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To my beautiful wife and amazing daughters.

The three of you keep me writing.

Prologue - The Guardian

 

We’re all going to die here, he thought as he looked down from atop the thirty foot stone wall.  Night had fallen, and the screams of the dying beyond the wall of the Arcane City sent shivers down Darren Wright’s spine.  Smoke billowed from the watch fire at his back, causing the sixteen-year-old guardsman to cough.  

Sweat dripped off his nose, and Darren dabbed at it with a piece of cloth his mother had given him.  His helmet was stifling in the summer heat; the sun being down did nothing to lower the temperature.  Another tormented scream of anguish made him grip his spear tighter.

His eyes searched the inky darkness beyond the wall, but he could see nothing.  He’s out there, you know, an insidious voice whispered in the back of his mind.  Just waiting for you to come and join him.

Shut up, Darren snapped at himself.  I won’t end up like him.  The phantasmal screech of a banshee made his blood run cold, and he knew another attack would come soon.

The voice cackled madly.  Won’t end up like him?  He was ten times the soldier you’ll ever be.  And that didn’t save him at all.

Shut up!

There’re only two ways out of this for you.

Quit talking! Darren screamed silently.

You could be eaten, the voice taunted.

Stop it!

Or you could run.

“I said shut up!” Darren yelled into the night.

Someone far behind him burst into laughter.  “You tell that banshee, kid,” the man’s deep voice called.

I’m losing my mind, arguing with myself.  The banshee screamed again, and Darren winced against the painful sound.

I’m going to die just like Trevor did.  He looked over his shoulder at the stairs that led down into the city.  His relief should be coming up the worn staircase any minute now.  Darren found himself thinking of the path down the stairs and through the cobblestone streets.  The walk would be dark now, and no one would be about to see him move past the brick and marble buildings.  Maybe, he thought, wide eyes still locked on the stairs, maybe I can run.  No one will know where I’ve gone.

And where would you go?  The city’s surrounded, his ever practical mother’s voice asked.  Where would you hide from the horrors that encircle us?

One of the logs in the watch fire shifted, and angry sparks spiraled into the air, drawing Darren’s gaze to the inferno.  He jumped when a hand suddenly grabbed his shoulder from behind, and he spun to lash out at the assailant with his spear.  A powerful hand caught his weapon’s shaft and held it still.

“Easy, guardsman,” the man’s deep baritone said soothingly.  “I didn’t mean to alarm you.”

Darren let out a shaking breath.  “I’m sorry.  I thought…”

The man gave Darren’s shoulder a squeeze through his thick leather armor.  “I know.  You seem to be looking the wrong way,” the man pointed out.

Darren finally looked at the man who stood head and shoulders above him.  The man’s chainmail was spotted gore, and his blond hair disheveled, but Darren recognized him all the same.  “You’re the Bear.  You’re the gladiator who was just named Champion of the Grand Arena!”

The Bear smiled at him, and Darren could see that although the man was exhausted, his blue eyes were alert.  “That I am, guardsman.  And you are?”

“Darren Wright.” The guardsman shifted the spear to his left hand and held out his right.  The Bear shook it, but his eyes never left Darren’s face.  “The squad you led outside the wall earlier,” Darren said, “it was the only one to come back.”

“It was.”  The Bear knit his eyebrows together and took his hand from Darren’s shoulder.  “Your brother was Captain Trevor Wright?”

“He was.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help him.  Your brother was a good man and a brilliant commander.”

Darren balled his empty hand and stared out into the night.  “It wasn’t your fault.  Trevor volunteered to lead the other squad.”  He faced the Bear again and met his gaze.  “And now he’s out there.  He’s one of them.  A zombie.  Just waiting to break through these walls and kill us all.”  

When no response seemed forthcoming, Darren continued.  “Demons and undead.  Hell and Ignia both have opened wide to swallow us whole.  We’re all going to die here.”

A confusing mix of emotions crossed the Bear’s face, and he placed his hand on Darren’s shoulder again.  “Have heart, guardsman.”

“Why?” Darren cried.  “What is there to have heart about?  They’ve attacked throughout the night, Bear!  They don’t stop!  I can’t…”

“Yes, you can, Darren.  You can because you must.”  The Bear lowered his hand and smiled.  “And fear no longer, for the night is such time for these dark devils, but the dawn approaches.”

