as hundreds of other serious breaches of the Warriors’ code and honor. For these crimes, you were almost unanimously agreed upon to be executed, but according to Orders laws, it must be unanimous. Siros voted for a lesser punishment of life in prison...which we begrudgingly agree upon.”

Siros was not watching the proceedings, choosing to keep his chair turned away from the accused. Ventrix grinned, an insane giggle rising up in his throat.

“Siros? You think this is kindness? A swift death would be preferable to what’s coming. The Thren force that destroyed Dinastia will lay waste to Mondrian and its pathetic inhabitants. They scattered the Templars in a single night...and razed a city to the ground in half that. You think you stand a chance against such a thing? You’re all doomed! We’re all doomed! We’re all going to die! HAHAHAHAHA!”

With his wild cackling following him, Ventrix was quickly dragged out by two of the guards stationed at the doorway. 

Deafening silence fell upon the hall. Talia stood swiftly and stormed out, followed quickly by Brock. Nicholas quietly informed the remaining members that they would meet again tomorrow and decide on what to do next. 

And with that, the second day of the Warriors summit ended. 

Hayden

With the meeting adjourned, Tyler and Hayden made their way out onto the balcony just beyond the conference hall. The day was overcast, and the ocean in the distance was a dull gray color, the waves choppy. 

The air had a light breeze that rifled through Hayden’s long beard. He stroked it flat before looking over at Tyler, whose eyes were locked on the ocean. 

“That’s quite a thoughtful look you have there, boy. What’s on your mind?”

Tyler ran a quick hand through his hair and then down his neck as he turned, walking past Hayden towards the stairs.

“Just some personal things...you wouldn’t understand...” 

As the boy disappeared, Hayden sat down on a flat section near the railing and closed his eyes. Every time he saw Tyler, his presence sparked a strange familiarity that he couldn’t place. He knew something was going on with the teen and that he was special, but what? His magical prowess alone was evidence of more below the surface. 

A prodigy perhaps? Just like Siros. 

Hayden sighed heavily; the world seemed to be racing onward a little too fast for an old man like himself. He wished he could just stay seated and enjoy the distant sound of the waves crashing against the shore. 

Just then, the wind began to pick up and his long white hair began to blow everywhere. A lone strand found its way into his mouth, causing him to cough. He stood quickly to return inside, mumbling to himself as he walked huffily.

“It seems even nature won’t let me relax.”

Tyler

Tyler walked slowly through the streets, still deep in thought. The night before, after his fight with Ventrix, he had returned to the hotel and gone to bed with the full intent of training. But when he arrived in Umb Locus, Zaran Kai hadn’t been there. The monolith, the forge, and the battlegrounds had been void of any sign of life. Not knowing what else to do, Tyler had done his best to find a Thren soul he could reach. After an hour of terrifying climbing, he had been able to find one and take it to the battleground.

Tyler whispered under his breath as he walked.

“Soul 336: Gnash Zul.”

A couple of ethereal chains appeared and began to dance along his fingers as he rounded a corner. After the fight, he had, again, spent hours trying to find Zaran Kai, even using this new power to scale down the edge of the cliff. But his guardian had been nowhere to be found. 

Was the Thren in trouble? Were there more places in the monolith than he knew? Than he had access to? 

More pressing, though, were the memories of the defeated. He shivered, thinking of the new soul’s cold and empty memories bouncing around among the dozens of others. 

Far too often now, he caught himself having flashbacks and recollections of memories that weren’t his. Most of the time, it didn’t last long enough to affect him, but—

He suddenly bumped into a concrete post. A grunt of pain escaped his lips as he stumbled backward a couple of steps. Why was it in the middle of the street, and who had left such a familiar looking coat on it? Suddenly, a small black hand appeared from the fold of the robe, grabbing Tyler by the shirt and lifting him into the air. The motion gave Tyler the moment of recognition he needed.

“Kira? What are you doing here?! And where’s Raven?” He was too surprised to be bothered by the statue’s menacing hold.

As always, Kira didn’t answer, but she did, surprisingly, set Tyler down. She then shivered once, let go of him, and lunged for his hand. The grip was tight but not crushingly so. And with that weird action, Kira started marching down the street with Tyler being pulled along behind her. 

They hadn’t been walking for very long before the scent of hot coffee simmered through the air. Kira suddenly took a sharp right, dragging Tyler into what looked like a café. The aromas of cream and spice mixed together in the air gave the whole shop a complex layer of a warm and cozy atmosphere. 

Even with the appetizing scents, the shop only had a few patrons seated in the wood booths and iron-encrusted lounge chairs. A small group of merchants scanned papers in the back corner, a thin man holding a strange musical instrument played softly in another, and a familiar girl sat in the third, staring into the steaming cup in front of her.

Kira approached with the Arwr in tow, causing Raven to almost spill her drink. She cursed under her breath, wiping the few escaped droplets off the table. 

“I didn’t expect her to find you in the first five minutes we arrived. I hope she didn’t hurt you too badly.”

Tyler slid into the other side of the table, a smile lighting up his face.

“Surprisingly, not. It’s a lot nicer to be led by the hand than to be carried by the shirt.”

Raven smiled lightly, looking at Kira before returning her gaze to her cooling cup. Her hair had been thrown into a hurried ponytail and her clothes were worn gray from travel. Tyler leaned in on his elbows, speaking softly.

“It’s really good to see you again, but didn’t you have some other business to attend to?”

Raven 

Raven took a deep shaky breath, her orders coming to the front of her mind. She still didn’t understand why Urdu wanted her to tell Tyler almost everything, but...

“I did, but on my way, I ran into something. A monster masquerading as a human. He ordered me to tell him where you were, and I refused. But he overpowered Kira and forced us to tell him where we last saw you...”

Tyler reached over lightly touching Raven’s hand.

“Are you all right? Did he hurt you?”

Raven looked up in surprise, tears suddenly threatening to break free. She glanced quickly at Kira before pulling her hands away from Tyler’s. 

“We’re fine. I told him you had gone north, but he knew I was lying. I had to tell him you were here. I’m sorry, I think I’ve...put you in so much danger.”

“I can’t imagine someone beating Kira. Are you sure you’re alright?” Tyler repeated.

“He said you knew him,” she responded softly.

“Knew him? Did he give you a name?”

She hesitated before uttering, “Urdu Rakke.”

Tyler

Tyler shuddered, not from recognition of the name, but from the sudden appearance of Zaran Kai’s presence for the first time in two days.

“Did she say Urdu spoke and gave her detailed instructions?”

“Where were you yesterday...and why is that so important?” Tyler lashed out angrily.

“Ask her what he looked like,” Zaran Kai ordered, ignoring Tyler’s questions.

Tyler asked Raven Zaran Kai’s question.

“He was a little taller than you, had short black hair streaked with a little gray and...had terrifying silver eyes that glowed like nothing I’ve ever seen before.” 

Tyler had never felt Zaran Kai’s presence feel shellshocked and it was a strange experience. He sat quietly, waiting for his mentor to say something. 

Raven

Raven, unaware of the inner monologues or lack thereof, continued,

“He was the strongest thing I’ve ever encountered and I told him where you were. I’m so sorry...I don’t know when he’ll strike, but if he does, Kira and I are here to protect you the best we can.”

“It’s not your fault. He forced the information out of you. I’m just glad you’re okay.” His sincere smile made her bite her tongue hard enough to taste a little blood. She wanted to warn him so badly, but Urdu had proven that Kira’s circumstance was reversible. He had even given a little demonstration. He had returned a speck of Kira’s emotion and free will. 

Raven glanced over at her sister. Her orders that day had been to find Tyler and bring him to her. The old Kira would have carried Tyler into the shop over her shoulder like a bag of wheat, but whatever Urdu had done had worked. Seeing Kira choose to hold hands without orders gave Raven hope that she could get her sister back. But could she truly follow any and all of the instructions Urdu had given to her? 

“Raven? Raven?” Tyler waved his hand in front of her.

She looked up. 

Tyler spoke apologetically, “I have to go and...talk...to somebody, but I would appreciate any help you and Kira can provide. I’m staying at the Uneven Peacock. If you tell the innkeeper Lemay Wickham that Tyler sent you, she can help you get settled. Don’t worry. Together, I think we’ve got this.”

And with that, Tyler swiftly walked out the door. Raven stared after him for a bit before sweeping her drink off the table.  After a few seconds of breathing heavily, the rage subsided, and she buried her face in her folded arms on the table, mumbling sadly under her breath.

“Idiot...you shouldn’t trust me...”

Kira remained silent.

Tyler      

“THERE’S A LIBRARY IN HERE?!” Tyler asked, amazed.

He had left the café, returned to the Peacock, and gone straight to bed. After waking up in Umb Locus, he had tracked down Zaran Kai to find him in a study hidden in the dark, ashen hallway leading into the monolith. He would have missed it if the door hadn’t been slightly ajar. Flat and with no distinguishable handle, it was no wonder he couldn’t find it the day before. 

Zaran Kai didn’t answer Tyler’s question about the library, absorbed in erasing markings on the floor. 

Tyler marched forward and grabbed the large being by the shoulder, trying to turn him around. Feeling a small tug on his shoulder, Zaran Kai seemed to notice the boy for the first time.

“When did you walk in? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. We need to find the weapons. The Warriors will need them.”

“Why? Because of the Thren army that destroyed the Templars?”

Zaran Kai gave a confused look. “What? No, didn’t you hear the girl...Urdu Rakke has somehow regained his form and memories since that day—"

“What does any of that mean? What day?”

Zaran Kai seemed to catch himself, his eyes fidgeting before he continued a little slower. 

“Okay, so...Urdu was an Ordinal. A very dangerous one like me, but worse. Kind of. But since the extinction he’s been...um...banished into a chaos portal...and he’s really bad news, and..." Zaran Kai trailed off, searching for something else to say.

“...And?” Tyler prodded nervously. 

“Weapons! We need the Weapons of Threngal. There might be hints and clues as to where they’re hidden in here somewhere.” 

The large being turned quickly, grabbing more dusty tomes off the shelf and flipping through them quickly. Tyler still had questions, but Zaran Kai seemed to have no clear answers he was willing to share. The boy gingerly reached for one of the books, hefting it onto his lap, and began flipping through it. He quickly gave up. The words in the book were written in a spidery language that filled the whole page. It looked like a child had tried to write a symphony using a magic marker.

“How can anyone read this?” .

“Very slowly?” Zaran Kai grumbled angrily. “We need someone who....”

His face suddenly lit up and he reached over, grabbing Tyler’s shoulder. 

“I need you to go find Hayden and bring him to your room.”

Before Tyler could ask what felt like his millionth question of the day, he found himself sitting up in his bed back at the Peacock. He looked out the window at the sun which had begun its slow disappearing act behind the line of the deep, blue sea.

“Find Hayden and bring him back here to your room,” Zaran Kai repeated before fading away, giving Tyler no choice but to obey the order.

Whether through coincidence or dumb luck, he found Hayden just downstairs having a light conversation with another inn patron. Tyler approached the pair, catching just the end of the conversation as he did.

“...I’m sorry sir, I don’t enchant weapons anymore. I would still happily enchant something else if you should ever need it. Good day, sir.” Hayden gave a forced smile as the sulking stranger walked out. 

“Ah. Tyler. How can I help you? Did you solve any of those inner conflicts?” 

“Kind of...would you come with me for a second?” Tyler asked, keeping his voice light.

“Can I ask why?”

“You could, but I honestly don’t have an answer.”

Hayden shrugged and followed the boy upstairs. As they entered their room, he shut the door behind them.

“So, what’s the problem?” Hayden cocked a white brow.

He turned to find Tyler staring at him with dark, fiery orange eyes, visibly shaking, hissing orders at himself in a deep voice.

“Stop fighting me, Tyler, we need his help and I don’t have time to teach you this type of aura...” his eyes closed.

Hayden took a wary step back. “Uh...Tyler, are you okay?” 

Eyes that held smoldering coals within snapped open and the deeper voice filled the room.

“Master Hayden, my name is Zaran Kai. I was a friend of Tyverius. I’m sorry I have to do this, but I need your help.”

In a swift glowing strike, Tyler’s fist connected with Hayden’s solar plexus, dropping the old Calt. Before he could hit the floor, however, Tyler shoved Zaran Kai’s presence out of the way and caught his old friend, quickly setting him on the bed.

“What the hell was that?” Tyler spat.

“Your turn.” 

“What?”

Without warning, Tyler blacked out.
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Revelations

HAYDEN

Having just finished leafing through yet another massive volume, Hayden sighed. He still hadn’t found anything that pertained to what Zaran Kai had asked. The room wasn’t lit or dark, it was just grey, Hayden decided, not knowing how else to describe it. Setting the huge tome down filled the air with an explosion of dust. He waved his hand through the smoky air, clearing the view of the arguing duo whose noise filled the otherwise silent study. He shook his head with a chuckle as he reached for the next book.

Tyler

“You can control my body while I’m awake? Since when?!” Tyler didn’t bother masking his anger.

Zaran Kai opened a book, glanced through it, and set it on Hayden's growing to-do pile. 

“Since the garage, but I never needed to. Until now. If you haven’t guessed already, time isn’t on our side.”

Having exhausted one shelf, Zaran Kai began walking towards another with Tyler close behind him.

“That still doesn’t make it all right to just...” Tyler grimaced, uncertainty filling him.  Beaten on one front, he immediately decided to pursue another.

“You still haven’t told me why you disappeared last night. I looked everywhere for you. What were you doing in here for so long?” 

Zaran Kai snapped the book he was holding shut, his teeth now grinding in annoyance. He took a deep breath and pointed towards the far corner of the room. A large, wine-colored mirror sat ingrained in the wall, papers spilling off the table in front of it. Tyler glanced at Zaran Kai before apprehensively approaching the ruby glass. 

It wasn’t completely smooth like a normal mirror. Small runes were etched around its reflective surface. Tyler set his hand on it for a moment before pulling it away in shock. The thing was burning to the touch like it held a great fire at bay. Ignoring the strange, heated mirror, the young Arwr looked down at the table. Unrecognizable maps and charts covered it, many of them covered in charcoal ‘X’s. On top of the pile sat a much older map with a circle drawn around it, and inside the circle was a small piece of scrap paper with a quick note written in broken English: 

“Tell Tyler brother found...now find Tyverius instructions.”

Tyler glanced back and forth between the message and Zaran Kai. 

“You found Cody? Really? Is...is he okay?” 

Zaran Kai answered without looking away from his scroll.

“He’s currently with an old ally of mine who will be able to keep him safe and bring him to us within the next couple of weeks. Meanwhile, we will attempt to find traces of where Tyverius hid the weapons.”

It was a lot to take in. Cody was alive and safe. Tyler was going to see his brother again. All the fears of what might have happened, all the nights spent worrying—it all fell away, sinking into the warm, rising wave of relief. 

Half smiling now, Tyler reached for a nearby book, finally thinking of the task at hand.

“So, what are we looking for, exactly?”

“If I knew, we would have found it already,” Zaran Kai grumbled.

Hayden nodded in agreement as he thumbed through another thick tome. Tyler shivered. It still felt weird seeing someone from the outside in such a place. 

Like sharing a dream. 

“...And Hayden’s here because—" 

“—Because all of this is written in a tongue that master Hayden is the sole speaker of. That, and he also knew Tyverius”

Tyler turned to Hayden who had just flipped open another large tome. They had spent most of the night filling in the old Calt on most, but not all, of the situation, and Tyler now understood why he had taken it suspiciously well. 

Hayden looked up as he brought over a stack of books.

“Does this tongue have a name? Can you teach it to us?”

Zaran Kai answered from across the room.

“Not without a lot more time than we have...”

"Well, then how does he know it?" 

“Well, to put it simply...” Hayden began.

Zaran Kai cleared his throat.

“Simply won’t cut it with this kid. Just tell him the whole story, I don’t want to have to explain it later...but keep searching while you do.”

Hayden nodded, taking the books from Tyler.

“To begin, you must understand that aura hasn’t always been accessible to humans. Before and shortly after the Thren extinction, no human had ever wielded it. Tyverius realized back then that dark days were ahead for the world of men. With so few left alive, he knew that they would need every advantage if they were ever going to survive, and so, he established a lineage of guardians that would do just that. He called them the Roasai, and he taught them the four origins of aura so that they could find individuals who were capable of each, and in this way, gain strength. For nearly half a millennium, the Rosai guided mankind, looking for those few who were adept enough to learn. But a couple of centuries ago, the order began to lose their focus, changing and threatening, like the Templars, their own secret conquest of Mondrian. But before they could, the old Arwr reappeared and forcefully disbanded the order, erasing any mention of them from history. He then came to me. I was only a fifteen-year-old apprentice when he told me that that I would continue the Roasai. I spent the next 120 years by Tyverius’s side, and he taught me the language of the Ünderneath, how to recognize the four origins of aura, and even a new form that he had created called Enchanting. It’s thanks to his teachings that I’m the person everyone knows of today.”

Satisfied with the explanation he gave, he began to pick up another book, but Tyler already had another couple of questions loaded. 

“Wait, how old are you? And if Enchanting isn’t one of the original types, how does the Wardens’ aura work? Where do they get their weapons from if not from an Enchanter?”

Busy in a scroll, the old Calt murmured, “I’ll turn 165 this year, and that question is what makes Enchanting so powerful. I can create a magical item that anyone, even without their own aura, can wield. If you were born a Warden, however, you would already have aurical energy and it would flow into an object or item that was important to you even if you didn’t know it.” 

“What do you mean if you didn’t know it?” Tyler asked confused.

“Wardens make up a hefty majority of all aura users. So, if you knew what to look for, you can tell if someone is a young Warden. More often than not, their weapon or item is near the place they grew up or spent most of their time.”

Trying to organize the stack of books in his arms and the pile of questions in his head was proving problematic for Tyler. A heavy tome slipped out of his arms and thumped onto the floor. A less pressing question escaped his lips. “So, did all Wardens use magical weapons?”

“Um...no...it changed from case to case. The items ranged from heirlooms to jewelry, or even children’s toys.” 

Balancing a tower in one hand and searching for the dropped book with the other, Tyler grunted. “Toys?”

Hayden grabbed the book Tyler was eyeing. “Titus and Nicholas’s grandfather, Vladimir Threnbar, was a brute of a man who carried a small stuffed dragon...that, when activated, turned into a real one. It would be wise to remember that appearances can often be deceiving.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Tyler dropped the load on the table. “What I really wanted to ask though is—"

Interrupting suddenly, a loud booming laugh echoed through the small library as Zaran Kai emerged from a pile of collapsing literature. In his hand, he held a small leather-bound book that was held shut with a strange gold-encrusted lock, two circlets with blue jeweled eyes fused to them.

“I found it...Tyverius’s journal.”

“Do you know it’s in there for certain?” Hayden asked.

“It's our best chance, so far.”

They then spent the next twenty minutes unsuccessfully trying to pick the lock that held the book closed. Zaran Kai even tried to rip into the book’s spine, but to no avail. Ten minutes later, he set the book down, his massive chest glistening with sweat.

“I know it’s in there, you damn book,” Zaran Kai hissed, sliding the book across the table to Hayden.

As if insulted, the book's pages magically lifted just slightly, releasing a folded piece of yellow paper. The lock on top seemed to snap even tighter and the book returned to its platonic state. At seeing how easily the paper floated into Hayden’s open hand, Zaran Kai’s eyes opened wide and he cursed in a dark, guttural language. Doing his best to ignore him, Tyler turned to Hayden.

“What’s it say?”

Hayden traced a hand over the image.

“It doesn’t say anything. It’s just a picture of the Warriors coat of arms...but it does look different than the one that hangs in the meeting hall. This one has a square border instead of a circular one...”

“Is that all that’s different?” Zaran Kai asked.

“No...there’s Ünderneath writing in each corner but it’s too small to read.”

Zaran Kai’s face lit up, and he flew out of the room, an obvious destination in mind. Tyler took the opportunity to finally ask Hayden what he had really wanted to know.

“How well did you know the first Arwr? Did he tell you anything about me?” 

Hayden sighed. “I knew Tyverius very well, but after my training with him, he disappeared. I believe I gravitated towards you, Tyler, because there was a familiarity to you. A familiarity that I can only place now that I know what is going on. But everything involving you and him happened after he left me, so I’m sorry I don't have the answers you're looking for.”

Tyler’s head hung heavy at the words. 

The sound of weighty footsteps could be heard echoing down the long, dark hallway. A second later, Zaran Kai barged back in, carrying a very strange object. He threw it to Hayden, who snatched it out of the air, eyes were wide in astonishment. It was a multi-colored cube, or more accurately, many cubes making up a larger one. Each small square was made of a different material—steel, stone, several gem types, wood, paper, rubber, and many more.