Darren looked East for the oncoming sunrise, but it was far too early, and the sky was still black.  “I don’t understand,” he said as he turned back to the Bear, but the man was looking farther down the wall to the South tower.

Following the Bear’s gaze, Darren saw a woman standing close to the edge of the fortifications.  Plate armor covered her from shoulder to toe, and her head was uncovered.  Red hair flowed down her back, stopping just above her hips.  The watch fire behind her made the woman’s hair seem aflame in the orange light.

“Is that…” Darren started to ask, unwilling to trust his eyes.

“My wife,” the Bear said, his voice thick with emotion.  “She is the dawn, guardsman, and she will see us through this.  My angel will save us all.”

A horn sounded, and the young man shuddered.  Please, not more death.  To Darren’s astonishment, the Bear laughed.  “What is there to laugh about?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at the smiling gladiator.

“Watch the sun rise with me, Darren,” the Bear said, not taking his eyes from his wife.  Nodding, Darren matched the man’s gaze.

“Hold your positions!” she shouted, her voice magically empowered so all could hear.

Motes of light began to fly to the woman’s gauntleted hands.  They came slowly at first, engulfing her hands in a luminous ball of pure energy.  The sphere grew with increasing speed until it encased her in a blinding cocoon.  Had the sun been out, it would have been a guttering candle by comparison.

With a roar that rattled Darren’s bones, she released the force in a beam that disintegrated all the undead and demons it touched.  Tens of thousands were incinerated in the blast of cleansing light.

Perfect silence filled the air after the display of unimaginable magical power faded.  Darren flinched when the Bear laughed mockingly at the failed assault. The guardsman shook his head and began to laugh as well.  His fears ebbed, and a cheer went up from those around him.

Darren watched the woman descend the stairs.  The Bear left his side to join her several feet away.  “I don’t know how many more times I can do that,” she said.

The Bear wrapped her in a warm embrace.  “You shouldn’t drain yourself so.”

“I know.”  She stepped back and studied the night, trying to discern any advantage she could.  “I just hope we find something to break this siege.”  She shook her head, apparently dissatisfied with what she saw.  “I could kill thousands a day, and they would not need reinforcements.  We would all starve first.”

A memory bubbled to the surface of Darren’s mind.  “What about…” he said, trailing off when they both turned to look at him.  I can’t… She has no reason to listen to me.  What was I thinking opening my mouth?

“What’s your name, guardsman?” she asked.

Darren opened his mouth, but he couldn’t make words come out.  Maybe I’m better off jumping off the wall…

“This is Captain Wright’s younger brother, Darren,” the Bear offered.

The woman nodded.  “I am sorry for your loss,” she said.

“Thank you,” he muttered, unsure of what to do or how to address her.

“Now, what idea do you have?” she prompted.

Darren shook his head.  “It’s nothing.  Just a stupid story my mother would tell me.  I should have…”

The woman walked to him and put her hand on his shoulder.  He wanted to run from her, but a screaming mix of terror and shock held Darren firmly in place.

“Now is not the time for modesty, Guardsman Wright.  Even if it is just a stupid story.”

“It’s, just, the Guardian,” he stammered.  “She used to say the Guardian would protect us if the Nine Realms were thrown from balance again.”

The woman gave him a weak smile and patted his shoulder.  “And that’s how the story goes.  The Guardian appears from Earth to strike down the monsters that threaten the safety of the Nine Realms.”  

She shook her head.  “I’m sorry, Darren, but we can’t rely on the Guardian.  True, the Guardian’s Blade rests in the sanctum here in the Arcane City, but there has been no sign of a Guardian.  It’s been at least three hundred years since the blade was last brought to bear.  If we’re to stand, then we must do it ourselves.”

“But, you said…” Darren whispered.

“I know, but we have to find a way,” she said.  “It’s certain death if we don’t.”

Chapter One - Retired

 

Alex Zane took a deep breath and slowly breathed out through his nose.  “Yes, sir,” he said, forcing his tone to remain even.  “That computer is more designed for gaming, and the one you’re standing in front of would be better for what you need it for.”

“But this one costs a lot less,” the elderly customer said, squinting at the price tag.  “I don’t want to buy something that’s slow.”

If I have to explain this one more time, I’m going to beat this man to death with a keyboard, Alex thought.  “And you won’t.  You don’t need a computer built for rendering graphics, and spending six hundred dollars for a tower that has a lot of bells and whistles you don’t need would just be a waste of money.”

“I’m just not sure…”

Alex had heard enough.  “Sir, I don’t know how else I can explain this to you.  You’ve been in here three times this week, and I’ve wasted hours of my life detailing every single facet of every single computer in the entire store.  If I was one-tenth as indecisive as you are, I would have died before I had a chance to get my DD-214.”

“Oh, you were in the military?  My son was in the Army.  What branch were you in?” the older man asked with a pleasant smile on his face.

Alex stared at him with slack jawed disbelief.  Is this guy serious?  “Marines,” he muttered, running a hand through his brown hair.  “Look, it’s almost closing time.  Are you going to buy anything?”

The man put his hand to his chin and thought for a moment.  “No, son, I think I’m going to sleep on it.”

There’s a shocker, Alex thought, biting his tongue before he yelled at the man.  He took a few deep breaths before he trusted himself enough to speak again.  “Well, sir, in that case, you have a good evening.”

“You too, son,” the man cheerily called over his shoulder as he walked to the door.

Alex closed his eyes and waited for the bell to ring and announce the customer’s departure.  Just breathe.  He was just an old man.  With the tinkling sound, Alex let himself relax, and for a few precious seconds, he stood motionless and listened to the whir of the electronics.  The bell rang again, and Alex’s eyes snapped back open.

“You taking a nap on my dime, Alex?” Max asked with a grin on his face.

 “Never, Tiny,” he said, knowing the big man hated the nickname.  “After all, it wouldn’t do me much good to get fired just a couple weeks after you hired me.”

Max laughed.  “No, it wouldn’t.”  He studied Alex for a moment.  “You look like someone just slapped you.  Everything all right?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine.  I just had another fun-filled encounter with our perpetual window shopper,” Alex explained as he rubbed his green eyes.  “These people just drive me insane.  How many times do I really need to repeat myself?  They come in here to buy a computer, but they want me to convince them that it’s what they should do.”

Max’s smile widened.  “That pretty much sums up retail for you.  You just need to be a bit more patient with the civilians.  You can’t treat them like you would another one of us.”

Alex sighed.  “Things were so much simpler in the Marines,” he lamented.  “Go here, do this, kill these people, seize that objective, dig that hole.  You only got out two months ago, Max.  How do you deal with this so well?”

“I don’t expect them to think like us.  You just have to give them a little more time.”

“It’s been almost a year since I got out, Max.  You think I’d be more used to it by now…”

Max patted Alex on the back.  “Don’t worry about it.  Maybe you just need a bit more time before it all clicks for you.”

Alex shrugged and started shutting the computers down.

“Hey, you don’t worry about that,” Max said.  “I’ll turn everything off and lock up the store.  I have some stuff I need to do in the back anyway.”

“You’re the boss, boss.”  Alex stopped turning things off and grabbed his dark green hoodie from behind the shop’s counter.  “I’ll see you tomorrow, Tiny.”

 “See you tomorrow, Sarge,” Max said as Alex walked through the door.

Alex glared over his shoulder at the big man, and Max held his hands up defensively.  “You started it.”

“I saved your life multiple times.  Don’t make me end it,” Alex said.  He stepped from the doorway, and he could hear Max’s booming laughter through the thick panes of shatter resistant glass.

Lifting his hood to ward off the persistent Pacific Northwest rain, Alex walked down the Seattle streets.  His breath fogged in the cold October air as he began the short hike to where he parked.  The fall and winter here is much warmer than it was in Chicago, he thought.  If only it didn’t rain so much, it would be perfect.  There’s always a price for balance, I guess.

Alex’s eyes scanned every alcove and shadow he passed, and he glanced at every person still out in the late evening to see if they posed a threat.  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  Relax, man.  You’re not in a combat zone.  Everything’s fine.

The intersection he came to had the do not cross light illuminated, and Alex pushed the button to cross.  What is up with that guy? he thought, thinking of the customer that kept coming into the store.  I haven’t ever seen someone as indecisive as him.  How do you think about getting the same thing almost every day but not make a decision?  Hell, at least a less ideal decision is better than none at all.  Just do something and get on with it.