“How do you have this?” Hayden asked softly.

“Tyverius kept all his old stuff lying around his forge.”

Hayden choked. Coughing hard, he backpedaled slowly, never breaking eye contact with the cube in his hand. Breaths coming out rapid and fast, he planted a hand on the table, stopping himself.

“Master Tyverius’s forge is here?” he squeaked.

Zaran Kai’s head tilted in bewilderment.

“...Um. Yes. It’s upstairs...I’ve been using it to make weapons for the boy while he trains.”

“May I see it?” Hayden asked, almost pitifully.

“I suppose so. But later. For now, we need you to read this.” 

Hayden looked like he was about to argue but settled for a knowing nod of the head. Cube in hand, he set it directly in the center of the paper and pressed his finger into one of the square niches—a thin white one near the bottom corner. Hayden kept the pressure on the cube for about half a minute before letting go, and then, like sand through an hourglass, the cube disappeared into the table. But as it shrunk, the paper with the coat of arms grew, spreading out until it almost reached the edges of the large table. 

Tyler watched on in awe. The inscription in the corner was now readable. He felt something bounce off his foot, and looking under the table revealed the cube, just a tad bit smaller in size. 

Zaran Kai wore an eager expression whereas Hayden looked mesmerized.

“The Materia. An enchanted item made by Tyverius himself. It can change the size of any material that it’s put upon. Flawless in design, it truly is—”

“—what does it say?” Zaran Kai asked a little impatiently.

“Oh. uh. Give me a minute.”

The old Calt lifted a charcoal piece off the desk, quickly writing down the translation, and then let Zaran Kai and Tyler read it to themselves.

“What does any of that mean?” Tyler was lost.

Zaran Kai chuckled, rumbling, “I have a few ideas, but nothing else. This is definitely something Tyverius would write, though...cryptic as always.” 

“We need to get this to the Warriors,” Hayden said.

“Time is important, but they will convene a final time tomorrow. Come with me, Hayden. I would be happy to show you the forge and discuss a few...things.”

In a flash, Zaran Kai pointed a finger at Tyler who didn’t even have time to react before he found himself on the floor beside his bed, Hayden still fast asleep atop it.

Tyler tried to force himself to fall back asleep, but his bristling resentment at being left out made it impossible. He pushed himself out of bed and stormed out of the room.

******
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HAYDEN

It was the last arranged day of the Warriors summit, and yet, with the new circumstance, no one knew if that were true. The energy in the hall was almost nonexistent. Nicholas was the only one trying to come up with a plan but each one sounded more and more absurd. 

He was about to start in with his fourth iteration of the plan to move everyone off-world when Hayden loudly marched into the conference hall, slamming his hand down on the table, completely erasing the sluggishness in the hall. 

All eyes locked on the old Calt as his voice echoed in the hall.

“Look at yourselves...Warriors of Threngal. I can already see the defeated look in your eyes. Tell me, has your order fallen already? Is the world burning around us as we speak? It is not! So, lift yourselves up!”

Theron stood, his voice sounding tired.

“Master Hayden. We appreciate what you attempt to do, but even I must admit our chances are bleak. Nevertheless, I hope I speak for everyone here when I say we will stand together for however long we can. We are the last, small hope for humanity.”

Hayden lifted his hand.

“That is not entirely true. I would like you to meet someone.”

Suddenly, the doors on the opposite side of the room flew open and a young figure stood barely visible in the darkness. Behind him stood a white-haired girl, and to her left, a jet-black one, both wearing deep blue cloaks.

Tyler

Is all this really necessary?

“Hayden seemed to think so. Something about first impressions. Just remember your lines, and afterward, we can go back to being ourselves. This was never what Tyverius acted like anyway,” Zaran Kai answered.

Tyler walked up to the table, his dark cape billowing behind him.

“I am Tyler Varus Arwen, the successor of Arwr Tyverius—"

The slam of a goblet hitting the table resounded in the chamber. Talia Thrace stood, fists shaking. “Is this a joke? We are on the brink of destruction, and you bring us a child and say he’s the Arwr? Is this supposed to inspire us to pick up arms and charge into the teeth of oblivi—"

“Talia,” Theron’s soft voice cut her off. He looked from her to the large crow on his shoulder. 

“Tebriel recognizes the presence of the Arwr, albeit diluted. The boy speaks the truth.”

“What?” 

She looked around at Siros and Hayden, then back at Theron. 

“You’re all in on it. This is...a trick. A trick to get us to fight against something we have no chance of winning against.”

Tebriel suddenly took off into the air. Flying towards Tyler, his dark wings began to smoke as it approached. In a flash of sparks, Tyler felt something fall into his open hand, and as the cloud of ash cleared, the crow had disappeared, changing into its true form.

The Ember Blade now rested in the Arwr’s grip. A twisted onyx hilt sprouting a blade that glowed like a dying fire. Everyone in the hall sat stunned.

“Only Theron has ever been able to wield...I offer my deepest apologies,” Talia whispered weakly, giving a quick bow and sitting down.

Tyler stared in awe at the blade in his hand. It was lighter than air, but the sheer energy coming off it was indescribable. He looked up at her.

"It's fine. I wouldn't have believed it either if I were sitting there.” 

In another flash of sparks, the sword disappeared and the dark red bird returned to Theron’s chair, giving one cocky squawk towards the now abashed sandy haired warrior. 

Everyone at the table seemed to be handling the news differently. Nicholas chuckled happily to himself, Brock remained stoic, Theron kept looking Tyler up and down, Talia smiled weakly, and Siros just looked awestruck. Even with all the conflicting emotions in the room, there was something there that hadn’t been present for several days. 

Hope. 

Tyler relieved, that he didn’t have to put on a show anymore, skipped to the end while doing his best to remember the lines that Hayden had come up with the night before. 

“Warriors. I am here to fight what threatens us in this and every other world. But I will need your help. The Templars believe you have grown soft, but I know that isn’t true. Your strength was never meant to conquer, it was meant to protect. To defend. If you hold true to this ideal, the weapons that are your namesake can be yours once again.”

Tyler reached behind him and Raven handed him the yellowed scroll. He opened it, spreading the Hayden’s rough sketch of the Warriors emblem across the table. The words glowed as Tyler recited them from memory the room hanging onto every cryptic word. It read as such:




“The six entities that are the Thren’s bane



Once freely given, then taken away




The Soul of Sky, in the portal East



Beware its path: man to child, child to beast

The second a blade, my dearest friend

Never hidden away, with man till the end

The Defense of the North, in the portal, drowned 

The world beyond, its future unsound 

The Flail of Chaos, never did I hide

With its owner, Keymaster, its time abides 

Light itself on an island without end

The jewel of a crown, no metal attends

The Staff that lives, grows again

And Light itself, held within

The six entities the Thren’s bane once more

A world without me, a world returned to war

The greatest of friends, the greatest of foes

The forgotten one’s choice, the world dispose.

Everyone sat in silence before Siros looked around, confused.

“Did that make sense to anyone?”

Tyler shook off his cape, sitting down in the one empty seat between Nicholas and Theron. Shrugging off a little bit of Hayden's persona, he spoke honestly. 

“Didn’t to me the first time I heard it. I’m going to need help finding these weapons, seeing how I’ve only been in Mondrian for a little over a week.”

Nicholas slapped the table with one hand, glad to finally have an actual working plan. “Theories, anyone?” 

They had five lost weapons to find with entire worlds on the line. And with that, the Warriors summit was restored to a former glory.
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Siros and the Sea

TYLER

The roar of the ocean right beside them was barely audible over the noises of the seaside market. The smell in the air was heavy with salt, fish, and other briny odors. The daily harvest from beyond and beneath the sea filled the merchant stalls. Large ice boxes lined with fish of every size and color adorned each cart, including some that dwarfed the customers buying them. Dusty heaps of spices and other powders fresh off the boats were on full display. In the distance, a livestock auction’s announcements could be heard. 

Even in the chaos, Siros seemed to know exactly where they were. 

“The boat we chartered is right over here,” he called out to the rest of the group as he shouldered his way through another knot of people. 

As they exited the mass of shoppers and took their first steps onto the docks, Tyler spotted the ship his friend was heading for. It was a double-masted schooner with large grey sails and a worn figurehead on the bow that resembled a dark bear-like animal. The ship wasn’t incredibly long, but for their small group, it would be more than enough.

Tyler was the last one to step off the wharf and onto the boat, and as he did, he looked around at his company. Raven had returned the blue cloak given to her in favor of the gray one she usually wore. Her hair was down, covering most of her face as she stared at her feet. Kira was next to her, still wearing said blue cloak, the dark surface of her face absorbing the early morning sun. 

This left the last two members who were making their way to the back of the ship. Siros was wearing the same outfit that he always wore. Loose and baggy pants, a brown tunic, and a light traveling cloak. The heavy bag draped over his shoulder didn’t seem to bother him. And behind him was Talia Thrace, wearing a leather archer skirt and a thin studded breastplate emblazoned with her family’s coat of arms, the Luminance. The image was of a large white sun with a blue iris in the center; a longbow stretching around both. 

“Captain Kernigan? Are you here?” Siros called out.

There was a shuffling sound followed by a loud clunk as someone emerged from the doors behind the wheel of the ship. The man was rubbing a nasty red welt on his otherwise bald head. He mumbled something under his breath before jumping down the stairs. 

“Sorry, Captain Kernigan told me you would be here, but I fell asleep,” he spoke nervously, hands twitching. “My name is Tray Turfan. I’m Kernigan’s first mate.”

Siros peered behind him. “Where is the captain?”

“Came down with somethin' awful. Just the thought of the sea made him hurl. Said he was going to rest up for a couple of days, but don’t worry, he filled me in on your situation. I will be taking you wherever it is you mean to go.”

“Is that so? And what did he tell you?” Talia rested a hand on her hip.

Tray continued to rub his hands anxiously. “That I was to take the Warriors of Threngal wherever they had to go...I’m sorry if I seem nervous. You see, I was raised on stories of your order. It’s just such an honor to meet you...I promise I’ll get you to...um...wherever needs getting to.”

Tray leaned around Siros to look at the rest of their group.

“...may I ask a question?”

Siros nodded.

“Isn’t there supposed to be more of you? Six Warriors?”

“Some of our order must stay behind to protect what must be protected,” Talia responded resolutely, leaving no room for further questions.

“Of course, of course.” The nervous first mate ran to the ropes, untying the boat from the dock.

Siros turned to the rest in the center of the ship. He put a hand on Talia’s shoulder, speaking softly. “Are you sure you want to come? You’re okay leaving Brock behind?”

“He’ll be fine. It's probably safer with Theron than with us. Besides, it’s my family's weapon we’re finding first. And besides the kid—I mean, the Arwr, I’m the only one who can wield it.” 

Siros nodded before turning to make his way to the back of the ship. Talia soon followed, leaving Tyler, Raven, and Kira by themselves.

“Ever been to sea?” Raven asked, smiling lightly.

“Can’t say that I have,” Tyler answered. “You?”

“Once or twice, a very long time ago...” 

Tyler was about to ask more, but Raven had already begun moving towards the front of the ship. 

I can’t figure her out.

One second, she would seem to be happy, and the next, she’d turn solemn and depressed. Was it whatever had happened to Kira when she was younger? Maybe, but this felt different, somehow. 

Raven quickly sat down in the corner of the bow. Her silverish hair was being blown gently by the wind, but she quickly put an end to it, wrapping it tightly into a braid while her skin glowed in the morning sun. 

Tyler suddenly realized he had been staring far too long and quickly stumbled away towards the back of the ship. 

Raven didn’t seem to notice choosing to look out towards the rapidly approaching open ocean instead. 

Several hours later, Tyler was surprised to find himself not seasick as the huge waves rolled underneath the ship. In all the movies and books he had ever read, someone always seemed to be hurling their guts out overboard. 

As if on cue, a green-faced Siros stumbled quickly towards the rail, a breathless stream of profanity issuing forth with every toss of the boat.

“What would Hayden say if he heard such language?” Tyler joked, doing his best haughty voice.

“Shut up or I’ll throw you overboard,” Siros choked out.

Tyler grinned. The reveal the day before had shocked Siros but he hadn’t treated Tyler any differently because of it and he was thankful for that.

Talia, sitting on a bench behind them, laughed quietly to herself. She had spent the first several hours assembling and dissembling the compound crossbow she kept in her bag. Even Tyler would be able to do it now, considering he’d watched it happen the first few times. She was about to repeat the process for the hundredth time when Tray came out from the back room with a map.

“I’m sorry to keep asking...but are you sure that you want to go to this island? It’s uninhabited and completely barren...I mean, it doesn’t even have a name.”

Siros looked back over the rail to answer but quickly decided against it, letting more of that morning’s breakfast feed the fishes. Tyler did his best to keep disgust out of his voice. “The island had a name, it’s just not on any new maps. It was called the Untold Isle, and we’re positive it’s our location.”

Tray nodded, still looking a little confused and maybe a little scared, choosing to return the map to the captain’s chambers before grabbing the wheel again and giving it a slight turn to make sure it was still on course.
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THE NEXT THREE DAYS were spent mostly in silence, to Tyler’s utter dismay. Raven had been avoiding him like the plague, which wasn’t easy on a ship, but she was managing it remarkably well. 

So, Tyler had spent most of his time with Kira and Talia. Siros chose to remain below decks, holding his stomach.

During the day, Tyler learned from Talia more about how the Warrior’s society worked. Each family’s eldest child would take their seat at the table when the parent stepped down or was deceased. She also told him about her upbringing, explaining that her sister had been a member for nearly ten years before the uprising and had been known, even within her family’s history, as the best archer to ever fire an arrow in Mondrian.

“I never could match her. My arms were never strong enough to draw any of her bows...but my father insisted I keep trying.”

“Why?” Tyler asked.

Talia looked surprised. “Wow, you really know nothing about the Warriors weapons, do you? My family descended from the Luminance, the legendary longbow that is said to shoot light itself. So, in preparation and honor of our legacy, every member of my family is trained to be a skilled archer.”

“What was your sister’s name?” Tyler asked hesitantly.

“Erva...”

Talia’s hand gripped the stock of her crossbow just a little tighter. Tyler quickly rerouted his next question, if only slightly. 

“You said she was good with a longbow. How good?” 

Eyes closed; Talia took a deep breath.

“I’ll show you. We were equals if I used this.” 

She held up her crossbow, its shiny mahogany surface flexing with tension as she hand-cranked it back. She placed a barbed bolt on the end and leveled it on her shoulder. 

“What are you aiming for?” 

“Do you see what Mr. Turfan is doing?” 

Tyler’s gaze darted over. The red-faced first mate was yanking wildly on a sail rope that refused to untie itself. He was near the frontmost mast, an easy 100 feet away, when Talia pulled the trigger. With a hiss, the bolt cut through the rope, unfurling the sail and then burying itself into the handrailing just beyond.

With a smug smile, she turned back to Tyler. “She could do that...but with a longbow.”

“Wow...and you didn’t use any aura there?” Tyler marveled.

She sat back down on the bench behind her, deconstructing her crossbow quickly as she did.

“I don’t have any abilities like that. No one in the Warriors does. We are raised as fighters. This is done so, if the time ever comes when we will have to truly fight, we will be able to use our ancestral weapons to the best of our abilities.”

Confusion masked his face.

“But Siros is a Tora, isn’t he?”

Talia looked serious for a second before answering

“Siros is a special case...he barely remembers his family. He was too young when he....um... lost them...”

“Lost them?” Tyler gasped. “What happened?”

Talia looked around for Siros before murmuring sadly, “His entire family was murdered in their sleep. He couldn’t have been older than 12.”

Tyler felt like he had been sucker-punched. 

“How did he survive?”

“Because the assassins let him, because—”

Talia stopped and shook her head. “You know what, I really shouldn’t be telling you this. You’re going to have to ask Siros about the rest.”

Tyler huffed in exasperation. “But...okay, well, at least tell me who was responsible, or what they were called.”

Talia stood up with her belongings, , but as she walked past Tyler, she muttered.

“It doesn’t really matter. There’s no more of their order left. They were called the House of the Moon...the Crucians...the human traitors.”

******
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TYLER FELT DISTRACTED, which wasn’t a good thing when a Thren was trying to run you through with its long, steel claws. 

Zaran Kai shouted unhelpfully for him to focus as the razor-thin needles cleaved a tuft of his hair. In a flash, his opponent vanished into thin air again. 

This was only his first opponent of the night and he wasn’t handling it very well. He had only actually seen his opponent at the beginning of the fight, but whatever aura it possessed seemed to blur the viewer’s memory of its appearance. 

Tyler could only seem to remember the heavy oriental robe and cap it donned, designed to hide the creature's face and long, serrated claws. Any further details were completely gone or fading quickly from his head. 

A hiss behind him gave him just enough time to duck and the claws missed, but the heavy, lead-lined robe connected with his temple. His vision blurred but he had reacted just fast enough to roll a sizable distance away. As he made his escape, a plan pushed its way into his head. 

I might not be able to see him, but maybe I don’t have to.

Holding his fist out, he shouted.

“Soul 336: Gnash Zul.”

Through the small gaps in his closed fingers, long translucent chains shot out in all directions. The area around Tyler looked like a can of silly string had exploded. As the chains began to fall towards the earth, Tyler noticed a large group of them warping and wrapping around something behind him. 

“Not so invisible now, are you? Soul 545: Kübler Tiff.”

The chains began to glow green as the explosive runes climbed through them. Tyler quickly pulled up a barrier, keeping himself from being fried in the explosion that followed. 

Zaran Kai

A heartbeat. One that sounded just like a small drum made its way to Zaran Kai’s hypersensitive ears. He couldn’t see the boy, but he could sense he was close. Closing his eyes, Zaran Kai took a deep breath before swinging his fist just to his right. There was a grunt as Tyler materialized, clutching his stomach.

“You need to practice that one for sure. Might work on humans, though.”

Tyler continued hugging his stomach but said nothing.

Zaran Kai sighed, “I know I didn’t hit you that hard...and even with that clever bit of fighting you just pulled, I can tell that you were distracted. What’s on your mind?”

“You heard what Talia said about Siros...he lost his whole family...” Tyler mumbled.

“He lost more than that.” 

“What? How do you know?” 

“Hayden told me everything...but I agree with Talia. As his friend, you should get the story from him instead of from someone else.”

Tyler was only silent for a moment before standing and walking towards the monolith.

“Where are you going?” Zaran Kai asked. 

“To ask him.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous, it’s the middle of the night and we have training to do. I’ll wake you up earlier than usual and you can ask him then.”

Tyler hesitated for a moment before nodding and walking back to Zaran Kai, who had pulled out yet another soul.

******
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TYLER WAS ONLY ABLE to defeat one more opponent before Zaran Kai woke him up. His hammock was just above Siros’s, but when he looked down, his companion was nowhere to be seen.

Stepping down quietly, he made his way out of the ship’s hull and onto the deck. The sun was still behind the horizon, but its effect could be seen, turning the otherwise dark morning a little red. He spotted Siros standing behind the wheel and began to make his way up the stairs.

“Oh, hey...you’re up early,” Siros smiled.

"Yeah...aren't you supposed to be sick to your stomach?" Tyler asked, stepping up onto the back of the ship.

Siros answered, “I’ve found that my seasickness isn’t nearly as bad at night when I can’t see the rolling ocean...so, I’m trying to become a little bit nocturnal while we’re still on this boat.”

Tyler nodded before taking a seat on the bench behind Siros. He couldn’t think of a way to ask the question, but suddenly, Siros spoke again.

“Talia told you about me, didn’t she?” 

“How did you—"

“—It may be dark, but I can see your eyes. They have the same look that I’ve seen a hundred times...a look that tells me that you’ve only heard the first part of my past.”

Tyler was about to ask how again but Siros continued.

“I know you’ve only heard the first part, the part the warriors told the world. I can see it in your eyes, the pity. If you hear the second part of the story, I promise you won’t see me the same way. Do you still want to know?”

“Yes.” 

Siros gave a long sigh as he looked out over the early morning sea. His eyes were glossy as memories of his past filled his mind and then his words.

“I don’t remember a lot about my birth family. Many of the details were told to me later by the last generation of Warriors who knew my father. I remember little things...like my bedroom, and my mother’s voice. The names and faces of my family drained away through the scraps of memory I have left. The first clear thing I can still remember was the night of my 12th birthday. I had just fallen asleep when I heard the roar. It started low but then began to build, filling every sense of my being, and soon drowning all thought or reason out of me other than the need to escape its presence. I rushed to the window, frantically throwing my body against it. It broke, and I fell ten feet to the courtyard below, breaking my arm and sporting a few cuts due to the shards. The roar was gone, but the flames were all too visible...hungry white flames that seemed to burn so hot, they were cold. I didn’t know how I knew, but I knew that my family was gone. I didn’t cry...I don’t know why...I should have cried. That’s what a normal kid would do, isn't it?”