The pedestrian crossing light came on, and he walked through the intersection.  He turned the corner into the public parking lot and walked toward his car from the passenger side.  When he was only a few feet away from it, a man rose from a crouch beside his Sentra and shined a flashlight into the driver’s side.  

What’s he doing? Alex thought as he ran over.  The man must have heard his footsteps, and he swung the heavy flashlight.

Alex easily ducked under the attack and stunned the man’s right arm with two rapid punches, and snatched the flashlight away from his weakened fingers.  Before the assailant could respond, the retired Marine darted behind him, grabbed hold of his arm, and pushed down on his shoulder with the flashlight.

“What the Hell, man?” the man shouted.  “Stop!  That hurts!”

“Why were you trying to break into my car?” Alex demanded, pushing down a little harder on his shoulder.

“I wasn’t!  I dropped my keys, then you came running up at me.”  

Alex let go of him and took one wary step back.  He wasn’t sure he believed the man and was ready to respond immediately if he needed to.  “I thought you were trying to break into my car,” he said, holding out the flashlight for the other man to take.

“Yeah,” the man snapped as he bent over and snatched the flashlight out of Alex’s hand.  “I figured that part out.  You’re lucky I don’t call the cops, you psycho.”

Alex crossed his arms and glared.  “You swung a flashlight at someone with no provocation.  It’s not my fault you don’t know how fight.  Now get out of here before I call the cops and tell them you attempted to assault me with a weapon.”  He pointed at the security camera he always parked within view of.  “As that camera will attest to.”

The man glanced from Alex to the camera and back.  “Whatever, man.  Screw you,” he said, holding up his middle finger as he walked away.

Alex squeezed the bridge of his nose with his left hand and fished in his pants pocket for his keys.  He unlocked the car and slid into the driver’s seat, and he made a mental note to take her in for a check-up as she sputtered to life.

This day has officially sucked, he thought as he tossed the sedan into drive and pulled out of the parking lot.  Maybe Terra can cheer me up.

Alex pushed the voice command button on the steering wheel and told the system to call his girlfriend.  She answered after the third ring.

“You know, you really shouldn’t talk on your phone while you’re driving in the rain,” Terra said, not for the first time.

The sound of her voice made Alex smile and put him at ease.  “Well, you shouldn’t call me when I’m driving then.”

A moment of silence passed, and Alex knew she was rolling her eyes at him through the phone.  “You know you called me, you frustrating oaf.”

“You know you love me, and it’s always raining,” Alex said with a laugh, but the sound was cut short by the surrounding traffic’s sudden stop.  

“What’s wrong?” Terra asked, concern clear in her voice.

Alex sighed and put the car in park.  “Nothing, just traffic, and I had a weird day today.”

“You want to talk about it?” she asked.

“Maybe when I get home.  Not right now.”

“Alex,” Terra said with a hesitant tone.

“What’s up?”

“Yeah,” she answered.  “There’s just…  I need to talk to you about something when you get home.”

“Is everything all right?” Alex asked as the traffic cleared, and everyone started moving again.

“Nothing’s wrong.  Just something I should tell you.  Should have told you already.”

What is she talking about?  “Okay, babe.  I love you.  See you soon.”

“Love you too,” Terra said.  “See you soon.”
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Terra put the cell phone in her pocket.  Have I made the right decision?  I have to tell him eventually.  She walked into the apartment’s small kitchen and opened the fridge.

“I wonder what Alex wants for dinner,” she muttered as she scanned the items.  Smiling to herself, Terra pulled out the ingredients to make a pepperoni pizza.  She turned on the oven, ripped open the prepackaged crust, and placed it on the pizza tray.

What is he going to think of everything after I tell him?  Is he still going to say he loves me?  She spooned some sauce onto the pizza crust and used a spoon to spread it in a thin layer.

Or will he look at me like everyone else does?  Terra shook her head, and a wisp of her red hair came free, hanging before her face.  None of that even matters, she thought as she tucked the loose hair behind her ear.  The only thing that does is if he’ll do it.