Tyler turned his head to gaze at Siros and took in the tears glistening at the corners of his eyes. 

“I was discovered the next morning by a man named Cassius. He tried to comfort me by embracing me and telling me that everything would be all right, but I was too numb to process his words. He brought me to live with his family and that’s where I remained for several months. My memories of that time have also been reduced to scraps, but the kindness that he showed me is still there. He dressed me, fed me, and gave me a place to sleep, and I was grateful for that, but nonetheless, I don’t think I spoke a lot for many years. I kept my thoughts and emotions to myself, and to this day, I wish that would have been how the remainder of my young life would have been spent. But I remember Cassius telling me that if I didn’t find an outlet for these emotions, it could harm me later in life. So, to rectify this, he decided to train me in order to protect myself. Today, like most of my past, I remember very little of my training, but through it, Cassius and I discovered my gift.”

“A gift? What was it?” Tyler asked softly.

“I possessed a powerful aura...a Toran aura...Cassius theorized that was the reason that the assassins had killed my family...so they could get to me, For what reason we could only guess. We also learned that, even at a young age, I had the potential to become very powerful. More powerful than anyone had in hundreds of years. I realized that my strength could be used to destroy the assassins and keep them from hurting anyone ever again. I jumped at the chance. And that was when, for the first time in years, I felt those emotions return...rage, anger, and a burning desire for revenge....but they were no longer sitting idle. They now paved the way for my goal to become strong. I saw everything they put before me as an opponent that was standing in the way of my revenge. Rivers, forests, and animals all fell before me. But my ambition was to be my downfall.”

Siros hesitated, taking in a deep shuddering breath. Tyler stayed silent, watching the waves gently swell and reduce as they lapped against the ship’s sides.

“On my 18th birthday, I returned home from training to find Cassius standing next to a seated man. His aura was ominous and he wore black robes. Cassius told me that this man had captured one of the assassins and that he could take me to him if it’s what I truly wanted...”

Another long, shaky breath.

“I followed that dark stranger into the next room where there was a young man tied to a chair. I wish to the heavens that I could tell you that I hesitated and thought of the repercussions, but I didn’t. All the rage and anger over my loss poured out of me and I watched as the assassin’s life drained from his eyes in two seconds. The dark man then did something that would cement what I had become. He pulled from his belt a silver blade that seemed to roar as those white flames once had. I realized too late that the man in the chair had been innocent. The actual dark assassin had been standing right beside me, but it was too late as he uttered:

“You are now Ansell Crucian...the third Toran Dire.”

After that day, my life felt faraway and clouded. Time was slow but years were fast. Memories filled my head, but I never truly processed them. I was in a looped oblivion where my past faded and my future blurred. The only things I could comprehend was the silver blade’s roar and those words.”

“You are now Ansell Crucian...you are a Toran Dire.”

Siros was openly crying now, his cheeks wet with the pouring tears. His hand was white on the ship’s railing as the sun made its first appearance over the horizon. 

Tyler rested a hand on his friend’s shoulder, but feeling him flinch, let it fall to his side. 

“And then?” 

Siros exhaled softly.

“Hayden happened...I would have remained like that forever if it wasn’t for him...using one of his amulets, I awoke. The first thing to greet my senses in years was the smell of smoke and fire. Then, I saw Hayden. Covered in burns, cuts, and bruises holding an amulet in one hand and hugging a small boy with the other. The memories of what I had done for nearly ten years all rushed back...cities, towns, and families had fallen at my hands, their lives scattered like ash before me. Every single look of terror, every cry for mercy, every single death rushed into my mind. Years of mindless killing... I asked Hayden to end me, begging him to remove my existence from the earth. He refused, and his next words remain my driving focus to this day.

You may have been an instrument of death, but I won’t send you to a master that was forced upon you. Instead, I give you a much harder task...live, knowing that you only have a lifetime to repay the damage you’ve done. Live, knowing that the past may be set in stone, but the future is yet to be written. And finally, live, not to redeem yourself to others...but to yourself.”

Tyler took a step around Siros to look him in the face. It was now dry and pale as bone, his tears long since wiped away. He locked eyes with Tyler as he continued quietly. 

“I know I am no longer innocent in those eyes of yours, but that doesn't bother me as much as realizing I may never be forgiven in my own eyes. All I can tell you is this, Tyler...loss can drive us to do things that we never imagined ourselves doing. And I promise you this that, as the Arwr...you will face loss. Many times. And when it comes, I pray that you do not compromise whatever it is you should value most as I did.”

Just as his last word faded in a whisper, just as he tore his eyes away from Tyler’s face, a shout emitted from far above them. Tray was leaning out the crow’s nest, pointing away from the brightening horizon. The ship was now casting long shadows that pointed directly towards a green and brown smudge in the distance. 

Siros quickly turned the wheel, resetting their course, as the rest of their group sleepily wandered out onto the deck. Talia made her way to the helm with the ship's map held in her hands, looking back and forth between the two before calling out to the rest of them.

“Welcome to the Untold Isle...our island without end.”
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The Isle Without End

TYLER

The first thing Tyler noticed was that the endless isle did not live up to its name. 

It was barely the size of a small town with large white cliffs lifting the north and the south side of the island reaching far into the salty air. The east side also had cliffs, but they were far smaller at barely ten feet above the churning sea. The west side of the island extended straight into the ocean; a shoreline made of millions of pale sand grains peppered with the occasional large rock. These natural features made the whole isle look like a misshapen clay bowl. 

Tyler was the first one to step onto the western shore. The plateau of the two cliffs drifted down at a very steep angle and was covered in thick, tundra-like grass. Not counting the few stray gulls and a lone crab, the island looked uninhabited.

Siros, having finished telling Tray to stay with the ship, whistled as he looked up. “This is going to be a brutal hike.” 

It turned out he wasn’t wrong. Thirty minutes later, everyone in the group except Kira was breathing heavily. Thankfully, due to the island's smaller size, they had reached the peak of the north cliff. The wind blew fiercely over the top of the plateau, raking the grass wildly. The ocean churned against the pale white cliffs far below. 

As he turned around, Tyler’s gaze caught on something strange. A small hut was tucked partly into the steep hill they stood on. The faint smell of sulfur and smoke drifted past his nose.

Maybe the island isn’t deserted after all. 

Raven seemed to have noticed as well.

“Is that a house?” she wheezed, hands on her knees.

The rest of the group turned and, after spotting the house, wondered how they had missed it. They all must have walked within at least a dozen yards of it.

“Who in the worlds would...” Talia began before rushing towards it. The remaining crew members glanced at each other apprehensively before hurrying to catch up to her.

The house was situated just above the small cliffs on the east end of the island. It was a somewhat hexagon shape, not counting the wall that made up the door, while the building was made of natural stone which in turn supported a straw roof. A steel chimney pipe sprouted out of the center of the straw which puffed out an unbroken line of pure white smoke that quickly got whipped away in the fierce wind.

Undaunted by the strangeness of the situation, Talia walked straight up to the door. Before her fingers met the wood, however, the door clicked open. She quickly reached behind and pulled out her crossbow while everyone followed suit. Tyler held a borrowed wooden shield, Kira had picked up a huge rock she had found nearby, Raven’s hand drifted to the broken sword on her back, and Siros just raised his fists. 

All together, they walked into the building.

The inside of the house was completely bare except for a small metal stove in the center. The stone walls were charred black, and the dirt floor was covered in a familiar pictogram; a geometric image made of a single circle, its 12 thin spires pointing outward at the cardinal points. 

Tyler’s breath caught as he looked at it. Terror suddenly pumped through his veins. 

“A FORBIDDEN GATE! EVERYONE, R—"

Suddenly, the front door slammed shut and the fireplace’s metal door flew open. Large orange flames spilled out, filling the room with heat. The temperature quickly rose, only seeming to increase as more flames spilled out and swirled around the frightened group. Just before the heat began to get unbearable, things turned from bad to worse with the dirt floor disintegrating, dropping them all into the white chaos of in-between worlds. Tyler could only watch through half open eyes as most of the group passed out instantly from the influx to their senses. 

He managed to stay conscious. Barely. His newfound strength was giving him a very slight immunity to the flood of madness. Breathing heavily, he did the first thing he could think of.

“Soul 45: Jadeite,” He choked out.

Grabbing all his friends quickly, Tyler wrapped them in a giant barrier just as the maddening white noise spiked. His new the barrier didn’t block out the sensory overload, but he silently prayed it would protect them from the landing at the end. After what felt like an eternity, the chaos fell away, and something like a black and empty vacuum surrounded them. As they drifted downward, Tyler thought he heard one last voice call to him, but he couldn’t be sure as the world began to brighten.

The giant form of redwood-like trees curved all around him as reality finally flattened out. At that moment, gravity kicked in, dropping them through the branches that barely slowed their fall before they connected with the ground. 

The strain was too much for him and the barrier popped open, depositing Siros, Raven, and Talia on the grass but throwing Kira and Tyler a score of yards away. Thankfully, their flying was cut short by a thick, wild hedge. 

Tyler was hanging upside down in one of the many bushes when something heavy buried itself a couple of feet into the dirt directly in front of him. Kira’s giant rock from the island had apparently also made the journey through the portal and had nearly pile-driven itself into Tyler's upturned face.

“Now, that would have sucked,” Tyler jokingly wheezed before passing out.

******
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A DROP OF WATER SPLASHING on his face awoke Tyler with a start. He opened his eyes to see a dark canopy of overlapping branches far above him. Another raindrop fell, this one directly into his eye, causing him to blink furiously and sit up. He groaned as his back muscles seemed to catch, reminding him of his recent activities. His hand slowly rubbed the excess water from his retina before he looked around.

His companions were still all unconscious around him. Kira stood a short distance away, staring unblinkingly ahead. The forest around them was massive, the trees many times taller than anything Tyler had seen in Mondrian or on Earth. Every plant in the forest was a vibrant green, speckled with glowing dots of dew. It would have been unearthly quiet if not for their voices.

“Ugh...what kind of gate was that?” Raven groaned out, having just sat up herself.

“My friend, Kreatus, calls them forbidden gates,” Tyler answered.

“I can see why.” Siros rolled over and stood up shakily. “Did we all make it? Wait...where’s Talia?”

Tyler looked to where he had been sure Talia had landed. Her spot in the grass was completely empty.

“She was right there...I know she was,” he gasped. “Where’d she go?”

“Talia?”

Talia

Waking up after going through a chaos gate feels about the same as a bad hangover. Waking up after going through a chaos gate and finding yourself gagged and blindfolded is about four times worse.

Talia groaned as another pound of pain hit her temples. Why did everything feel so dark and suffocating?

“Sorry about the gag, but we had to make quite the speedy getaway. Couldn't have you calling out for help now, could we?”

The voice was familiar, and yet, somehow strangely off. Like it didn’t give her déjà vu, but it came close.

“Quite the fall your group would’ve taken if it wasn’t for your friend, Tyler. I mean, come on, Talia. You guys really should check before you walk into mysterious buildings on strange islands. It was obviously an illusion to protect the gate,” the male voice went on as her gag was removed.

“Who are you? How do you know my name?” Talia coughed out, still unable to see anything. 

There was a sound of a sarcastic gasp.

“Uh...Talia, I’m hurt. I know it’s been a while since I used this voice, but I thought we were closer than that. You know what, does this other one rings a bell?”

There was a gurgle and a loud pop, and suddenly, another trembly voice began to speak.

“C-captain Kernigan’s awfully sick, ya see...came down with an awful bit of knife in the back. It’s a terminal illness in his case, I’m afraid.”

Talia felt the blindfold being pulled away, revealing the bald head of Tray Turfan. The sailor was rubbing his hands together fearfully. 

“I’m awfully sorry. Really, I am...I...” he trailed away and began to laugh coldly, his voice deepening.

“What? Why would you do this?” her senses felt numb. What was going on? 

“Oh, come on! My name was a bad pun, but even you had to have had some clue...Tray Turfan? Traytur? Traitor?”

“So, the Templers hired you first.” 

“Can’t hire yourself, love.” 

Suddenly, the air around Tray began to blur, filling the air with a strange, gurgling sound. There was a loud pop and the old sailor disappeared, leaving in his place a man wearing a dark tunic emblazoned with an oak tree being penetrated by two swords. He had a pencil-thin goatee and dark brown hair that was combed over neatly.  

“Templar Destined, Zenon, at your service...it’s been a while, hasn’t it, Talia?”

Talia’s eyes and voice held back no anger as she hissed, “Not long enough, snake!”

“Oh, you know I like to think of myself more of a chameleon now. Instead of a snake...wouldn’t you agree?” Zenon held up a hand that flashed between different skin tones. 

Talia’s lip curled into a snarl. 

Zenon grinned.

“If looks could only kill, my dear. Why all the hate? I wasn’t even the one who killed dear sis, just the unlucky chap who got in the way after you found out...remember?”

Zenon lifted his shirt to show nearly a dozen faded scars filling most of his chest.

“You know how unpleasant ten crossbow bolts to the chest feel? I’d give it zero out of ten, personally, but at the end of the day, what do I know?”

Talia lunged forwards only to feel her face hit a hard, invisible wall. She looked at the ground around her to see a circle surrounded by glowing runes. A look upward revealed a perfect circle in the trees above where the magic prison extended. Zenon clapped his hands and sat down against a large tree.

“Now, after seeing the situation you’re in, how about we discuss the reason I followed your party? You’re going to tell me exactly where I can find the Luminance.”

Raven

They had searched for several hours, covering several miles around where they had landed. After a unanimous decision, the four had stuck close in case the Warrior came back, but sadly, it had been to no avail. 

Talia remained unfound. 

“Maybe she didn’t make it through the portal?” Raven muttered.

“No. I know everyone made it through...I saw all of you before I passed out. Maybe she was kidnapped?” Tyler ran his hand through his hair frustratedly.

“Here? By whom? It’s just not possible, Kira would’ve protected us from any outsiders...a stranger wouldn’t be able to approach any of us with her here.” 

They all sat in silence, for a moment. A light breeze blew through the woods while a few stray birds chirped. Siros was the first to break the silence.

“I think we’ll have to split up if we ever want to find her.” 

“Uh...but isn’t that a perfect way for us to get lost too?” Tyler pointed out.

“It would be if Hayden hadn’t given me something that will help prevent that.”

The Tora reached into his bag and pulled out two amulets with long silver chains and bright yellow diamonds set within. 

Tyler took the one offered to him. It looked about the same as an egg and filled the air with a strange whirring noise.

“These two gems are linked and will always be drawn back towards each other if you hold the amulet by the chain...but I only have two of them. So, we will have to split into groups of two.”

They quickly chose pairs and settled on Raven with Tyler and Siros would go with Kira. After Tyler’s suggestion, the two lads began splitting the provisions between the two groups. 

While they sorted the supplies out, Raven drew Kira aside and whispered, “If Anse...if Siros tries to do anything to you, don’t hesitate to break him! And Kira...please, be careful.” 

Kira did not respond. 

Having finished reloading the packs, Siros called out, “Whichever group finds Talia first will make their way back to the other as fast as they can. If we don’t find her in two days, we’ll meet back here together and decide on our next move. Alright?” 

Everyone nodded, and within a couple of minutes, both parties had made their way into the deep undergrowth.

Talia  

“I already knew about the prophecy. You guys wouldn’t shut up about it when we were on the boat. What I need to know is what you understand about it,” Zenon pressed exasperatedly.

Talia breathed heavily, sweat dripping down her face. Her captor hadn’t only acquired the ability to disguise himself, he had also become very adept with interrogation through aura. She had tried her hardest to not disclose any information, but it hadn’t been working.

“Come on, better answers, or I’ll add another rune to the circle,” Zenon threatened.

Talia wiped her brow, finding just a little resistance remaining inside her.

“I won’t tell you anymore...I won’t,” she gasped.

“We both know that’s a lie,” Zenon muttered, drawing another couple of lines into the dirt around the barrier. 

The rune glowed a dull yellow color as Talia felt her tongue begin to loosen further. Despite her internal fight, it was like her tongue had a mind of its own. Before she could speak, she bit down hard on her cheek, forcing her mouth to stay closed. 

Two drops of blood made their way out of her lips. The rune on the ground flashed once and faded.

“Gross. I guess you actually aren’t going to tell me anymore. That is, unless we get violent...but I’d prefer to keep this civilized. Oh well, maybe your companions will be more cooperative.”

Talia looked up and let out a small laugh.

“You’re no match for anyone else in our group. You wouldn’t have even been a match for me if I hadn’t been unconscious...and they’ll be on their guard.”

Zenon grunted his agreement before reaching behind him, pulling out three large leather bundles, each wrapped with a thick silver chain.

“You’re right. My forte really isn’t combat. That’s probably why I’m the last rank among the Templar Destined. But a friend of mine didn’t leave me unprepared.”

He carefully unwrapped each package, leaving the contents of each face down. Even with them like that, the Warrior recognized the chilling objects. 

A dark creation of only one man. 

Zenon reached down, lifting a heavy bone mask. Each one was identical, a pale blank faceplate with nothing but eyeholes. Zenon held one up, looking through one of the gaps, careful to keep the writhing black inside of the mask away from his face.

“You obviously know who made these, and he wanted me to tell you something once I caught up with you...Erva never stood a chance, and now neither will you.”

Talia banged on her invisible cage as Zenon threw the masks into the forest. Right before her anguished eyes, one quickly fused with a large willow, another with a grassy knoll, and the last one with a small mountain of boulders. 

Suddenly, the earth started to shake, the hills churning and the trees splintering. 

Zenon stood, stretching his legs.

“Can’t say this wasn’t fun, but...wait till you see what’s next!”

Three thunderous footsteps suddenly shook behind him as three evil faces lined up, staring at her soullessly, darkly.

“Let’s pay our old shipmates a little visit, shall we?”
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Secret Missions and Poultry

CODY

“Will you shut up and listen for a second?”

It took a lot of effort, but Cody shut his mouth, covering it with his hand to keep the barrage of questions from flooding out. 

"Gods, and I thought Tyler was annoying...where is Keen? Wasn't he just behind you?" 

Cody looked away from the glowing red tear in reality and the face it was broadcasting to locate his large companion. Matt sat a couple of meters behind him, hunched down and staring at something in his hands. 

Several beeps and alarms later, the object in his hand lit up. Very faintly, Cody could hear his music begin playing. He groaned in annoyance.

“Did you teleport my phone out of my pocket again?!” 

Realizing he’d been caught, Matt slowly moved the phone behind his back, whispering softly as he did. Cody felt a buzz in his jacket as his phone materialized back from where it had been stolen. He pulled it out and stared at the screen, faintly making out a song echoing out of the speakers.

“It makes me wonder how many times you can listen to Elvis before I go crazy...”

Matt muttered musically under his breath.

"... don't be cruel..." 

"Shut it...also, stop magically unlocking my phone...there’s a reason there's a passcode." 

“Will you two shut up!?” roared Zaran Kai, who had been waiting far too long. The red mirror didn’t do his rage true justice, but Matt and Cody got the message and quickly sat down.

"Finally... I need you two to find something before you make it back here...and it is absolutely paramount that Tyler never finds out where you went. Also, there is a very high chance of—"

“—What is it? What do we have to do? Do we need to fight someone? Maybe we have to slay a dragon, or...” Cody, realizing what he had done, slowly shut his mouth. 

Zaran Kai’s eyes had changed from their normal orange to a steaming, magma color. It didn’t matter that the Thren was worlds away. That look still scared the crap out of Cody. The ancient being shut his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. 

“...As I was saying, this mission is of utmost importance to Tyler and to all of Mondrian,” Zaran Kai said, speaking very slowly. “Now listen very carefully. I’m only going to say this once.”

******
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“I’M GLAD HE TOLD US what to do a couple of extra times...”

“...15 and a half,” Matt filled in, walking a couple of steps behind Cody who was jogging energetically up the hill.

“...any less and I probably would have no idea what he was even talking about.” 

Cody had barely been able to sleep the night before. He’d never been on an adventure before, and this wasn’t a movie, or a game, or a book. This was an actual bona fide grade-A adventure.

“Eat your heart out, Bilbo,” he chuckled.

“Pardon?” 

“Nothing...how far away are we from the forbidden gate?” 

Matt stopped and lifted his hand. A small burning map appeared on his palm. 

“It will be easier to locate due to the scarcity of portals this far east...but nonetheless, it could be anywhere within four and a half miles of where we stand.”

The distance didn’t seem to bother Cody. As he leaped the last few steps to the top of the rise and tried to strike his most heroic pose, he did his best to recall what Zaran Kai had told them the day earlier.

“...And soon, we will find the portal that will take us to a world where one of the legendary weapons is hidden; the Spear of Lightning!”

“You mean the Lance of Thunder.”

Cody was quiet for a moment. Maybe Zaran Kai should’ve explained their mission another couple of times. 

“Whatever,” he thought, shrugging lightly.

He quickly reaffirmed his pose and yelled even more triumphantly, “Yes, the Lance...of...THUNDER!!” He enjoyed the sound of his voice echoing off the mountains.

Matt

As the boy’s echoing shouts faded away, Matt spoke softly, “You may come to regret that...”

The land below him had sparked an old familiarity. Hopefully, some of the larger undesirables in the area had remained asleep. 

After several seconds of thorough sensing, he sighed with relief. 

A few wolves, some deer, and a Mord Drow. Nothing I can't handle, but...

Despite how much he truly enjoyed his youthful companion’s company, he was still baffled as to how someone who invited danger so freely like Cody had survived for so long. 

Scratching the nobs on his head, Matt quietly began to babble to himself—an odd habit the old Thren had picked up from years of isolation.

“Maybe I could give him something to protect himself?”

Cody with a weapon? That seems unwise”

“But I could teach him...”

“But will he listen?”

“Probably not.”

“Let’s see how he handles it...then I will decide.”

Mattnahr Keen reached deep into the folds of his robe and carefully drew out the sword he had taken from the Templar a couple of days earlier. 

“Cody...I think you will need some protection if you’re going to...”

But Cody was already gone, having quickly run towards a tall, brown building, just above the valley’s thin river. 

Matt’s blank face did not display the confusion he felt. He quietly muttered a spell under his breath, quickly appearing in front of the building. He could hear Cody yell something about cheating, but Matt was too focused on the structure. How had he not noticed it before? Such a strange piece of architecture should have been apparent in the otherwise empty valley. 

The edifice in question was a very old and large barn. The wood was nearly black with age, and the front door hung precariously on a rusty bronze hinge. Big chunks of moldy hay and thatch were missing from the roof, having long since fallen to the creaking floor. The holes in the roof also filled the otherwise dark inside of the barn with thin rays of morning light. The peak of the building was nearly four times as tall as Matt and the length was nearly double that.

“Woah...that’s a big barn...you’d think there would be more animals, but there’s only those chickens,” Cody panted, having just caught up.

Matt looked over to where the boy had gestured to see some long-feathered roosters. Each bird had brilliant white feathers that reached the ground and trailed behind them. Long talons clawed the dirt looking for something to peck at. 

Matt turned to Cody, returning his hand into the darkness of his robes.

“I am surprised, for I have never seen this structure, but in the end, does it matter? I don’t sense any magical or gate-like energy...so I don’t think it is here. However, before we continue, I think you should take this.”

Turning, he handed the thin dueling sword to the boy. 

Cody’s eyes widened as he took it. He held it gently for a moment before giving the blade a couple of practice swings.

“Cool...”

He stopped for a second and looked more closely at the sword.

“Hey, this is that guy’s sword, isn't it? The one who tried to stop us from escaping.”

Shaking the hilt a couple more times, Cody frowned. 

“This seems kind of light, doesn’t it? I held a sword at a Celtic festival back on earth and it felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. This thing feels like a toothpick compared to that one.”

Matt nodded. “I took the time while we traveled to look more closely at this blade. It is quite powerful, by human standards.”

Stepping closer, he pointed at the sword's hilt and guard.

“That weight you feel on the handle will never change, no matter how much weight is put on the blade. If you remember, there was a gray aura that the sword emitted when its previous owner wielded it. I learned that his aura can be replicated when I am nearby to increase the weight of the blade exponentially.”

Cody stared blankly at the weapon.

“But...that doesn’t make sense. So, the weight doesn’t change but the sword does?”

“Allow me to demonstrate.” 

Matt took the sword from Cody and took a couple of steps back. He lightly kicked a chicken out of the way, making the small rooster cluck angrily, but it stayed where Matt’s foot had deposited it. 

He whispered.

“Zezerin la vind”

The sword began releasing a thin gray smoke that faded away just before the hilt.

Suddenly, Matt swung the blade towards the boy who flinched as the blade passed clean through him. He looked down to see that he was perfectly fine.

“Not cool! But actually, like really cool. Why didn’t it cut through me? What did you do?”

“I decreased the weight of the blade to less than zero,” Matt spoke plainly.

Cody opened and closed his mouth several times.

“Um...okay...that doesn’t seem scientifically possible, if—”

Matt raised a silencing finger to where his mouth would be before turning around and walking over to an old stump. He spoke another strange word before lightly placing the blade on the stump. The edge had only rested for a moment before Matt began to rattle off a string of words. 

As he did, Cody watched the sword in amazement. The blade cut deeper and deeper into the stump, soon cutting the thick oak base like it was made of butter.

Matt took a step back as he explained, “You see, the hilt and the blade magically exist in different realities, but both affect this one. The blade itself is somewhat of an enigma. Non-existent without an aura.” 

Cody stared bug-eyed at his companion for several seconds before shaking it off. “I didn’t really get any of that, but I think I get the changing weight part. What were those words you used to make it do that?

“Just Thren weights and measures. The sword should adapt to the user. Whatever terms you use, it will adapt accordingly. But be wary. Increasing the weight past certain points would be extremely ill-advised.”


Cody waited for the blade to stop smoking before picking it up out of the stump. “Yeah, yeah. Wow, I can’t wait to try this out. How soon do you think I—"


Before Cody could finish his question, the grove of trees behind him shook violently. The boy froze before turning around just in time to catch sight of a large beast emerging from the shadows of the wood. 

His eyes widened and he sputtered out after a moment. “Is that a...a...dragon?”

Completely nonchalantly, Matt turned and gestured at the snarling fiend clawing at the dirt. “That? I believe humans also call them Mord Drow. They are quite rare these days. I thought your shouting from the top of the mountain earlier would wake something up. And it did.”

Cody

And at that exact moment, Cody really wished he hadn’t been this creature’s morning alarm clock. 

The Mord Drow was three times as tall as he was and was built like a tank. Thick trunk-like limbs supported a heavy body like a bulldog while a thick rack of protective bone plates sprouted from its shoulders and extended down its back. A rippling rhino-like neck and head held four burning yellow eyes. The creature’s mouth was dragon-like in appearance, a long steaming tongue swirling through a mess of razor-sharp black teeth. 

A strange, low rumbling gurgle emitted from its maw and filled the small farmyard with the reeking odor of long-dead carrion. 

“W-We...Well, at least you’re here to protect me right, Matt? Matt?”

“I assumed you wanted to test your new blade on an easy opponent,” the old Thren called out, now some distance behind Cody.

Before Cody could rage at his friend’s seemingly unconcerned tone, the Mord Drow began rumbling forward towards him. Cody squeaked and began to backpedal frantically. He almost made it all the way to the barn before something caught his foot. 

There was an indignant squawk as he and the rooster both hit the dust. Sensing even more weakness in his target now, the Mord Drow picked up the pace, now charging faster.

“Cody, use the sword—" Matt began.

Cody stood quickly, giving the chicken a swift kick that sent it flying into the air, depositing it squarely on the back of the barreling creature. The boy let out another frightened squeak before raising the sword, frantically tried to think of a heavy enough weight.

“—But don’t overdo it!” Matt tried to finish.

Suddenly, the Mord Drow roared, shaking the old barn with just its voice.

Without thinking, Cody yelled the heaviest weight he knew.

“A megaton!” 

And swung the sword.

******
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“I FOUND THE PORTAL...” Matt spoke softly, leaning over Cody.

“Ugh...what?” Cody grunted, carefully opening his eyes.

Matt pointed in the direction of the barn, or where the barn had been a moment ago. Cody groaned, rubbing his head tenderly before slowly sitting up. He looked where his friend had mentioned. His mouth dropped open. 

Cody had seen a wrecking ball operate, but he assumed that the heaviest one in the universe usually took a couple of swings to do what his sword had done in one go. 

Not only had it knocked the barn down, it had completely erased it. All that remained was a rock-like quarry that had been the foundation. 

At the back of said foundation, a strangely lifeless gate sparked and moaned. 

“What happened?”

Matt plopped himself on the ground, gingerly reaching out and picking up the sword before discreetly sliding it back into his robes.

“Well, after you yelled what I can only assume is the weight similar to that of a mountain, you swung your blade like a club...you lost your balance and the sword continued onward, destroying the barn. You then fell and knocked your head on the ground.”

“Did I beat the Mord Drow?”

“If you were wondering if you hit it? No, you swung far too early...but when you fell, it flew past you and got sucked into the now open portal.”

Matt rose, slowly lifting Cody back to his feet as he did. 

Somewhere in the distance, one of the barn's wooden boards finally fell out of the sky. The shrapnel’s descent ended abruptly when it buried itself several yards into the hard-packed dirt. 

Cody laughed quietly to himself, still a little shaken. 

“I just hit a barn into space...I wonder if the MLB would hire a 12-year-old.”

“I don’t know if that was meant to be funny, but watching you fight was quite humorous...I was, as you say, “Dying of laughter”

Cody gave his companion a sour look before making his way into the destroyed barn foundation. As he carefully descended through the smoking rubble, he called over his shoulder. “What about you? You couldn’t find a portal that was right in front of you?”

Matt quickly levitated himself down into the pit, depositing himself right beside Cody.

“If you look closely, you’ll notice some odd symbols scattered about...the wood and rocks that were used to create the barn were actually magically hexed. It means the portal is in its subdued state...completely untraceable.”

Cody had to agree that the portal did seem subdued. It was not even close to being as violent as the one he and Titus had traveled through from Earth. This one looked more like a biohazard than a magical gateway with thick tendrils of sizzling white muck pooled on the ground below it before quickly fizzling out.

“That thing looks like a melting marshmallow,” Cody pointed out.

“It is quite strange. Someone went through a lot of trouble to keep this pathway weak and hidden. I wonder why?”

Cody tried to rack his brain for a reason someone would hide a door, but he was still too shaken from his “fight”. 

As the duo got closer, he felt the tips of his hair begin to rise from the static. Another couple of steps and every drop of cosmic goo now sounded like a cannon shot. Cody didn’t know how much more his ears could take, but suddenly, the noise stopped. Matt had placed his hand gently on his shoulder, covering them both with a protection spell.

“Maybe you could’ve done that a little sooner?” Cody muttered.

“I forgot how the gates affect humans. I apologize...now, shall we?”

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

And like that, they drifted into the portal.

When Cody had gone through the portal with Titus and Sebastian, the journey had taken about three minutes and had been rather uneventful. Sure, this was only the second time he had gone through a portal, but he didn’t expect it to take so long...or be so energizing. 

Cody’s whole body tingled and buzzed like he had just reached his runners high. Hot adrenalin coursed through his whole body with his heart feeling less like an organ and more like a gigantic drum. He may have been scared fighting the Mord Drow moments before, but how he felt right now, he truly believed that if there were a round two, he would win with one arm behind his back. He laughed triumphantly at the thought.

Quite suddenly, the portal ended, and he found himself plummeting several yards towards a barren landscape. He nimbly landed on one foot but failed to notice the steepness of the incline he found himself on. The sand dune couldn’t take his weight and he collapsed onto his stomach and began sliding towards the bottom with sand pouring into his eyes, mouth, and clothes. He painfully slid for several seconds before coming to a stop and coughing loudly.

The dust was still too thick to see, but he heard Matt speaking in an unusual and rather high-pitched voice behind him.

“I was extremely unprepared for this situation. I’m going to kill you, Zaran Kai.”

Cody tried to turn and look at his friend but he found a blunt metal object obstructing him from turning any farther. The metal cylinder made a sharp clicking sound, and a chilling realization dawned upon Cody.

"Don't move, strangers...or I'm going to paint the sand with the inside of your head.”
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The Fractured Past

SIROS

Siros was not easily intimidated. He would’ve liked to think he had only felt truly daunted three times in his life—the first time he fought Hayden, the first time he met Lemay, and his first day as a Warrior of Threngal. 

“A lot of firsts...guess I have to add one more, huh?” he spoke aloud.

Kira didn’t respond, choosing to stay in the rubble and dust that had been her opponent mere seconds before. Siros kicked a lone rock and tried his best to remember what the behemoth had looked like. It had been large, easily over a hundred feet tall and composed entirely out of rock and dirt. The very earth had shaken with every small movement it made. It probably would have been taller had it not been hunched on its fists like an ape. The surface of its body had been undeviating except for a white mask that stuck out of its back like a small fin. 

But, surprisingly, none of these features intimidated Siros, seeing how the monster had only entered the clearing for a second before his small companion had pulverized it. 

Kira had moved so fast that he hadn’t been able to comprehend what had actually happened. His first thought was the monster had internally combusted, or something. But it hadn’t...the much smaller but now far more intimidating Kira had simply bested it within milliseconds.

“I could’ve helped, you know. I just feel bad letting a little girl fight for me...even if you are made of stone. How about, the next fight, I protect you?”

Kira remained silent, unmoving. Siros noticed she was caked in dust and reached into his bag. He pulled out one of his old shirts and began to clean her arms and face. He assumed that she probably couldn’t understand him but he talked while he worked anyway.

“I find you truly fascinating. Your structure. Your color. They all led me to believe you were some type of Nalta, but that doesn’t even scratch the surface. Every Nalta I can remember seeing was a simple shadow soldier created using magic, but you’re so much more than that. I mean, to think, you used to be human.”

He finished wiping her down and took a step back.

“Which means you’re cursed or hexed. I really wish I could help, but I wouldn’t even know where to start. Hayden knows a lot more about this than I do.”

He was quiet for a moment before an idea suddenly came to him. He ran back to his bag and began rooting through it, items flying onto the grass around him.

“Oh, come on! I know I didn’t throw it away. I never throw anything away...wait...is this...? Aha!”

He pulled out a thin white needle with an emerald pinhead.

“I really hope this works...”

He reached out with the pin, but Kira took several steps backward out of reach. 

“Please...this might be able to help you. It’s a pin that Hayden enchanted as a joke. It supposedly makes whatever it pricks come alive, at least for a short while. One prick only lasts thirty seconds and it might not work but...may I try?”

Siros stepped closer to Kira who didn’t retreat any farther. Seeing this as an affirmation, he moved the needle closer to her upper forearm and then lightly pressed the needle against the stone. 

Suddenly, the needle hissed and dissolved completely, disappearing into the darkness of her arm. 

Siros stared down at his empty fingers in shock. “That’s not possible...” 

Kira remained silent.

Tyler

Meanwhile, roughly a mile away, Tyler and Raven were dealing with an entirely different problem. The two creatures who had attacked them refused to stay down.

“Soul 545: Kübler Tiff.”

The Arwr agilely flipped under a large swinging arm, placing a glowing rune on the green brute’s exposed back. The grass behemoth didn’t seem bothered by the rune, and a muffled ‘boom’ followed as the blast ripped a huge chunk out of the creature’s midriff. This seemed to bother the monster even less as the grass and dirt around him drifted across its skin and filled the hole like it had never been there. 

Across the clearing, Raven seemed to be having the same problems as him.

A massive, sod-heavy fist snapped his attention back to his opponent as it swung outward, blasting Tyler backward. Airborne for only a moment, he hit the ground running. 

“Soul 336: Gnash Zul,” Tyler grunted, charging back in. 

The ghost chains hissed through the air repeatedly as he began hacking away at the large green giant, but no matter how much of the beast’s body he removed, it simply replenished itself from all the nature surrounding it. 

Seeing how futile it was, Tyler promptly vanished, hoping that turning himself invisible would give him enough time to think of something. He looked over to where Raven was having equally as much trouble as he was. 

She had a small hunting dagger that was about as effective as throwing a pebble against the thrashing bark and vines of her opponent.

Tyler suddenly felt a massive fist close around him, squeezing all the air out of his lungs. 

How did it see me? 

The grass giant now stared down through its white bone mask at the small, struggling boy in its hand. It turned to walk away with its prize when Raven’s painful cry filled the glen. 

“Soul 6: Ordinal Vivix,” Tyler growled. 

His body went dark as he melted through the giant’s fingers, condensing quickly and launching himself across the clearing, hitting Raven’s opponent with all his might. The momentum and power lifted the creature into the air before it dropped to the ground with a woody crash. Tyler tried to catch his breath as he helped Raven to her feet.

“Are you okay?” 

The willow beast’s sharp vines had raked across her legs which were now covered in bloodied cuts, but she nodded slowly. 

A hiss sounded, and Tyler’s shoulder lit up in pain. He gasped, collapsing on the ground just as another blinding mote of agony lit up his calf. His teeth snapped shut, and he looked down. 

The willow beast's thorny vine had shot completely through his calf, pinning it and him to the ground. 

Raven

“Tyler!” Raven cried as she reached to attempt pulling out the steel-hard vines. Before she could, however, the grass giant’s fist knocked her out of the way. The ground around her swirled upward, binding her legs and arms. Her violent thrashing to free herself remained fruitless. 

A brutal crunching noise pulled her gaze upward slowly. She watched the green giant bring its fist a second time into Tyler’s exposed chest, the other demon’s sharp vines constricting his arms and legs, burying the large wooden burrs into the now bare skin. 

His bloodcurdling scream rent through the forest. 

I’m so sorry, Kira. I can’t let him die.

All the sounds in the forest abruptly ended as Raven pulled something from her back, and the sound that followed started low but began to grow into a roaring crescendo. The grass holding her down turned black and blew away as she stood. Both creatures stopped their savagery on Tyler to look at the girl with the waving white hair.

The broken blade in her hands was pale as a pearl and sent heat waves shimmering through the air around it. The handle had been expertly crafted and curved slightly making the blade look like more of a cutlass than a broadsword. 

Raven’s hair began to rise as she softly uttered a single command.

“Erase it all...Iethunier!”

White flames shot through the air, incinerating both creatures in an instant along with the ground they had been standing on. The white bone masks that had been on their faces turned black and cracked before also turning to ash. The whole forest seemed to moan as the alabaster flames howled around them, but Raven couldn’t look at anything else.

She quickly ran to Tyler, sliding down to her knees, reaching out for his shoulder.

“Tyler!? Tyler!?” she screamed. 

There’s so much blood. Too much. 

The deep red liquid dribbled down the hundreds of cuts on his face and legs. Two holes on his shoulder and calf were staining his shirt and pants dark crimson, and his chest was already starting to bruise.

“I’m so sorry...I should have used the sword sooner, but I couldn’t...I was scared that...”

Her voice trailed away, and she desperately reached for anything of medical use in her bag. A few, small healing herbs and several rolls of bandages found her hands and she quickly got to work.

“It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m going to help you. Don’t you die on me, you idiot! Please, don’t die on me.”

Siros

“That can’t have happened! That needle was made of pure aura! If it dissolved, that would mean...you’re made of Neckron?” Siros stared at Kira in awe. “Where, in Mondrian, could enough aura be released to convert someone into this much of it?”

He rubbed his eyes, trying to remember everything he could about the rare black material. It was almost nonexistent; he knew that much. 

Neckron was, simply put, a pure anti-auric element. Any form of the arcane used against it was absorbed and destroyed. He knew Hayden had a small chunk of the stuff on a mantel in his forge, but even that was barely the size of a marble.

He reached out and gingerly touched Kira’s stony shoulder. She was easily made of nearly two hundred pounds of the stuff. 

“How in Mondrian...did this happen to you? Who were you?” Siros asked again before remembering she couldn’t answer.

Clenching his eyes shut, he racked his brain for details. 

Remember what Hayden told you. Remember what Hayden told you.

The conversation wafted into Siros’s conscious. Hayden covered in soot held the small thing between thumb and forefinger. “Neckron can only be created by the unrestrained release of an aura on an object. The person who made this piece was a friend of mine who did so by accident and nearly killed themselves and every person in the city. Now, don’t go getting any ideas, you hear?”

Siros opened his eyes again. Hayden had never mentioned that the process could happen to anything alive before, or even on such a massive scale. Just the amount of energy needed to make Kira’s right arm would be the same as an erupting volcano. How much power was sitting inside this tiny, stone girl?

The Tora winced as a horrible idea reared its ugly head in his head.

“There is a way to find out,” Siros whispered. “But it could be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.” He sighed heavily. “Kira...can I try something?”

She simply remained where she was, which Siros took as a yes. He gingerly stretched out his fingers towards the girl’s shoulder. 

“...and I thought absorbing lightning was a bad idea.”