Terra opened the package of mixed cheese and layered it on the pizza followed by some pepperonis.  She looked at all of the packaging that had piled up on the counter and sighed.  There’s so much waste here, but what do you expect, when they’ve forgotten so much?  The oven beeped, and Terra placed the pizza and tray in to cook.

She walked into the living room and sat on the small leather couch.  Terra stared at the blank television, lost deep in thought.  I’ll have to make him believe me.  There’s just too much at stake.  

Her gaze drifted up to the wooden sword mounted on the wall above the fireplace mantel.  I know it’s him.  I wish it wasn’t.  I don’t want my time here to end.

But it has to, she knew.  I can’t delay any longer.  It’s already been far too long.  Terra thought of Alex’s smile and the look he always had in his eyes when he saw her.  And far too short…

The lights went out, and Terra warily rose to her feet.  “Great,” she muttered as she glanced into the kitchen.  “At least it’s a gas oven.  I’m glad Alex chose to live here.”  

He’s going to ask when he—    Terra’s thoughts were interrupted when the door exploded inward, and heavy footsteps charged into the room.  As fast as thought, a flickering ball of fire burst to life above her outstretched hand.  Before Terra could hurl the fireball at the black cloaked figure, the fireball disappeared.

“How?” was all she could say before the intruder crashed into her.

Chapter Two - Captured

 

Seriously?  Someone parked in my spot again! Alex thought, rubbing his eyes.  He turned pulled into a parking place across the lot from his and Terra’s apartment.  He got of the car and walked to the stairs that led down the small hill to his first floor home.

Alex turned the corner to mount the stairs, and alarms went off in the back of his head when he saw the lights were out.  He glanced around and saw that only his building was without power.  Odd.  Panic screamed through him when he reached the landing and saw the front door hanging at an angle.

“Terra!” Alex shouted as he bolted inside.  He saw light coming from the back of the apartment and ran that way.  Snatching the wooden sword from the mantle, he rounded the corner into the bedroom and froze.

A golden doorway hung inches above the carpet.  It cast a yellow light through the room.  Terra’s wide hazel eyes stared at him, and an ebon cloaked figure crouched over her.  She started to shake her head and yell through the gag in her mouth.

“Get away from her!” Alex shouted, brandishing the wooden sword before him.

The man stopped binding additional ropes around Terra and slowly rose to his full height.  As he turned, the yellow light from the portal illuminated his face, and Alex saw the man had a porcine nose and tusks.

Alex took an involuntary step back.  The pig-faced man lifted a hand, and an invisible force shoved the Marine into the wall.  The air was nocked from his lungs, but he kept his feet.  

What the Hell was that? he thought as he gasped for air.  A wicked curved knife appeared in the monster’s hairy hand, and it took a step toward Alex.

Terra had risen to her knees, and she launched herself at the assailant.  He stumbled but did not fall.  Rounding on her, the monster kicked her in the forehead, and she didn’t get back up.

Alex pushed off of the wall and swung the wooden sword at the man-pig-thing’s head.  The weapon almost connected, but he was blasted away again.  His head slammed against the wall, and everything went hazy.  He watched in a daze as the monster advanced, lifting the knife.

His eyes closed, and when they opened the pig face was inches away from his.  Eyes closed.  I have to…  The black cloaked figure was farther away, lifting Terra from the floor.  Eyes closed.  Do something…

The thing, Terra, and the golden door were gone.  The lights came back on, and a woman with yellow eyes and black hair crouched before him.  She looks pissed.  The edges of his vision began to go dark.  “I have to,” he muttered.

“You have to what?” the woman asked, her eyes locked on his.

“Protect Terra,” he finished as the darkness began to overwhelm him.

She looked over her shoulder to where the golden doorway had been, and it snapped back into existence.  “You’ll only slow me down,” she hissed.  

Alex reached out blindly and grabbed a fistful of her green clothing.  “I’m her guardian,” he whispered, his vision narrowed to pinpricks.

Am I floating? was the last thought to run through his mind before he lost consciousness.
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Terra awoke to the harsh, squealing voices of Halfmen.  “Do we get to eat her now?” one of the asked.  Her heart thudded in her chest, and she took silent appraisal of herself.  Her head throbbed where the shaman had kicked her, and she was lashed to a litter with no way to move her arms or legs.

The head of a fire warmed her through the woolen blanket that covered her from the shoulders down.  A rock dug into her back, and she wanted to shift away from it.  She knew that would draw attention to her, and she wanted a little more time to figure out what was going on first.  At least there’s a fire, or else I would be frozen solid.

“The Master would be very displeased if we didn’t bring her alive,” another Halfman snapped.

Her breath curled in the air as Terra cracked her eyes open.  She looked out of the corner of her eye at the one who had talked.  The cowl of its black cloak lay back, revealing the pig-like features.  A necklace of bone hung around the Halfman’s neck.  The shaman, she thought.

Terra berated herself for being taken captive by a lone Halfman.  I shouldn’t have hesitated.  I’ve gotten soft in my time away…  She began to take count of the monsters surrounding her.  Without moving her head, she could only come up with a rough estimate.  She saw eight, but from the sound of it, there were many more she couldn’t see.

If I can kill the shaman first, I have a chance.  I’ll just have to bide my time.

“She’s awake,” the shaman said.

Terra swore under her breath and opened her eyes the rest of the way. “What did you do to Alex?” she demanded.  “If you hurt him, I swear I will slaughter you all like the pigs you are.”

The Halfman laughed at her.  “Such big threats, Nexus!”  It lifted a cloven hoof and slammed it down on her chest.  One of her ribs cracked in the silence, and a wheeze of breath escaped her clenched jaws.  He looked over his should at the other Halfmen.  “There was nothing about hurting her in our orders, however.”

“Answer me,” she growled through clenched teeth.  “Where is Alex?”

“Alex?” the shaman mocked.  “Oh, you must mean the human I left lifeless on the ground.  Don’t worry for him, his death was quick.  I slit his throat from ear to ear.”

Her anger faltered.  “He’s dead?” she whispered.

The shaman grinned down at her.  “Died trying to save you, Nexus.”

Tears came unbidden to her eyes, but Terra pushed them away.  There’s no time for that now.  She tried to reach for her power, but nothing came.  It was as if an invisible wall blocked her from it.  She pushed against the resistance but couldn’t find a weak point.

“Problem?” the shaman sneered.  He kicked her again, and another rib snapped.  “Your power is sealed, Nexus.  The Master saw to that.”

Her right side was on fire, and the pain screamed through her with every gasp.  She tried to take smaller breaths to keep her ribs from moving as much.

“Who is your master?”

The Halfman laughed at her.  “The all-powerful Overlord of Hell,” he said with a reverent tone.

Ice ran through Terra’s veins.  She began to struggle against the ropes, but they would not budge.  The Halfmen all laughed at her feeble attempt to escape her bonds, and she was forced to stop trying when the pain became too much to bear.  The winter air chilled the beads of sweat on her forehead.

“At least she has more fight in her than the human did,” the shaman said with a laugh.

Terra shook her head, refusing to believe anything the shaman said.  Alex isn’t dead.  He can’t be.  I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself…

“You,” she said.  The shaman looked at her.  “Will die.”  Her glare could have seared flesh from bone.  “Very soon.”  He snorted at her and turned away, but the fear in the Halfman’s eyes gave Terra a sense of grim satisfaction.

Terra fought against whatever was blocking her powers.  There has to be some way out of this.  There just has to.  She tried to focus on searching out the barrier’s weak point, but thoughts of Alex kept distracting her.  

What if he really is dead?  The shaman had no reason to lie.  No!  Don’t think like that.  Halfmen lie for their own amusement.  He just wants to hurt you more.  Focus, Terra!

For hours she tried to break past the block, but each attempt was unsuccessful, and Terra reached the end of her mental endurance.  What if…  Terra squeezed her eyes shut, and a rogue tear slipped from the corner of her left eye.  She winced when she took a deeper breath to calm her nerves.

An opportunity to escape will present itself.  I should rest while I can and preserve my strength.  Memories of the first time she met Alex ten months ago dominated her mind as she drifted to sleep.
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Terra pushed open the door and stepped from the cold Chicago winter into the bar’s warmth.  He’s supposed to be here.  I have to find him.  The air was thick with the smell of beer and spicy food.  Three men sat at the bar.  One of them was much bigger than the other two, and the smaller men seemed to hang on his every word.  Other than the bartender, they were the only people in the bar.