His fingers connected with the black rock, and then crumpled to his knees as a supernova of memories, words, and rage rocketed down his arm and into his mind. His hand had only been in contact with her for seconds when his hair began to smoke and his skin began to blister. Tears streamed down his face. His destroyed hand dropped onto his lap as he looked up into Kira’s face, her eyes.

“You’re...oh, god...I’m so sorry...Kira, I’m sorry...” his voice bled away into soft sobs. 

His destroyed hand didn’t even register—miniscule, compared to the pain he felt in his heart now. He couldn’t bring himself to look up again, but he spoke quietly anyway.

“I don’t remember a lot of what I did...I’ve spent my life trying to piece together those years...but I remember now...the kindness your father showed to me was the one bright spot in my past that doesn’t make me want it all to end...”

Siros’s body was wracked with even heavier sobs, his face in his hands. 

“Kira...I don’t know how I could forget your face...please, tell me. I need to remember what I did.”

Siros reached out his other hand, contacting the girl’s stony skin again. The same energy surged down his arm, and one sharp memory roared into his mind.

––––––––
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KIRA, 12 years earlier...

The sun was still just behind the horizon when Kira found him. Thankfully, he was too engrossed with the target in front of him to notice her as she silently drifted through the shadows of the branches above him, getting closer and closer to striking distance. 

Somewhere off in the distance, a meadowlark sounded, signaling the arrival of morning.

She picked her path through the leaves carefully, but as she stepped on her target branch, she heard a crack. The thick limb snapped with a woody crunch. The girl grunted as she landed in the dust, looking up at Ansell who was waving his knife knowingly.

Kira rose, wincing in pain. “You cut that branch? How could you know that I wou—" 

“—Duh...it’s the perfect striking spot for where I was standing.” Ansell laughed.

Her hand went to her sore back, a grimace on her face.

“Well, your careful planning isn’t going to stop me from knocking that grin off your face.”

She quickly launched herself forward, throwing a precise punch followed by a high kick. Ansell blocked the first strike but took the full force of the kick, left dazed only for a moment before he returned with his own flurry of blows. They continued sparring for several minutes before Kira buried her knuckle into one of the pressure points in his leg, knocking him to the ground.

“You lose. Say it," she ordered, breathing heavily.

Ansell smiled and pointed at her feet. She looked down to see the grass had dissolved. Suddenly, her legs sunk into the ground, and vines slithered out, tying her hands.

“I guess I win again,” Ansell chuckled, standing up triumphantly.

“You cheated...I thought we agreed on no aura.”

“When did we agree on that?”

“Well, I agreed...you never answered, but I assumed it was a yes,” Kira muttered.

Ansell smirked. “Why don’t you just use the aura your dad taught you?”

“Um...okay, maybe I will...” She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to think of Cassius’s teaching from only a couple of days earlier. 

“I was a prodigy at magic when I was young, so maybe you have it in you too. Now, assume the stance.” 

Taking a wide form, she dug deep inside herself, and for a second, she felt the strange ethereal energy her father had mentioned. Her fists began to steam and glow.

“Woah,” Ansell said backing up. “You’re actually doing it!”

But the display did not last long, the energy disappeared as quickly as she had found it. She groaned as painful throbs assaulted her head.

“Or...I guess not,” he joked.

He waved his hand and the earth loosed, the vines fading. He turned to pick up his knife from where he had dropped it. 

Kira rubbed the mugginess out of her eyes and stood slowly. Far in the distance, she heard her father shouting.

“I’m guessing that’s breakfast,” she murmured, still a little deflated.

“Little early, isn’t it?” 

They both turned and ran quickly back to the house. 

The Crucian home was a single-story building situated near the far western corner of Mondrian. The nearest town, Kurian was easily over a mile away. A small creek could be heard trickling in the distance. 

As they got close enough, they found Kira’s father, Cassius, leaning against the doorway.

He held a steaming cup in his hand as he watched the two kids run down the hill. The dark woolen sweater he wore contained his massive frame. He was clean-shaven, but his face often seemed that it could grow a beard at will if he wanted it to. Despite his intimidating stature, a pair of half-rimmed spectacles hung on a chain around his neck. 

“How’d training go?” Cassius asked in a deep baritone.

“Ansell cheated again...I would have won,” Kira complained.

“It’s not cheating. In a fight, you must use everything at your disposal to win,” Ansell stated, quoting the line Cassius had used days earlier. He then shook his head with a grin.

“You should have seen it though; Kira almost used an aura.”

“Hopefully, not too much, a young Vicar should be more careful. Energy is precious...how ya feeling?” Cassius asked his daughter.

Kira tried to ignore her throbbing head and responded staunchly. “I’m fine, and I won’t lose next time. I promise...you’ll see.” 

Cassius nodded absently. “I’m sure you won’t...Ansell, can I talk to you alone for a moment?”

Kira walked past her dad, across the kitchen and into her room. She quickly shut the door and pulled a box out from under her bed. Thoughts still on what Ansell had said, she reached for the item resting in the bottom of the box—a souvenir she had taken from her dad’s weapon chest the day before. The thick throwing dagger had runes running up and down the handle. Just throwing this near Ansell should knock him down long enough to claim victory.

“Anything at my disposal, huh? Well, I’ll win tomorrow for sure then,” she said smugly, tucking it into the back of her waistband.

She quickly walked back out into the main room. 

Ansell was nowhere to be seen, but Cassius was standing outside the hallway door.

“Who was that strange man that Ansell’s with daddy?” a young Raven asked from the open doorway of her room.

Kira turned to look at her younger sister who wore a dark grey nightgown with her long, black hair a tangled mess from sleeping. She had just turned seven the night before and was still wearing the two silver rings Cassius had gifted her. 

“You were supposed to stay in there. This is grown-up business,” he said sternly.

“Yeah...grown-up business,” Kira spoke, trying to walk past her dad to get a peek at said stranger.

Cassius easily stopped her progress with his arm. “You can’t go in either, young missy. The man said he’s here to see Ansell about something...personal.” 

She stubbornly put her hands on her hips and opened her mouth to argue, but before she knew what had happened, Cassius deftly spun her around. 

“Ask him to tell you about it later, and please, Kira, go put something a little more lady-like on. It’s not every day we have company.”

He then shut the entryway with a resounding click. Kira half-heartedly kicked the door but didn’t attempt anything farther.

“Come on, Raven. Let’s go get dressed.”

Minutes later, Kira skulked back into the kitchen, now sporting a bright yellow sundress with sandals. 

Ugh, I hate dresses. I hope dad doesn’t expect me to wear this all day. 

Kira guessed it probably would have been more comfortable if she hadn’t chosen to keep the dagger in the sheath on her back. 

Raven suddenly interrupted her older sister’s thoughts. “Kira, do you want to play dolls?” Her bright green eyes grew to puppy-like proportions. 

“Maybe in a bit...I want to see if I can sneak back in there...”

Raven nodded, happy with the answer. Reassured that her sister would return, she pulled out a second patchwork doll. 

Meanwhile, Kira slowly pushed the hallway door open and peeked inside. Her eyes widened in shock. 

Her dad was being held by the throat halfway up the wall by Ansell. Cassius fought violently, but his normally fierce kicks and punches seemed to barely even register on the boy.

“Ansell, what are you doing?” she yelled, opening the door all the way.

Her foster brother’s head snapped sharply to look at her, his eyes a terrifying black. His hair and clothes rippled wildly in an invisible wind. From the end of the hallway, she heard a deep voice.

“Oh, look. Another one. Is she actually yours, Cass?”

Kira looked past the two combatants to see a man in dark robes leaning against the wall. His hair was a murky blood-red color and his skin a pale otherworldly gray. His features were almost too smooth like they had been carved. At his hip, a pearl white sword hummed quietly. 

“Kira...take your sister and run,” Cassius wheezed.

The stranger shook his head slowly.

“I’m afraid not. No one can know what happened here today. Sorry, no survivors...not even family...boy, kill her.” The stranger pointed the sword towards her. 

The blade began to moan, filling the hallway with the whirring noise. Ansell turned, but before he could come at her, Cassius’s glowing fingers struck. Ansell’s right arm suddenly went limp as his nerves reset from the strike.

Her dad then flipped Ansell onto his back, pinning him to the floor. The brief reprieve didn’t last long as Ansell’s palm touched the center of her father’s chest. She watched in benumbed horror as a hiss and a crack ensued, and the large man flew upwards before crashing to the floor. Ansell glowered at Kira, rising slowly only to get pinned again by the faster Cassius, although now trembling.

“Run...Kira...” he yelled hoarsely, quickly striking and disabling the boy’s other arm as well. 

White arcs of lightning surged off Ansell, knocking her dad away yet again. The stranger at the end of the hallway chuckled.

“He’s stronger than even you, Cass...you were holding him back with warnings and telling him there are consequences...tut tut, that won’t do! This boy has a very special task that I will see carried out regardless of consequence!”

He lifted the sword, pointing it towards Kira. 

Ansell cupped his hands together. Arching beams of energy stretched across his fingers, blind killing intent filling his dark eyes.

“Kira...run...” Cassius groaned again as a trickle of blood leaked from his mouth.

But she didn’t run. Instead, she reached behind her and pulled out the rune knife. Before Ansell could reach her, Kira brought the dagger’s hilt directly between his legs. The boy instantly collapsed to the ground with a moan. She stepped over him and threw the dagger at the visitor who didn’t even flinch as it hissed through the air towards him. As the sharp blade connected with one of his eyes, he turned into white smoke. 

The weapon then buried itself in the wall behind him. 

Recoalescing, he sneered. “Here’s a word of advice, brat. The only difference between stupidity and bravery is whether the dagger connects.”

Kira grinned.

“Yeah? And what if the knife wasn’t meant to connect?”

The stranger’s eyes opened in shock as the runes went off and the dagger exploded. Even at the speed of the blast, the man still had enough time to turn into smoke, but the alabaster sword in his hand didn’t. Time seemed to slow as the shockwave from the explosion hit the sword, cracking it. 

Kira remembered hearing Raven’s cry of terror behind her and her father’s desperate shouts before her world went white.

––––––––
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It All Burns

SIROS

Siros felt Kira’s stony grip on his arm as she pushed him away.

He collapsed on the ground before her, breathing heavily. The skin from his wrist to his shoulder was now completely charred and he watched as his sweat hissed and evaporated upon contact there.  

Kira took a step forward. Although expressionless, he could feel the rage and anger surging off her dark stone.

Grimacing, he sat up, stifling a scream as he did. Any nerve left in his arm was firing every pain signal it could. Every breath took staggering effort, but through it all, Siros began to speak. “I...I wish things would have turned out differently for us. I let my thirst for revenge blind me, and... your family and so many others suffered for it. Nothing I can say will bring Cassius back or will ever atone for what you and Raven had to go through...but I am sorry, Kira...and I know–"

But Siros, tears streaming down his face was cut short as a sound he hoped he’d never hear again echoed over the ridge. Shaking uncontrollably, he slowly looked to the ridgeline to his right. 

Great plumes of smoke filled the air. 

“No. Not again, I can’t... Kira, please run as far away from me as you can—"

A wall of white flames suddenly spilled over the hill, their nightmarishly familiar roar ripping through the woods with no constraint. Siros scrambled frantically backward, slamming his stinging hands over his ears, but he wasn’t fast enough. The noise, like an icy lance, sliced through his head. 

The pain in his arms vanished, but so did his memories. Terrified green eyes immediately rolled backward into a monstrous black, and Siros began to rise into the air. The vibrant ground around him turned gray and lifeless within seconds. The white flames vanished as they were drawn towards the rising Toran Dire. Pure arcane force began to vortex around him but slowed suddenly when he felt someone grab his hand.

He glared down to see Kira’s small hand clasped around his own. A small green streak rippled across his black eyes, his features softening. The energy began to fade, seeping back into the ground as the man began to drift down. As he landed, there was a tranquil sigh as a carpet of flowers filled miles of the forest in an instant. 

Kira let go of Siros’s hand and he instantly collapsed, lying there and breathing heavily for several seconds. 

His destroyed arm was no longer responding, but after a few moments, he used the other to slowly sit up. Head downturned, he wept. 

Silence filled the glade except for his keening cries, and he allowed himself a couple of more minutes before trusting himself to speak.

“Thank you, Kira. I am in your debt now more than ever before...if I could, I...”

He looked up just in time to catch Kira swiftly bringing her hand across his face. The blow knocked him onto his back. 

Siros shook his head and looked up at the stone girl whose face was no longer expressionless. A small, smug smile teased the corners of her mouth. It barely lasted a moment, but he was sure he had seen it. 

The statue then held out a hand to help him to his feet.

Blinking away more tears, Siros took it, rising with a groan.

“Ugh...you hit a lot harder now than you did back then.”

Kira nodded. 

A single bark of laughter escaped Siros. “Wait... you could communicate this whole time?”

Kira shook her head. Siros scratched his.

“So, this is new?”

She nodded, and he frowned.

“You can gesture, but still no talking?”

Kira gave a thumbs up.

Furrowing his eyebrows, Siros looked around the clearing filled with flowers that stretched behind them. His gaze caught on some nearby trees which looked much larger than when they had first arrived. Trunks that had only been a couple feet thick were now several meters in diameter. Suddenly, it all clicked into place. 

Stifling a laugh, he turned back around.  

“I think I just discovered how to turn you back...but we’re going to need help finding something first. Are you okay with me helping you?”

She nodded. 

"Okay, now, we need to find and make sure all the others are okay...”

Siros hobbled over to his bag and reached into it, pulling out the directional amulet. 

“Shoot...when did this happen?”

The amulet, now a dull grey color, refused to float or even gesture in the right direction, no matter how much he tried to make it. 

“How are we supposed to find our way back now?”

Kira pointed to where the flames had come from—a few remaining white wisps of smoke and a horizon of black skeletal tree. An ash desert that stretched several miles back the way they had come.  

Siros glanced at the devastation in front and then the vibrancy behind them, and then down at Kira.

“Why would we go that way?” 

Kira was silent for a moment before reaching just past the flowers and picking up a handful of white ash off the ground, before, very strangely, holding it up to her dark hair. She gestured to the contrast. It took him a second to figure out what the charade meant.

“Ash hair? What does that even mean? Wait, not ash? Then...um...white hair? Who has white hair...Raven? But why would this mess lead to her? I mean, that would mean that—"

Siros shot straight up and grabbed Kira’s shoulder with his good hand.

“Wait...did Raven take the Iethunier blade? That white sword from your memory? Does she have it?”

Kira nodded.

“No, no, no...damn it, we have to find her now!”

Without another word, Siros took off, his large feet sinking into the ash and dust with every step. Kira followed just behind him. 

Talia    

Talia slammed her quiver on the ground in frustration. None of her crossbow bolts were even remotely close to breaking through the barrier. Her hands were torn from splinters, and she was on the verge of just giving up when she heard something. 

A howling noise rose in volume as a wall of snow-white flames raced towards her, and devouring entire groves of trees within seconds, the destruction closed in. 

And yet, despite the situation, her eyes gleamed and she sat up tall. 

If this is it, I refuse to die cowering in terror. I’m going out like a true Thrace. Weapon in hand and head held high.

The flames roared upward. The temperature did not. Despite the inferno raging around her, she was alive. Unharmed, thanks to Zenon’s prison spell that shielded her. A little bravado slipping, Talia took several grateful breaths.

"I guess it's a good thing I wasn't able to escape." 

Massive swaying towers of smoke filled the sky as the flames continued their destructive path past her and deeper into the woods. 

Suddenly, the runes on the ground surrounding her flashed brightly before growing dull. Talia stumbled forward a few steps as the barrier she had been leaning on lifted. Eyes watering from the sudden indraft of smoke, she covered her face with her arm, and clutching her crossbow, she made her way forward. 

"Oh...you survived," Zenon whispered.

She turned; weapon leveled. The voice had come from behind the only object spared from the blaze—a boulder covered in a spider-web of cracks from the heat. She took a couple of steps closer but froze as Zenon's voice wheezed from the other side of the rock. 

"Don't come any closer, Talia. I’d hate to damage your delicate sensibilities...it’s all I can do to hold what’s left of my body together to talk to you right now.”

Talia hesitated but could tell by Zenon's voice alone that he wasn’t lying. He didn’t have long. The air reeked of burnt muscle and hair. Averting her gaze, she sat down on the rock.

"I want to say you deserve this, but—"

Zenon coughed wetly, interrupting her before she could go any farther. His voice was barely an audible chuckle.

"Talia, my dear. Do you know why I did everything I did? Joining the Templars’ stupid little fight against you Warriors? I did it because I wanted to...and when I look back, that's all I want to see out of my life. The good and bad were my choice and no one else's. No Templar, no Warrior, no king, no leader ever ordered me to do anything that I didn't want to do. That's why I'm choosing to do this, so that when you see that smug bastard, Vandran, you can avenge your sister by filling his chest with a lot more than wood bolts...  " 

Using the last of his strength, Zenon flipped something over his head before, with a sigh, what remained of his body collapsed into a pile of acrid ash. Talia stepped forward and picked up the small cylindrical item, but before she could examine it, she heard running footsteps.  

Siros and Kira appeared on the rise. Talia quickly stuffed the object into her pocket and took off towards her companions, not sparing a glance backwards. 

Siros clutched his right arm which was burnt beyond recognition. “I’m so glad we found you.” His good arm embraced her briefly.

"What happened? Are you all right?" Talia stared at his arm.

"I'll be fine. I used my garden bag to stabilize the pain. I'm more worried about Tyler and Raven, though. We need to find them as quickly as possible. Are you okay?" 

"A few splinters, but I'm fine.”

Siros nodded and turned to move ahead, but Talia grabbed his good arm, turning him back around. She pulled out the small cylindrical item from her pocket. 

“What is that?” 

Sighing, she quickly recapped everything that had transpired since they had been separated from each other. 

Siros took and rolled the item in his hand quizzically. “How did the Templars know what we were doing?”

“I don’t think they did,” Talia muttered. "Zenon was probably present during the summit, and if he was also with us on the boat, he may never have returned to tell Titus anything.”

Siros shook his head. “But he may have had other ways of contacting him.”

Taking the cylinder back from him, Talia nodded. “That’s definitely possible. I guess we’ll have to just wait and see.”

Looking at the small, sealed tube for a moment, she pulled the lid off and dumped the contents into her open hand. It was a very old piece of folded paper, the felt-like parchment about the size of a large book page. Drawn across it with dark, black ink was a mandala-like symbol, almost like a coat of arms. It was quite intricate, but among the many images and lines of runes, there were a few that stuck out. A pit in a desert, a dark city skyline, a flaming raven, a strange key object, a stag, and a tree. In the center of it all were three bars covering a large malevolent eye backed by chains of darkness. 

Talia’s eyes were drawn to the image of the stag. She knew she had seen it somewhere but couldn’t put her finger on it. Her fingers lightly touched the image. 

“Where have I seen this before?”

Meanwhile, Siros ran his hand along the string of old runes and the images above each of them. He also felt that many of the symbols were familiar, and his eyes were drawn to the tree which sat above the whole image.

“What is this? Where did Zenon find..." Talia began quietly, tracing the old markings.

Siros shook his head to clear it for the most part before gently folding the parchment and sliding it into his pocket. 

“We’ll look at it again later...right now, we need to find Tyler and Raven. They are in more danger than they realize! Let’s go!”

Siros and Talia took off in a dead sprint before realizing that Kira had not followed them and stopped to look back. 

The small girl’s head was raised skyward. 

“Kira?” Talia called out. “What is she doing?”

She turned to look at Siros and noticed that he, too, was frozen in place, looking skyward. 

Following their gaze, Talia’s mouth went slack.

When they had first arrived in the portal, the forest canopy had blocked all view of the sky. No matter where they walked, the only thing they could see was the sun trickling through the branches. Later, the white flames had cleared the forest, but it left behind miles of smoke that also hid any view of the sky. But now, with the woods no longer burning and the air finally clearing, the world they had entered became clear.

“It’s not possible,” Siros choked.

In the mythology of some upper realms, it was called Yggdrasil. To the Thren, it was simply known as Ales Mesa. Regardless of its name, it truly lived up to its title. 

The World Tree. 

The comparatively small chunk of earth they stood on was nestled between two roots whose size dwarfed even mountains. Thousands of other island formations could be seen nestled in other such roots. Hundreds of miles above them peeking through the clouds, branches the size of canyons made up the heavens. 

Siros, Kira, and Talia just stared silently in wonder.  

Tyler

“Tyler...Tyler, can you hear me?”

Zaran Kai suddenly came into focus, standing above him, framed by the black monolith behind him. He winced as sharp pain lit up his entire right side. He groaned as another wave shook his upper arm.

“My shoulder feels like it’s on fire...it hurts so bad!”

Without a word, the Thren lifted Tyler onto his back and flew inside. Tyler’s whole side felt like hot, burning lead. Zaran Kai deposited him on the table at the top floor of the monolith, poured a glass of a black liquid, and handed it to him.

“Drink. Now.”

Breath hissing out, Tyler downed the liquid, and the burning disappeared. Not giving him a moment to catch his breath, Zaran Kai grabbed his shoulders, demanding his attention.

“Don’t speak. Listen. Even if it feels better...it’s only temporary. You’re still in danger. Whoever sent those demons after you is skilled in a very old and very dark form of magic. Poisonous magic that attacks a user’s soul. You have a couple hours at most, and I...” Zaran Kai took a deep breath before finishing. “I know of only one way to heal you.”

Tyler brought a shaky hand to his forehead but remained quiet, trying to take in the whirlwind of information, but Zaran Kai didn’t let up.

“There is a Thren soul here that, if you were to possess, would be able to help you, but...”

“...Who is it?” Tyler asked hoarsely.

“Every soul you have obtained up to this point have been foot soldiers. Cannon fodder. But this one isn’t. He was a captain in the Ingriniad, an apprentice to one of the six Ordinals. He’s not only powerful, but extremely dangerous too...and we need his power if you want to live. Even as we speak, your body is rapidly overheating. Whoever created this toxin made it potent enough to kill not just you but the girl as well!”

Tyler’s head jerked upward. “What did you just say?”

“The girl you’ve been traveling with got cut by the same demon. She probably has even lesser time than you do.”

“Where’s the soul?”

“What?”

Tyler’s eyes blazing like twin stars stared out beneath furrowed eyebrows. The look alone repeated his question. 

Where’s the soul? 

Pausing for only a moment, Zaran Kai reached behind him and pulled out the glowing purple sphere. It pulsed and hummed hypnotically in the large Thren’s hand.

“I’ll have it be waiting for you outside.”

******
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THE MONOLITH SEEMED black as the night in comparison to the burning orange sky. Waves of shimmering heat pushed smoke-colored clouds into thin streams while pockets of steam erupted from the very earth, filling the air with even more acrid moisture. 

Zaran Kai walked out into an open area and pushed the Thren soul an inch or two into the dirt. He gave one last look to his young ward before leaping onto a faraway ridge. The second the large Thren left the area, the orb on the ground melted, slithered upwards before coiling into a solid being. 

“Wow, it’s hot in here...who’s dying?”

The person waved his hand and the waves of heat cleared, revealing the two combatants. Tyler, who was already sweating heavily, his hand gripping his trusty shield and dagger, and the Thren captain, wearing grey pants and a simple purple vest on his torso. The attire exposed his bare, maroon-colored arms. Long hair the same color as his skin was pulled back out of his face in dreads. From his bare feet to the top of his head, he stood roughly at six feet tall, and despite the heat, he wasn’t even sweating. 

Venomous green eyes locked onto Tyler’s. “Is this you?” he asked, gesturing all around before noticing the monolith in the distance. Realization lit up his face, and a second pair of eyelids blinked rapidly sideways.

“So, that’s where we are. Umb Locus. The Arwr, I presume? Hmm. Seems you’re in dire circumstances. This soul is literally burning away...”

The Thren returned his gaze to the heaving Tyler. 

“I thought you would have been older, but I guess someone with your power can look as young as he wants, eh, Tyverius? But let’s hurry and get the formalities out of the way. I can feel your murderous intent from here. You may not even remember me. I mean, you did obliterate me in a couple of seconds last time, but you can call me Omani Kai...” 

“Shut up! I don’t give a damn who you think I am or what your name is,” Tyler growled, breaking into a sprint forward and bringing his weapon down with as much force as he could. 

A grunt of pain left his lips as something in his stomach popped, making him drop the dagger.  

Omani rubbed his chin in boredom. “So, wait, you’re not Tyverius? Well, that's good, it gives me a fighting chance...tell me this, then, not-Tyverius. What do you think of when you hear the word ‘toxin?’ I’ve found that many think of some green liquid or purple sludge with a big skull and crossbones on it, but they always seem to forget about gasses. Invisible, fast, and so much easier to get into someone’s system. Don’t you agree?” 

Tyler spat blood and glared in raw hatred at the Thren. 

Spines emerging from his shoulder and teeth sharpening, Omani laughed.  “Oh? We’ve got a fighter! That’s good...it makes what comes next so much more enjoyable, for me.”

Raven

It wasn’t working.

Raven had used everything she could find in her bag, but Tyler’s skin was still burning hot to the touch. She poured more of her water canteen onto the small strip of cloth before placing it gently on Tyler’s forehead. It began steaming almost immediately. She anxiously unwrapped Tyler’s shoulder to check on the wound. 

It had only been a couple of hours since she had dragged Tyler away from the flames. She had hidden behind a shallow outcropping of rocks to dress his injuries, and despite the short period of time, the puncture wound now only looked like an angry red scar. 

“You heal as fast as ever, but you’re still burning up...why?”

She unconsciously scratched the long cuts on her legs, and then moved to rewrap the wound before taking a couple steps back and sliding down onto one of the many boulders. 

Her thoughts were drawn to several hours earlier. She knew he couldn’t hear her, but she spoke anyway.  

“You always have to be the hero, don’t you? You didn’t have to fly in like that. I can take care of myself. I’ve done it for long enough anyway.”

Her eyes drifted towards the cracked white sword laying where she had dropped it, completely spotless, despite the dust and ash everywhere. Her pale fingers slowly reached out and picked up the blade. A rush of energy surged along her arm and all the soreness in her muscles disappeared. She hated having to rely on such a dangerous thing. 

This sword was the cause of so much wrong in her life, but it had also been her salvation an equal number of times.

I used it at full strength. Who knows how long I have before he finds me?

Raven clutched the sword tightly with both hands, feeling another surge of power arc down her back, unaware that the rush of energy was hiding her own fever caused by the toxin racing towards her heart.

Kira      

Several miles away, Kira shuddered, feeling the danger her sister's life was in. She broke her gaze from the world tree, easily picked up her two dazed companions, and bolted into the darkening fields of ash.

I’m coming, Raven. Just hold on, I’m coming.

Epilogue

––––––––
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“THEY USED IT AGAIN...for the first time in years. We must act quickly before the trail grows cold,” a tall pale figure spoke to a kneeling dark shape.

They were both standing in the skeletal remains of a town. The streets were littered with the carnage of war and the smoking remains of death. Far above, light snow drifted down, covering the horrible destruction. 

The tall figure shook off the gore from the spiked maul in his hand, taking great care to keep it off his spotless cloak. He then reached into his pockets and pulled dark gloves over his pale grey skin. With his hands now covered, he ran one through his hair, straightening the last rust-colored strands before turning to the kneeling individual.

“...and I believe you are best suited to eliminate those carrying the sword. After all, they were your daughters,” Gabriel Crucian chuckled darkly.

Cassius stared out from under his dark robes at his brother with milky white eyes. Long scars cut across his once handsome face, his body the same. Not a breath escaped his lips as he responded, “As you command it, dear brother. It shall be done.”

End of Book 1
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A Fantasy Adventure Story

EPISODE 3 – The Warrior of Night

By 

J Clair

RECAP:

At first it appears as if the end of the Edevane family has arrived, 

A giant meteor, summoned by Hayden has appeared overhead, 

But at the last moment, Aria goes through her own transformation,

Stopping it with her bare hands!

In the process though, she loses her clarity and runs off, leaving her family behind. 

Jalen and the others pursue but are soon attacked by swarms of vicious ladybugs.

Stumbling upon some ruins, Aria soon finds her daughter, Renee, 

But lost in her new transformation, attacks! 

Meanwhile, Hayden has switched from meteors to billows of fire. 

Using the baby as a weapon, they defeat the ladybugs and pursue Aria. 

Aria and Renee end their battle and begin to unravel the secret behind Renee’s departure, 

When Fein appears. 

Renee informs Aria that he has killed many, and he is a villain. 

Aria has heard plenty and activates her transformation at will. 

A sword and shield, now also in hand. 

“He’s a Dark Mage like Hayden,” Renee said, walking towards Fein and circling around him, twirling her spear in her hand. “Except he’s an adult, and he’s been perfecting his spells for decades. 

“Well, I raised three children,” Aria growled, gripping the hilt of her sword tightly, “I know how to stop a tantrum in its tracks.” 

Renee winced at hearing her mother count three children, not four. But now was not the time to get upset. Every time she had faced Fein, it didn’t end well, for her, or anyone else in her party. 

“We’re going to hit him in increments,” Renee said, glaring at her enemy. “You take point and I’ll hit him when he’s distracted. We’ll chip him down while being cautious of any spells he casts. Use that shield all you want, okay? Mom? MOM?” Renee glanced behind her and gasped. Her mother’s gaze was listless, and her body was swaying back and forth. Renee reached out to her and then recoiled her hand once she saw a faint red aura around her skin. 

“Mom?” Renee whispered as she stared down at the glowing red aura. “Mom, snap out of it!”

Fein chuckled under his breath as he wiggled his fingers towards Aria, thin threads of silver riding the winds and tethering him to her armor. “It’s nothing, really,” he said, “just increasing that bloodlust tanks love to bathe in so much. Looks like she doesn’t have full control yet, huh? Too bad you’re the closest thing to her. She has to hit something.” 

“MOM!” Renee shouted as Aria swiped with her sword at Renee’s chest. Renee parried it away with the center of her spear and then used the end of it to jab Aria in the chest, causing her to stumble backwards. With a quick leap in the air and half-roundhouse kick, Renee sent Aria soaring through the air and onto her back. 

“You’re nimbler than I remember,” Fein said, willing the threads to sever from the tips of his fingers. He reached behind him and procured a wooden staff, warped and odd, a bulbous knob comprising the tip of it. He pointed it towards Aria and smiled. “Choice time.” He muttered a few words under his breath and a bolt of lightning crackled down from the sky, slow and deliberate, like water trickling down a series of straw-width tunnels. Still, it made its way down from the sky and towards the tank lying in the dirt. 

Renee raised the tip of her spear towards it, ready to accept whatever pain would follow, when she happened to see movement at her feet. Aria had sat up, and she was furious. 

“Mom, I got this,” Renee said, but Aria didn’t listen. She punched Renee in the stomach, sending her several yards away. Fein raised his staff and the lightning bolt picked up speed, slamming into the center of Aria’s chest. Aria groaned and her head fell back down onto the ground. 

“You better not have hurt her!” Renee roared, rushing to Aria. She was shocked to see a few familiar faces at Aria’s side, already examining her for wounds. 

“Your mother’s stronger than that,” Jalen smiled, caressing her hair. “Don’t worry, she’s still breathing. Probably just knocked the wind out of her.” 

“And it will be the last time,” Ty said, pounding his chest once. “Renee, is that you under there?”

“Yeah,” Renee laughed. She found it hard to look at Ty’s determined face. Her eyes were welling up with tears. She had no idea how much she had missed him. 

“Why’d you leave?” Isaac said, standing up to face her. “We were worried about you.”

“I...I’m...I’m sorry,” Renee said, shrugging her armored shoulder. 

“Not good enough,” Ty said, “you owe us ice cream for this one. And no excuses like last time.”

“Of course,” Renee laughed. 

Jalen shifted Hayden from one arm to the other as he stood up and looked past Renee to the sorcerer in back, his staff glowing a bright blue. “So, he’s not a friend.”

“The exact opposite,” Renee said. “You guys should get out of here. All of you.” 

“Will we be in the way?” Jalen asked her. She had never seen him so serious.

“Probably,” she said. “Mom could help if she got control of herself.”

“And you can beat this guy by yourself?” Jalen asked. 

“No,” Renee winced. “I never have, and...I doubt I could any time soon.”

“Then we’re staying,” Jalen said, handing Hayden over to Isaac. He folded his arms as his gaze remained fixed upon the sorcerer. 

“But I told you that you’ll get in the way.”

“That’s true,” he said, “and if you said that you’d be fine on your own then we’d be gone, but you said you can’t, which means we’re doing this together.”

“But you have no abilities. No power.”

“Your mother didn’t until that meteor nearly wiped us from the ear—uh, whatever this place is.” 

“Aeon,” Renee smiled. “That’s the name of this world.”

“You could have said anything and I would believed you,” he laughed, scratching his hair. “I have no idea what’s happening.” 

“This must be a video game,” Isaac said, “the sorcerer is chilling. I would have blasted us ten times by now if I was him.”

“Right,” Renee said, spinning around. The spear Fein held was glowing so brightly that it was blinding to look at. “We can’t allow him to gather any more energy. He might send a meteor like Hayden did.”

“Then I’ll punch it,” Aria declared proudly. She opened her eyes and smiled at Renee, but she still couldn’t move from her fallen position. 

“Hey!” Ty said, knocking on Renee’s armor. “Tell me how to do that. I want a weapon too.”

“You’re the last one that needs a weapon!” Aria snapped. “Stay back, you’re not old enough for this.”

“But Hayden got to play around,” Ty whined. 

“He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

“That’s worse. He should have more retictions.”

“It’s pronounced restrictions.” 

“Okay, that’s enough,” Fein chuckled. He stuck his spear out towards the family and a wave of lightning spiraled towards them like a gigantic net. 

“RUN!” Renee shouted, bending her knees into a defensive stance. “I can’t stop all of that!” 

“I got this!” Ty shouted, running in front of her. 

“NO!” Renee shrieked, grabbing him and turning her back to the lightning. It slammed into her armor so hard that it felt like she had been hit by a wrecking ball. The armor protecting her back shattered as she fell onto the ground, crushing Ty underneath her weight. 

“Isaac, get them out of here!” Jalen shouted, rushing forward. He ran past Renee and Ty and straight to Fein, catching him by surprise. Jalen grabbed Fein’s staff and immediately howled at the heat emanating from the wood. Fein smacked Jalen across the face with the staff and he attempted a second swing, but Jalen caught it again. 

Growling through the burn, Jalen used his weight to shove Fein backwards. Jalen stuck his leg out to trip the sorcerer, but Fein was far more experienced in combat. Fein jammed the end of his staff into Jalen’s foot, then raised up the bulbous tip into Jalen’s chin, following up with a hand pressed against his stomach. 

“Telinky,” Fein muttered, and a small tree stump shot out from the palm of his hand, punching Jalen in the abdomen and knocking him down to his knees. “You’re all a nuisance,” Fein said, raising his staff high in the air. “It would best if I take care of you all now before you acquire any sudden abilities.” 

Isaac suddenly tackled into Fein’s waist, but the sorcerer didn’t budge. He glanced down at the boy, who only now realized how foolish his attempt was. Isaac’s body trembled as he fell to his knees, his face red from where it had impacted with Fein’s body. 

“I can...I can’t let you hurt my Dad,” Isaac whispered. 

“It won’t hurt,” Fein smiled. “I promise.” 

A growl broke through the air as Ty leapt onto Fein’s back, gripping his nose and pulling at it as hard as he could. Fein groaned and easily ripped the child’s hands away from him. He shook Ty off his back and then stuck the tip of his staff towards him, just as Aria grabbed the end, her hand armored in blue steel. Aria snapped Fein’s staff towards her with her left hand and then delivered a punch so powerful to his face that he immediately felt a couple of his teeth sail through the air. 

Fein cried out and patted his chest, a green bubble of energy appearing around him and bouncing Aria away. Aria caught her footing in mid-air and rushed him. She cocked back her armored fist and punched the bubble with all her might, but it only caused a tiny ripple along its surface. 

“Come out here!” Aria growled. Fein exhaled in relief as he studied her quickly. Only the right side of her body was covered in armor, and her left hand was still sizzling from where her flesh gripped his staff. 

“No,” Fein smiled. He snapped his fingers and the bubble expanded, increasing its surface. Aria was forced back, but she continued to push against it, trying to keep the soles of her feet gripped into the soil, struggling against its weight. Momentarily, she glanced back to make sure Hayden was still safe. Renee, armorless, was holding him to her chest tightly as she watched from a distance. Satisfied, Aria took a deep breath and turned back to the bubble. She closed her eyes and slowly, chunks of armor began to appear on her left side, filling in the gaps like puzzle pieces, but it was too slowly, and the chunks were beginning to form smaller in size. There wasn’t enough energy. 

“Mom!” Isaac shouted, and her eyes snapped open like a curtain that had been pulled down too far. Isaac, Ty, and an unconscious Jalen were all within the confines of the bubble, helpless.

In an instant, Aria’s armor was complete. 

She cocked her arm back and several plates of steel suddenly encompassed it, increasing its size and mass, resembling a mace in shape. She took a deep breath and then punched the bubble once more. 

To her horror, nothing happened. 

“Do you really think you’re on par with me?” Fein laughed. “You should have run away when you had the chance.” He fired a bolt of lightning into Isaac’s chest, knocking him out cold. Aria growled and pounded her fists against the bubble to no avail. 

“Come on,” Ty whispered, punching his own stomach. “Come on.” 

He gasped when Fein turned to him. “I’m sorry, did you say something?”

“I said that you better leave my family alone,” Ty snapped, sprinting towards the sorcerer.

Fein laughed. “What are you doing?” He shot a bolt of lightning towards Ty, but somehow...Ty leapt to the side and dodged it. Fein snapped his neck back in shock as the child leapt in the air and tried to hit him. Fein knocked Ty down with a swing of his staff. Ty belly-flopped onto the ground and Fein brought his staff down upon him...but all it hit was grass. Ty had rolled out of the way in the nick of time. 

“What is this?” Fein muttered under his breath as he swung again. Ty raised his forearms up and blocked his face. The staff burned into his skin, and the force of the attack sent him onto his back. 

“TY! STOP!” Aria shouted, punching the bubble over and over.

“He’ll hurt me if I stop!” Ty shouted back, climbing up to his feet. “But you know what? He’s not hurting Isaac or Dad right now!”

A bolt of lightning grazed Ty’s cheek and he yelped in pain. He clutched his wound and tried to hold back the tears when he saw the tip of Fein’s staff soaring towards his face. Ty fell backwards as it narrowly grazed his nose.

“THERE!” Aria roared in triumph. She had managed to re-summon her sword, and it had sliced into the bubble’s surface like paper. 

Fein sucked his teeth as she approached and turned towards her instead of Ty, a mistake on his part. Ty leapt on his back again and grabbed the tip of the staff, pulling it towards him and right into Fein’s face. Fein howled as his face got burned and he shook Ty off again, only to receive a slice across his chest from Aria’s sword. He screamed as he stumbled backwards, his shoulder getting nicked, then his left leg. In desperation, he fired a tree trunk from his hand, and it hit Aria in the face, spinning her around. Then he raised his staff high into the sky. A booming sound could be heard from the atmosphere. 

“You got the strength for another meteor?” Fein cackled. Aria gasped as she saw the tip of a gigantic rock in the distant sky, its trajectory heading straight for them all. 

“Choose,” Fein laughed. “Allow me to kidnap your husband and a couple of your kids or watch your other two children die.”

Aria sucked her teeth and ran towards the meteor as pebble-sized pieces of her armor fell off. Fein smiled and turned back to Ty who was still clutching his face and furiously punching his own stomach. “Come on!” he cried. 

“Hey there,” Fein winced from his own wounds. “You put up a good fight. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. But I’m out of time. We have to go, and I’m not going to entertain you anymore. If you fight me, I will kill your brother, understand? I don’t need three hostages.” 

Ty’s breathing was erratic, his muscles ached, his cheek still creamed from the burn, and for a second...a single second, he almost nodded in acceptance. 

But then he grit his teeth. 

Clenched his fists. 

And gave the sorcerer a glare that told him everything he needed to know. 

“You’re serious?” Fein scoffed. “But why though? You’re a kid. There is nothing you can do to stop me and deep down you know it. Why keep fighting?” 

Ty felt his jaw tremble. He immediately smacked his own face. 

* * *
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WHY KEEP FIGHTING...

It’s so easy to not. 

Why...keep...fighting...

Tyler Edevane did not know the answer, but he felt it, dormant within him, lying at the bottom of an abyss, surrounded by traps and behind a vault with a key tied to his thoughts. He could not articulate the answer, but he knew of its origin. 

Its origin began with a memory. 

No one can choose their first memories, and often when they were discussed, there was a warm fondness to it, no matter how mundane or trivial. A security blanket. A hug. A bedtime story. A toy. A mischievous act that played out in the culprit’s favor. Perhaps a warm bottle. A whimsical tune. A mother’s hum. A father’s playful piledriver onto the bed. 

For Ty, it was none of those things. 

He would recall his first memory sometimes, late at night when he was supposed to be asleep, and he would quickly cast it aside as he flipped his pillow over, trying to use the cold on the other side to numb the pang in his heart, the pull behind his eyes. 

He was standing in the middle of the living room, toys at his feet as he looked from one side of the rug to the other, two sofas on each side respectively. His mother, Aria, would be on the left, cradling Hayden in her arms, cooing to him, singing or tickling. Only one of those three actions, nothing more, nothing less. And Hayden would giggle and spittle and beam in delight, kicking his chubby legs and swinging his frail arms for more. His tears were not bitter but as pure as the water underneath a glacier. 

His father, on the other sofa, was with Isaac, reading to him, or having a conversation that Ty couldn’t understand. Their words were too big, the flow of their diction too fast. Isaac would glance at Ty sometimes, and a toy would be offered to the older brother like a sacred offering, a silent prayer to a higher power for attention. Isaac wouldn’t acknowledge his attempt and instead look through him, as if he weren’t even there...as if he was a sinner that wasn’t worthy of his greatness. 

He would speak to his mother, but there was an invisible shield around her and the baby, as if he were calling out to an animated picture, a snapshot in time, a memory in of itself that Hayden could always cherish and recall with glee. 

He would speak to his father, but there was indifference, a dismission. As if his words were no distinguishable than Hayden’s babbling. A hand would shoo him away, or a smile as fake as processed cheese would flash before him like a sudden light in his eyes, causing him to wince, to recoil, to peel away. 

Loneliness settled upon his shoulders like a snake, and then wrapped around his neck like a scarf, longing not to squeeze the life out of him, but to remind him that it could, should he grow tired of trying. 

Why keep fighting? 

He was excited for his first day of school. He was told there would be kids there to befriend him, and he had never known Isaac to lie about things. On that morning, he felt like a proper prince of the Edevane family, smothered and wanted as every young prince should be. Their sporadic bouts of play and attention had sustained him up to this point, but it was to soothe the beast within him. Pat the paw. Rub the fur. File down the nails. He was a pet that could claw, scratch and bite if they did not keep his fiery nature in check so they appeased him whenever it began to flare up, enough to dig a trench before the raging forest fire. 

Ty smiled wide as he adjusted his brand-new baseball cap and felt the straps of his priceless, first backpack, adorned with colorful pictures of dinosaurs and palm trees. He could feel the weight of his lunchbox inside, containing a meal fit for royalty—a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a ripe banana, a 6oz bag of potato chips and a bottle of water—his favorite meal on Earth. His clothes were crisp, his shoes smelling new, his heart pounding with joy and anxiety. The compliments were frequent, the kisses were wet, and the hugs were genuine as Isaac, his Papa and his Mama celebrated him. Even Hayden gave him a disgusting yet appreciated smack on the cheek. 

But once he got to school, he realized that this wasn’t Kid Heaven. There were rules that had to be obeyed. New adults that had to be respected, even if they had not earned it. The playtime was scheduled and short, and he had to take a nap again. 

But worst of all, he did not make friends. Not many, anyways. 

Most of them were like Hayden or Isaac, loved and cherished because they knew the right answers to the questions and weren’t afraid to shout them aloud. HE KNEW THEM TOO! But it seemed as if they didn’t want to hear what he had to say. He was the one that had trouble sharing with the Legos. He was the one that got upset when he only had time to eat half of his sandwich at lunch time. He was the one that shoved a kid into the rocks on the playground—it didn’t matter if it was because that same kid had been calling another boy bad names. 

The scarf lost a bit of its softness. 

Why keep fighting? 

He would ask to cook with his father when he was in the middle of prepping the turkey for Thanksgiving. His father would dash to and fro across the kitchen, basting, seasoning, smelling and tasting different concoctions in the pots and pans upon the stove, bubbling and nearly spilling over like a witch’s brew. Eventually, his father would suck his teeth and turn to him in frustration. 

“You don’t know how to cook any of this. I don’t need your help right now but thank you.” 

Why keep fighting?

A year later in first grade, Isaac’s recess coincided with his own, though they kept the grades separated. Still, Ty couldn’t help but check out his older brother from time to time, seeing how many friends he had or how fun their games were. One day, he saw a strange kid shove Isaac aside. Isaac stumbled over a rock and fell onto his butt. Ty wasted no time rushing to his brother’s side. Yes, the strange kid was twice his size, but he didn’t care. Isaac, despite his indifference, was still part of his family, and he knew that Isaac would help him out in a heartbeat if he was in the same situation. 

Ty shouted in the strange kid’s face and puffed up his chest. He dared the kid to speak, he dared the kid to touch his brother again and see what happened. 

Isaac stood up and did not join in the shouting. Instead, he placed a firm hand on Ty’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Ty,” Isaac said, “we were playing. I don’t need your help.”

“But, Isaac,” Ty started, watching his teacher jog towards them in the distance. 

“Even if he was a bully, I don’t need you. I can fight my own battles.”

Why KEEP FIGHTING? 

Hayden once fell down while he was toddler-running and scrapped his knee. Ty rushed to his side before the thought entered his mind. He hugged his little brother until the crying stopped, and he told Aria what happened so that Hayden could get fixed up. It took a few instances to realize that whenever Hayden fell down from that day on, he would come to Ty first, asking for a hug. 

Once at a family reunion, there were some strange kids that appeared and started jumping in the bouncy house designated for them. The adults muttered to themselves, but they let it go, hoping the strange kids wouldn’t cause any harm or start swearing. Ty ignored them mostly, until they bumped into a toddler that was several years younger than them. Ty clenched his fists and got in the kid’s face immediately, “BE MORE CAREFUL!” Ty shouted. The preteen scoffed and remarked how Ty better be quiet before something bad happened. Ty didn’t back down. “My name is TY, AND YOU DON’T BELONG HERE! GET OUT BEFORE I TELL ON YOU!” The adults began circling around the bounce house like vultures and the preteens took their cue and left. Afterwards, Jalen, who saw the whole thing took Ty aside. 

“Man, you’re really strong,” Jalen said with a smile, looking directly into his eyes. “Did you know that you’re the strongest kid I know?”

Ty beamed on the inside, but he didn’t want to smile outwardly. If he did, the praise might end. However, when Jalen began relaying the story to Aria as they walked back to their car that evening, and he talked about strong T was and how much he was like a warrior, Ty couldn’t help it. He let the smile out of his cage for a moment. 

Even prisoners need fresh air. 

Then Ty began to notice that he was the first one that Aria called to help her in the garden while Papa was busy. Not Isaac. Him. He was the one that got to dig and hold bricks and carry stones. Him. 

Because he was the strong one. 

Isaac started Ju-jutsu and needed a partner to spar with. To his surprise, even though their Papa was around, Isaac went to Ty first. He even said that he would teach Ty a few things. Ty would never forget the surprised yet accepting smile on Isaac’s face when he realized that Ty had a few things to teach his older brother. 

But then Renee was adopted into their family, and that messed it all up. Right when he was finding his place, another arrived to take it. She was his replacement; he was sure of it. She had the same scrappiness, except she was older, smarter, more refined in her retort. Isaac had someone else to spar with. Aria had another helper. Hayden crawled into her lap when he fell, and Jalen dared to utter the sacred words to her after she came out as the MVP at the end of a basketball season.

“You’re really strong,” he whistled.

As the scarf tightened, Ty’s head becoming foggy and light. 

Why keep fighting...

Yeah. 

Good question. 

* * *
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“IT DOESN’T MATTER,” Fein said, clearing his throat afterwards. “Like I said, I only need one hostage.” He examined the location of the descending meteor and then turned back to Ty. “Or...you could join me,” Fein said. “I could teach you how to unlock that power you want so badly.” 

“No,” Ty heard a whisper at his feet. He looked down at his father’s strained face, his eyes pleading with him to survive. 

“Go,” Jalen said. “Don’t worry about me.” 

“But you’ll die,” Ty swallowed hard. “If I leave, you’ll die.” 

“I don’t need you to get killed,” Jalen muttered. “Please, just run. You have to run. He said he needs hostages. He won’t kill us. Come back later with your mother if you need to, but for now, just run.”

“But I can be a hostage too,” Ty said. “I don’t want to leave you.”

“You have to go,” Jalen said, closing his eyes. “Because you’re the strong one. If anyone is going to save us...I know it’s you.” 

Ty’s felt the walls around him break. The scarf around his neck unraveled like a dancer performing a pirouette. He felt his body become lighter. 

“I waited too long,” Fein grumbled. Aria had met the meteor head-on, holding it back with all her might. Fein scanned the area for threats. He could still get away. Aria was at the meteor. Ty and Jalen were behind him. There was Isaac holding Hayden in the distance, and...wait...

Renee stabbed her spear through Fein’s stomach and lifted him into the air. He screamed as he dropped his staff, but he managed to kick her in the face. The spear fell out of her hands and dematerialized as he rolled onto the ground. Renee growled and tried to tackle him, but he dove under her, spun around and released a miniature tree trunk from each of his palms, slamming into her back and sending her crashing into a large stone nearby. The armor around her shimmered and pulsed for a second, then it faded out of existence. 

“Finish her or run,” Fein muttered to himself. “What to do.” 

“Hey!” Ty shouted at him. Fein squinted his eyes at the child standing before him. 

Ty had transformed. 

He wore a white and light green robe that was tailored to his small body, and he had a staff in his hand, the tip comprised of bright green leaves and lilacs springing up from the center. He smiled as he patted the top of it in his hand. 

“You’re in trouble,” Ty said. 

“What the—” Fein said, backing away in horror. “How?”

“You have my papa to thank for this,” Ty said with a big smile. “Now get wrecked!” Ty extended the staff towards Fein and shouted at the top of his lungs. From the center of the lilacs, a beam of green light shot out towards him, engulfing him. 

Fein staggered backwards and then glanced down at his hands. A smile crept upon his face as he felt for the nick on his shoulder. It was gone. 

He felt his stomach. The stab wound was gone. 

He examined his other wounds. Also gone. 

“Oh, this is cruel,” Fein laughed. “But that’s what happens when you give children power. They screw it up somehow.”

“Huh?” Ty said, tapping his staff. “What’d you do?”

“You killed your family,” Fein said, clasping his hands together. “I’m so sorry. I was going to run, but...I don’t think I need to anymore.” 

“Stop it,” Ty said, his jaw trembling with realization. “You’re lying.” 

“I don’t need to,” Fein said, spreading his arms out. “You can see for yourself.” 

“I got stronger,” Ty shouted at him, the tears streaming down his cheeks. “I GOT STRONGER!” 

“No, I did,” Fein said. He picked up the staff at his feet and then a bolt of lightning shot out from the tip, hitting Ty in the chest. Ty fell right by Renee’s side. Fein laughed as he approached, stopped to blast an incoming Aria, and then resumed his inevitable assault. 

Renee chuckled under her breath as Ty opened his eyes to look at her. They were both sprawled out on the ground. 

“Hey, little brother,” Renee whispered. “You got any magic left in there? I could use some.” 

“I messed up,” Ty whispered. He refused to look at her. “I killed us all.”

“You’re going to let him get in your head?”

“He’s right.” 

“If you allow him to be.”

“I can’t hurt him,” Ty said, lifting the staff in his hand slightly. “This thing has no power.” 

“You kidding me?” Renee laughed. “You have the greatest power out of all of us. You’re still the strongest, kid.”

“Huh?” Ty squinted his eyes at her and scrunched up his face. 

“Every group needs a Light Mage. Every. Single. One. It’s not as flashy as a Lancer, or as cool as a Sentinel, but what happens when the Sentinel can’t fight anymore? What happens when the Lancer is defeated? You get to put them back into the game. You get to decide if the fight is over or not, and nothing makes a bad guy madder than making him think he won and then taking it all away from him.”

Ty couldn’t help but smirk a little. 

“You don’t want the bad guy to win, do you?” she smiled. 

“No,” Ty said. “I want him mad.” 

“Then make him mad,” Renee said. 

“No, you,” Ty laughed and coughed. He pointed the tip of his staff towards her and brushed her face against the lilacs. A green aura seeped out of the flowers, washing around Renee like a mist. 

“Thank you,” Renee said. 

Fein stopped right behind and tsk-tsked her. “This is sad. All of that fighting, and for what? It got you nowhere.” 

He pointed his staff at Renee’s back, but she spun around and smacked it away just as it fired lightning into the ground. Steel wrapped around her leg suddenly and she kicked him in the knee, knocking him down. She rolled away from him, used her newly steeled arm to propel her to her feet and then allowed her armor to adorn her. Her spear appeared out of thin air and she promptly plunged it into Fein’s side. He screamed and she stabbed him again, again, again, faster than the naked eye could fathom. He groaned and fell onto his back as Renee stepped onto his staff, smashing it into two halves. 

Fein coughed and clutched his side as he looked out past Renee. Aria had reappeared, and though she was wearing no armor, her sword was fully formed. Her small body was approaching him with pure focus. 

“You got him,” Aria said, standing beside her daughter. “I’m so proud of you.”

“No,” Renee said. “If you have anyone to thank, it’s Ty. He’s the one that did this.” 

“Ty?” Aria said. “Really?” She glanced at the still child. “Well, I’m not surprised. He was always the strongest amongst us.”

Ty would not show it, but on the inside, he smiled. 

––––––––
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TO BE CONTINUED...
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A Fantasy Adventure Story

EPISODE 4 – Tether

By 

Julius St. Clair

RECAP:

The battle with Fein escalates as the entire Edevane family is reunited. 

Despite their efforts, they are quickly decimated. 

Ty, struggling to call upon his own personal power, tries to engage, 

And fails. 

Aria manages to gain the upper hand, but Fein sends a meteor to distract her, 

As Fein plans on kidnapping Jalen, Isaac and Ty for his own experiments. 

With Ty being the only one that could stop him,

He draws upon the past for strength. 

He becomes a Light Mage, a healing class, but he is unaware of his abilities. 

Mistakenly, he heals Fein. 

Distraught, he mourns the incoming loss of his family, 

When he receives assistance from an unlikely source: 

His adopted sister, Renee, who he always thought would replace him. 

After healing her, Renee is able to subdue Fein. 

It appears...that the battle is over. 

Fein dared not move an inch, or Renee’s spear would pierce his neck. He glanced to his left—Aria was helping her husband to his feet as Isaac smiled wide. Ty was caressing Hayden’s face, whispering to him softly as the child cooed. Fein frowned and looked to his right—his broken staff, rendered in half again and back in its original form, back before he acquired the money and reputation to get it properly repaired. All his hard work...undone by a family of amateurs. 

“Don’t think about it,” Renee seethed, pressing the tip of her blade lightly into his skin. 

“What?” Fein growled. 

“Whatever you were just thinking. Don’t try anything.”

“What happens now?” Fein swallowed hard. “You take me to a holding cell?”

“I’ll turn you over to my guild,” Renee said. “They’ll know what to do with you.” 

“Hmm,” Fein nodded. “That is a good idea. Problem is, how do you intend on getting me there?”

“Limbless, if I must.” 

“I’m not finished,” Fein said, glaring at her intensely. “You think all of my power lies within that staff?” 

“Don’t try anything,” Renee said, a crack in her voice. 

Aria heard it. “Renee, is everything okay?” she called out. 

“I will release the last of my power,” Fein said.

“What are you talking about?” Renee asked as Isaac appeared at her side. 

Isaac sucked his teeth. “Man, he looks like one of Ty’s broken toys now.” 

“Yeah, and who breaks them?” Ty shouted from behind, examining his personal staff. 

“Hayden,” Isaac muttered. 

“Remember, a Deity powers me,” Fein said, ignoring them all but Renee. “I will release her.”

“You wouldn’t,” Renee said. “It will kill you too.”

“Better than what awaits me. It took a long time to subdue a Deity. I can do it again.”

“You’re bluffing. You don’t have one in your possession.” 

“Then try me,” he said, his eyes flashing bronze. Renee gasped and gripped her spear tightly. She tried to skewer Fein, but it was as if the blade had clashed with diamond. The tip slid off his hardened skin and into the ground beside him. Fein pushed her backwards as Renee’s family rushed to her side. 

“Here’s the deal,” Fein said. “The Deity has been summoned now. There is no stopping it, but I can determine how it’s directed. The choice is whether it’s back towards me or towards your family.”

“You want to reabsorb it,” Renee said. 

“I may not have the strength to,” Fein admitted, “but a Deity in some ways is far less cumbersome than your annoying family.” 

“Finally, you get it,” Ty said proudly. 

“You have no idea what he’s talking about,” Isaac said, rolling his eyes. 

“I will spare you and your loved ones,” Fein breathed heavily, “if you leave Aeon. Go home.” With a groan, he stuck a hand out to his right and a portal appeared. “There,” he gasped. “Take it. Go home.”

“You ready?” Aria asked, taking Renee by the arm. 

“It could be a trick,” Renee said. 

“No trick,” Fein groaned, clutching his stomach. “Just hurry up and make a decision. I can’t hold the Deity back for long, and if he appears, the portal will vanish. My primary power will be lost.” 

“I can see the backyard,” Jalen said. 

“I want to go home,” Isaac admitted. “This place is crazy. Psycho ladybugs? No, thank you.”

“I would stay,” Ty said, folding his arms. “No school.”

“No peanut butter and jelly sandwiches either,” Isaac said. 

“You don’t know that,” Ty scowled. “They might even be better here.”

“Sorry, bud,” Renee said. “Not in this world.”

“What kind of savages live here?” Ty exclaimed. “What’s for lunch then? Don’t tell me ladybugs.”

“Maybe some snails,” Isaac teased. 

“This is but a sliver of my reasons for your departure,” Fein groaned. “Make a choice, please.” 

“Come on,” Jalen said, grabbing Renee’s other arm. “We came here for you.”

“Yeah, but...” Renee trailed off. 

It’s why they came. That is true. 

But it’s not why she did...

* * *
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“IS ANATOMY BORING YOU, Ms. Edevane?” the teacher sighed, placing his hands on his desk at the front of the room. 

“It’s not boring me,” a boy from the back of the room called out, to which he was met with a chorus of cheers and laughs. 

Renee rolled her eyes and plopped her head onto her desk.

“Ms. Edevane?” the teacher called out. 

“It’s Reynolds,” Renee sighed, lifting her head. “That’s my last name.”

“What?” he blinked. “That’s...” he paused to check the roster as Renee shook her head and glanced out the window. The classroom began to whisper and murmur to each other, using the brief break in the teaching to get out secrets, rumors and exchanges of playlists. At first, Renee focused solely on the birds outside, hopping along the tree branches, then the fence in the distance that led to the track field. Then...

Renee narrowed her eyes and focused harder. 

There was an oval in the center of the field, as blue as the sky, spiraling within itself like water heading down a drain. Renee stood up instinctively. 

“Ms. Reynolds!” the teacher called to her. “What are you doing?”

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Renee said. She began moving towards the door, but she could not take her eyes off the strange blue oval in the distance, until the teacher appeared in front of her and brought down the blinds over the window. Renee smiled weakly. “I’ll be right back, I promise,” she said. 

“You okay?” Missy, her only real friend in the school, called after her. Yet she barely heard a word. It was as if she were being pulled towards the anomaly, like magnets attracting each other. She couldn’t deny the force of its pull if she tried. 

Once she found herself outside and onto the field, the pull only got stronger. No one else was there, as if the mysterious phenomenon was only for her. As she approached, she could see another land inside. Foreign fields. Strange buildings. It wasn’t familiar. 

And unfamiliar was very good. 

“Yeah,” Renee smiled, standing before it. “Why not?”

“What happened to Hawaii?” she heard behind her, and Renee spun around to see Missy’s smiling face. “I’m just saying,” Missy said. “That doesn’t look tropical.”

“It could be,” Renee smiled. “It’s hard to tell from here.”

“You’re going to go in there, aren’t you?”

“Well,” Renee said, looking at the portal, and then back at Missy. “I...I don’t know. I probably shouldn’t.”

“It’s all those books you read,” Missy giggled. “They got you thinking about what it would be like to live other lives.” 

“You don’t think about it?” Renee asked. 

“Oh, all the time,” Missy said. “My favorite show is about this woman that gets transported from modern times to, like, back in pilgrim times or something. She falls in love and everything. It’s crazy good. But, there is a difference between a fantasy and reality. I’m sure it’s like what we thought about when we were children. We thought being an adult was the most incredible thing ever. You were bigger, stronger, richer, you got a car, and a house and you could go places...then you get older and you see all the responsibility that comes with it. Ugh. There’s always a flip side to this stuff. That place in there...it might give you the adventure you want, but what’s the flip side?” 

“Adventure sounds more fun than boredom and depression.”

“Well, that’s true,” Missy laughed. 

“I’ll try to come back,” Renee winced. “They always do in the books, right?” 

“Huh?” Missy said. “Oh, you’re acting like I’m not coming with you.”

“Wait, you’re coming?”

“You think I want to go back to second period? Please.”

“What about your family?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“Good one,” Renee winced. “But...they’re not my—”

“Don’t even say it,” Missy said, placing a finger on Renee’s lips. “They love you, girl.”

“Gross,” Renee said once Missy removed the finger. “I don’t know where that’s been.”

“In horrible places,” Missy winked. 

“Say no more,” Renee laughed. “Please.” 

“Then I won’t,” Missy huffed, taking Renee’s arm into her own. “Let us have a wonderful adventure.”

“But your family. Won’t they—”

“You said not to say anything more,” Missy said. “Are we going to fake Hawaii or not?”

“We’re going,” Renee smiled, taking the first step. 

* * *
[image: image]


“THY BEAUTY IS LIKE the flowers in yonder field, radiating like the sun, burning hotter as the petals unfold,” the bearded knight said, leaning onto the dinner table. Missy fanned herself with a paper as she blushed. “I would like to take thy hand in marriage, if thou wouldst have me.” 

“She’s already betrothed,” Renee said from Missy’s side. “We’re merely trying to enjoy our...” she glanced down at the plate. “Leg of meat and...poorly mashed...potatoes? Turnips? Whatever. She’s not for sale.”

“Disappointment burdens my heart yet again,” the knight muttered as he walked off through the crowds of people in the dining hall, a large house in the center of the first village they stumbled upon. 

“He was cute,” Missy said, wiping her brow. “And I can’t remember the last time a guy talked to me like that. Usually it’s all, like, can I touch your face?”

“He was a fraud,” Renee laughed. “Come on. Why was he talking like that? No one else we met is.” 

“He was trying to impress me,” Missy said. “I don’t know. I might run after him.”

“You’d be alone on that one,” Renee said. “I’m more interested in this ale. It tastes like motor oil but the effects send me flying.”

“Yes, I remember,” Missy muttered. “I had to grab your by the collar before you leapt off that cliff.” 

“In my defense, I wanted to see if I could fly.” 

“That’s not a defense,” Missy said, picking up a turkey leg and burrowing her face into it. She screamed in horror as her face was covered in grease. Renee laughed so hard that her stomach hurt. 

* * *
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“WHAT ARE YOU FIGHTING that’s taking so long?!” Missy shouted, her voice echoing down the long stone hallway. Some dust fell from the ceiling and she sneezed. 

“It’s a mouse!” Renee said, thrusting her spear towards it. The mouse hopped to the left and then to the right, causing Renee to miss every time. Renee sucked her teeth and continued. 

“It smells like feet in here,” Missy moaned. “Can we go back to the party?”

“I told you to change out of that dress because we were going to the dungeon,” Renee replied, continuing to stab and miss with her spear. 

“It cost me a day’s wages,” Missy said, patting the creases out of her pink, frilly dress. She stuck her hands into the white apron pocket in the front and sighed as she watched Renee work. “And I didn’t think we would be here this long.”

“I didn’t think a mouse would cause so much trouble,” Renee grunted. “It’s not like the creatures on the outside.”

“Dungeons are supposed to be hard,” Missy said. “But you won’t listen.”

“I’ve been training!” Renee shouted. 

“Yeah, on little stuff!” Missy sighed. She pointed a finger at the mouse and a beam of white light shot out, engulfing the mouse and disintegrating it instantly. 

“Hey, I had that!” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“What was that, anyways?” Renee huffed, catching her breath. “That wasn’t a healing spell.” 

“Holy beam or something. I don’t know. I just like the way it makes my battles easier.”

“Yeah, you’ve sure been hanging out with Rickland a lot.”

“We’re dating.”

“Yeah, and somehow your dates always turn into experience grinding and leveling up.”

“Were you trying to make a dirty joke?” Missy narrowed her eyes at Renee as she smirked. 

“Huh?” Renee said. 

“Never mind,” Missy laughed. “Tell you what. I’ll ask if you can come along next time.”

“Great,” Renee muttered. 

* * *
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“RIGHT SIDE,” THE BULKY armored knight called out, and the group of twelve shifted to the right of the ogre standing over them. The one-eyed Cyclops brought down his club, causing the ground to shake and crack, but not one person was hit from the blow. “Formation two,” the knight declared loudly, and the twelve dispersed into a circle around the Cyclops. “Watch for the 360 swing but still engage.” 

A smile flashed across Renee’s face from underneath her helmet. She leapt into the air, higher than anyone else in the party and brought the tip of her spear into the crown of the ogre’s head. He howled and dropped his club. A white beam of light fired from Missy’s staff right into his eye, blinding him. The others in their group, comprised of different classes all attacked their individual targets, taking down a limb or a joint. In one precise, coordinated attack, the ogre was defeated. His massive body slammed face first into the ground and then he disintegrated. 

Renee backflipped and landed on her feet as she felt her body grow warm, new experience flowing through her veins and empowering her abilities. 

“Great job,” the bulky knight replied, stepping towards them. The cavern they were in pulsed blue light from the ceiling—the dungeon was about to collapse and reset, allowing another group to enter and train. “Everyone ready for departure?”

“Are there any pretty dresses?” Missy asked as a Sentinel began rummaging through a small chest that the ogre dropped. 

“A plush toy,” the Sentinel grunted through their armor. 

“I already have a million of those,” Missy sighed. 

“And you will have a million more,” Rickland said, throwing an arm around her. His beard scratched her cheek and she swatted away at him. 

“Why aren’t we gone?” Renee asked, spinning around to examine the ceiling. “Wasn’t that long enough?” 

“Stay vigilant,” their leader replied. He patted his bulky armor. “There may be a bonus round.”

“A transformation?” one of their Light mages asked. “From the ogre? Zeil, that’s impossible. He was far too weak.”

“Exactly,” their leader, Zeil, said. “It’s the weak bosses that transform. Be alert.” 

“But he disintegrated,” Rickland said, playing with his beard. “There’s not left to alter.”

“It finally worked,” a voice echoed throughout the gigantic cavern. 

“Show yourself,” Zeil said. “Are you the keeper of this dungeon?” Silence permeated the air. Fireflys danced above. The blue light, embedded in the rock ceiling glowed and hummed. Water could be heard trickling in the distance, but there was otherwise no other sign of life besides their party. 

“Someone not part of the dungeon?” Missy suggested. 

“Impossible,” the other Light Mage said. “Dungeons have seals on them that only allow one group at a time. We would not have been able to enter if someone else was here.”

“Hello,” a man said from the center of the group. He appeared as if he had been standing with them the entire time. He was skinny and wore the cloak of a Dark Mage, his staff glowing a strange aura. Renee stepped back with Missy as the rest of their party drew their weapons and prepared for engagement. 

“What’s going on?” Renee whispered. “This is unusual.”

“If there is one thing this world has,” Missy said, “its rules. That man shouldn’t be here unless he’s part of the dungeon.”

“We should be extra careful.”

The man laughed as Zeil stepped right in front of him, tall and intimidating. The party of twelve felt at ease with their leader taking point. 

“What is happening here?” Zeil asked. “Explain yourself.”

“My name is Fein,” the man said, “and you have the misfortune of being my first test. I have learned how to tame a Deity, and I would like to see what its power can do.”

“No one can tame a Deity,” the other Light Mage in the group said. “It’s—”

“IMPOSSIBLE!” everyone said in unison. Renee rolled her eyes as she passed her spear from her left hand to her right. 

“It is very possible,” Fein said. “In fact, how about I give you a taste?”

“Which Deity?” Zeil asked. 

“Cybele,” Fein smiled. He raised his hands and his eyes glowed bronze. Suddenly, the room began to shrink in size, the walls enclosing around them. Zeil took up his axe and tried to swipe at Fein, but a wall appeared in front of him, its density so thick that it broke the axe into pieces. Fein snapped his fingers and a pillar of rock shot out from the ground, causing the other Light Mage in their group to rise and then be crushed into the ceiling. Missy gasped as their entire party stopped moving for a second, taking in what had happened to one of their own. 

“No,” Renee muttered. “No...” She found herself leaping into the air before her mind processed the action. Fein snapped his fingers and a rock pillar slammed into her abdomen. Renee was able to nimbly roll off it before it crushed her into the advancing walls. 

“Be careful!” Missy cried, tears streaming down her eyes as she tried to heal the crushed and broken body of their fallen Light Mage. 

Zeil punched at the wall protecting Fein but it did nothing. In the next second, several pillars shot out from around him, punching and crushing him with rapid force, knocking him around and disappearing and reappearing with the speed of bullets. Zeil staggered and fell unconscious as one more pillar carried him upwards, causing him to succumb to the same fate as their Light Mage. 

“No, no, no,” Missy cried, healing her friends left and right, over and over as they were punched and crushed, punched and crushed by a barrage of rock and stone. Meanwhile, the cavern walls around them continued to advance, narrowing the space they had left to maneuver. 

“I think I’m satisfied,” Fein declared as he snapped his fingers once more. A pillar appeared underneath his feet and had him slowly rise towards the ceiling. A hole opened up to grant him freedom. 

“You’re the only one that can catch him!” Missy shouted through tears. 

Renee didn’t need to hear another word. She was already leaping after him. She lodged her spear into his escape pillar, readying for another jump when she saw him disappear outside. The hole he created was beginning to close. 

“I have you!” Missy shouted. She fired a holy beam of white light at the hole, making it wider than before. “Take him down and this attack will stop!” she shouted. 

Renee nodded and leapt upwards. Missy released her beam as Renee jumped over the lip and outside onto the grass. Fein was shocked to see her. 

Not mincing words, Renee stabbed him in the chest and he howled as he pushed himself off the blade and fell onto the grass. He erected a stone hut around him as Renee slashed at it with all her might. Whatever ability she had at her disposal, she used. Whatever power she could muster, she implemented, but it did nothing. 

And the hole she had exited from was now closed. 

“Missy!” Renee shouted, ignoring Fein’s walls and instead using her spear to dig at the ground, trying to get back down to her. Renee heard a crumbling sound behind her and she turned to see that the rock hut, and Fein, were both gone. 

Renee grit her teeth and continued digging. 

* * *
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FEIN PUT THE CAULDRON back onto the fire and he sighed heavily as he watched the smoke spiral up the chimney. He patted the brick comprising his fireplace and then he walked backwards slowly and sat into his favorite rocking chair. He took in the smell of the stew into his nostrils and smiled. The crackling of the wood pleased his ears and the fur rug on his bare feet was soft to the touch. He yawned and stretched. 

Right as the door to his home burst open. 

“Come on!” Fein shouted as he reached behind him for his spear, sitting idly on his dining table. A spear’s blade cut through his flesh, forcing him to retract. He spun around and stood up, glaring at the intruder. 

Renee huffed underneath her helmet as she pointed the spear at him. 

“Renee,” Fein sighed. “Please, I’m not in the mood.”

“Neither were my friends,” Renee growled. 

“This is getting old,” Fein sighed. “How long have we been at this?”

“Are you dead yet? Then it’s not long enough.”

“You can’t keep chasing me forever,” Fein said. He stepped back towards his cauldron and put his back against the brick. “Don’t you want a life? The Lancer’s guild is a sorry place, made of loners that lack no purpose.” 

“And who is to blame for that?”

“Young lady, you chose to be a Lancer before I stepped into the picture. What does that say about you?”

“Stop deflecting. I don’t want any games. No escapes. No tricks. Just your corpse on the floor.” 

“What will it take for you to stop pursuing me?” Fein asked. “Besides killing me, of course. I’m genuinely asking,” he said, holding up his hands in surrender. 

Renee’s grip on her spear relaxed. “Even after what you did...I would have...not chased you so relentlessly. You would have always been on my mind, and I would have been searching for you, but I also know that revenge is no way to live your life. Not if that is your sole reason for living. I’ve lost people before. I know what it’s like to live with loneliness...and the family that took me in...the Edevanes...they were great people...but they couldn’t fill the hole in my heart. Losing people you love takes a piece of you when they’re gone. The Edevanes couldn’t fill that hole, and I wasn’t about to fall for them so hard that I could lose them too, but...I couldn’t help it with Missy...I...” 

Renee swallowed hard. “She was so freaking nice. It was like I had no choice but to be friends with her. And then...and then...you took that away from me! Why did you have to take her?! Why?”

“It was nothing personal,” Fein said softly. 

“And still, I would have stopped pursuing you, even after her death, but...you WON’T STOP! You keep killing and burning and taking and it’s infuriating, because you’re forcing me to be this person that I don’t want to be, and I just want it to end!” 

“Then let me kill you,” Fein offered to which Renee scoffed. “Okay, okay, that was poor judgment on my part, but...what if I send you home. This Deity is very powerful. I’ve been able to summon portals to other worlds with her abilities. I could send you back to your world.” 

“As you keep killing?!” Renee shouted, gripping the edge of his dining table and flipping it over. “ As you keep taking?! No!” 

“But this is not your world!” Fein shouted. 

“It is now!” Renee shouted, leaping towards him. 

Fein frowned as his eyes flashed bronze. The entirety of his house crumbling down upon them. 

* * *
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RENEE TOOK A DEEP BREATH as she looked into Aria’s eyes, and then Jalen’s. She looked down at Ty and Isaac, and then finally into the adorable face of Hayden. Then she smiled and looked at Fein, clutching his stomach, trying to hold back the Deity. 

“I choose to stay here,” Renee said. “I’m sorry, but I belong here.”

“Then we’re staying too,” Jalen declared. 

“No way,” Renee said, searching his face to see if he was serious. “Home is literally right there.” 

“This isn’t a negotiation,” Aria said. “We all go home, or none of us do.”

“But the kids!” Renee said. 

“I’m not going,” Ty huffed. “Don’t even try to make me. I don’t care how much punishment I get. I can be grounded for a whole month. I don’t care.”

“How am I supposed to sleep when I know Renee is here?” Isaac asked. “I won’t be able to concentrate on anything.”

Hayden offered some babbling. 

“It seems like you’ve been here a while,” Aria said, patting Renee’s shoulder. “You’ll have to show us around.”

“And introduce these people to peanut butter,” Ty said. 

“Is there electricity?” Isaac asked. “Any video games? I mean, I can read if there aren’t any.” 

“No more bills,” Aria said. “That’s a plus.”

“No more going to work,” Jalen smiled. “A never-ending vacation.”

“Besides the death,” Isaac said, to which Ty giggled. 

“We’re staying,” Aria said. 

“No, no, no,” Renee said, shaking her head. “You don’t understand. It’s dangerous. Missy...she was with me in this world, and she...she died.”

“What?” Isaac asked. “When? Who killed her?”

“Fein killed her,” Renee said, pursing her lips. “She was crushed in a dungeon by him.”

“You saw it happen?” Isaac asked. 

“No, but I went back to the dungeon and there were the bodies of my party...my teammates. They were all dead.”

“And her body was there too?”

“No, but—”

“Her body wasn’t there? Geez, Renee, do you know movie rules at all? If there isn’t a body, then you can’t assume that she’s dead. Man, we really do need to stay with you.”

“I...didn’t watch a lot of movies growing up,” Renee whispered. 

“She might be alive,” Isaac said. “And if she is, she would have been looking for you. If you haven’t seen her by now, that means she got captured, and who do we know likes to capture people?”

Renee glared back at Fein. 

“Okay,” Fein winced. “You got me. My apologies.”

“Where is Missy?!” Renee shouted, slapping Fein across the face with the surface of her blade. Fein staggered backwards and fell down. 

“I have her trapped in a dungeon that I am studying,” he groaned. “She’s there so that I can ward off others from entering. I want to harness the power of the Deity there.”

“WHICH DUNGEON!” 

“Kaleb’s Keep,” Fein said. “She’s safe, okay? Just don’t hurt me anymore.”

“Mom, Dad,” Renee said. “Go through the portal. Take the kids. I’ll get Missy and come back home, okay? I don’t want her in danger so I’ll force her back home. Okay? Okay?” 

Jalen and Aria were smiling at her with wide grins plastered across their faces. 

“What?” Renee asked. 

“She called us Mom and Dad,” Jalen said. 

“I heard,” Aria beamed. “Oh, we’re definitely staying now.” 

“But you’ll be in danger!” 

“Car accidents, drowning in the pool, food poisoning,” Isaac said. “Getting sick, random falling, losing power in the middle of a hard level...human beings can die from all sorts of things. At least here we can work together.” 

“I can’t allow it,” Renee said. “I...care about you guys too much.”

“It’s not your call,” Isaac said. “Sorry.” 

“You’re all as annoying as she is,” Fein said. “Fine! We’ll continue this another day!” He snapped his fingers and a puff of smoke filled the air around them. He groaned as he opened his mouth and more smoke began to billow outwards, formulating into a dense shape behind him. 

“It’s Cybele,” Renee said. “Deity of the Earth. She has the power to manipulate rock, stone, ore...anything that tethers to the earth and its properties. Once she is released completely, Fein will lose his ability to summon these portals. We won’t be able to go back home.”

“But he will also be vulnerable then, won’t he?” Aria said. “He won’t be able to harden his skin.”

“Last chance to head home,” Renee said, watching the portal beginning to shimmer out of focus.

“The decision was made the moment you left,” Aria said. “We would have searched the entire planet for you.”

“But why?” Renee asked. 

“Because we love you. You’re our daughter.”

“But...why? How could you love me this much?”

“You bring light to my world,” Aria said, kissing Renee’s cheek tenderly. “Your presence makes our life better, just for being you.” 

Renee cried so hard that she nearly lost her grip on the spear.

“I’m sorry you had to come here,” Renee sobbed. 

“I’m not,” Aria said. “So, why would you be?”

“Wait,” Isaac said. “Do people in general have portal powers?” 

“No,” Renee admitted. “Not that I know of.”

“Then Fein is the one that technically brought you here, right?” 

“If you want to be super technical, it’s that Deity forming behind him.” 

“Then to get back home, we’ll have to tame a Deity, won’t we?” 

“Yeah,” Renee laughed. “It might be a while before we get back home.”

“Might as well forget about all that then,” Isaac said. “We are home if that’s the case.”

Fein shut his mouth as the massive creature behind them solidified its shape. A woman made of orange rock appeared, slender in form but cracked and jagged at the edges. Her eyes were white and bronze and her hair flowed with thin stone threads. For a second, she gazed upon them as if one would a passing insect.

Fein coughed and then a spear was plunged through his stomach. He went unconscious instantly as Renee placed her spear over her shoulder, carrying his weight with her. “I’ll take him to the guild. Without Cybele powering him, they will be able to handle him easily. All he has is his regular Dark Mage abilities now, and he’s too exhausted to use them.”

“And what about her?” Jalen asked as he stared at Cybele in awe. 

“She won’t harm us,” Renee said confidently. “The Deities are like nature. If you leave it alone, it has no reason to attack.” 

The Edevane family, now complete, walked away from Cybele cautiously, looking back at her periodically to see if she was paying attention to them. She was gazing at the sky as she towered over the trees, letting the edge of the clouds brush past her hair. 

Renee kept her Lancer armor intact to be able to hold Fein’s weight, but she imagined that even if she wasn’t in her armored form at all, she would be fine. The true weight—the burden that draped her shoulders for so long had been lifted. 

Missy was alive. 

Her family was alive and with her. 

Fein was defeated. 

She knew, that somehow, they were all going to be okay. As long as they continued to work together and grow, the house they left behind was meaningless. Home was on the world of Aeon now, shared between six individuals. 

Aria, Jalen, Renee, Isaac, Ty, and Hayden. 

They were embarking on an adventure that they could not imagine nor prepare for.

And to get home, all they had to do was tame a Deity all on their own. 

“You know,” Ty said. “I think I’m stronger than Papa now.”

“Yeah, right,” Jalen said as they walked. 

“Watch,” Ty said. He stuck out his staff and a beam of green aura shot into a nearby ladybug. It hesitated for a second and then began fluttering over to them. 

“You healed it,” Jalen said triumphantly. “No damage, whatsoever.” 

“I know what I’m doing,” Ty gave him a toothy grin. “I got its attention. Mom’s out of her armor and Renee is not close enough to make it want to attack, so guess who’s next in line?”

“TY!” Jalen shouted as the ladybug tried to run into his face. He ducked it and started running away, causing it to chase after him.

“Doesn’t that mean Papa is still stronger than you?” Isaac said. “The ladybug aggroed him, not you.”

“You better be nice to me, or I’ll call over some ladybugs to get you too.”

“It will backfire,” Isaac said. “Your forehead’s so big that it’s definitely stronger than I am.”

“Boys, can you cut it out!” Aria snapped. Hayden laughed as he fidgeted in her hands. 

Renee smiled and shook her head. 

Yeah, we’re going to be okay. 

––––––––
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