It has to be one of them, she thought and crossed the open space to sit near them.  Terra unzipped the leather jacket she wore as she took her seat, and she heard the creak of wooden stools as the men craned their necks to get a look at her.  She sighed and motioned to the bartender.

“I’m Ann.  How can I help you?” the woman asked as she approached Terra.

“Terra. I’d like a glass of water and a menu.”

Ann nodded and stepped away to get the water.  

Terra ran her fingers along the bar.  The lacquer was chipped away in places, but her hand came away clean.  She glanced around the room, and she saw a man sitting by himself in a corner booth.  His eyes were bright, and an expectant look was on his face as he kept glancing at the door.

“What brings such a fine lady out at this time of the night?” a slightly slurred voice asked over her shoulder.

I need to feel him out first.  He may not be the one.  Terra looked at the big man and was surprised to see he had moved to sit next to her, abandoning the two men he was with.  “Oh, nothing,” she said prettily.  “Just hungry and looking for someone.”

Ann dropped off the water and menu.  She glanced from Terra to the man and gave Terra a subtle shake of her head.

“Maybe it’s me you’re lookin’ for, sweet thing.  I’m Harry.”

Terra smiled at him over her water and took a sip.  “Maybe it is.”

Harry put his left hand on her blue-jean covered thigh, and she fought down the impulse to shove it away.  “So, Harry,” she said as she placed her hand over his, “why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself?”

The big man puffed up even more and smirked at her.  “I’m a Defense Contractor,” he said, his voice growing louder so the few men in the bar could hear.  “The Department of Defense calls me up when there is something to hard for their pretty boys in uniform to handle.”  Terra heard the man sitting by himself in the corner snort a laugh at the comment.  Harry looked at him and glared.

Keep him on track.  “So, you’re no stranger to some action?”

Harry nodded; the smirk snapping back onto his face.  “That’s right, baby.  How about you?  Down for some action?”

If this is what I have to deal with, then I’m going back alone, Terra thought.  A sharp pain in the side of her left buttock made her flush with anger.  Harry’s smirk had widened to a grin as he pulled his right hand back.

“You pig!” she shouted at him as she threw the water in his face.  Terra flew to her feet and walked out of the small bar.

It had started snowing in the few minutes she was inside, and the wind was biting, but the heat of her anger made her ignore it.  That’s it.  Maybe I can’t find him.  It’s been four years, and I can’t wait any longer.  My people need me!

A streetlight cast its orange glow on everything around, and Terra paused beneath it.  What are you doing, Terra.  You know you need the Guardian.  Without him, countless people died for nothing…

The door to the bar flew open, and three men stormed out, looking for her.  “There she is!” one of them shouted as he pointed at her.

Great.  Terra scanned her surroundings and saw an alley not far away.  She briskly walked into it and turned to stand her ground.

The three men entered the alley and stopped a few paces away from her.  “Come on girly,” Harry said with a sneer, “we just want to have some fun.”

“You will turn around and leave now, or else you may not live to regret it.”  I shouldn’t use magic here, she thought as she reached around her back for the knife she carried.

Harry took a step back, and one of his buddies laughed.  “Looks like this one’s got some fight in her, Harry.”  Harry smirked and moved closer to her once again.

A man suddenly appeared between the two men with Harry.  “How are you three gentlemen doing this fine evening?” the newcomer asked.

Who’s this?

The two men nearly jumped out of their skin at his sudden appearance, and Harry spun toward him.  “Who are you, and what do you want?”

The man grinned at them.  “The name’s John, John Smith, and I just saw you three here in this all and thought, Hell, I would like to see if I could interest you all in a drink.  I know a good bar just a little ways from here.”

“Beat it,” Harry snarled.  “We’re going to teach this bitch a lesson in manners.”

“Who’s this bitch you’re going on about?” the man who called himself John squinted his eyes and looked past them at Terra.  His green woolen jacket was zipped up, and snowflakes had begun to accumulate in his short, brown hair.  “Jane?” he asked, sounding surprised.  “What are you doing out at this time of night?”

John walked past the three men, making a show of tripping over a loose pipe, and he put his arm around her shoulders.  Terra tensed in his embrace, unsure what to make of his actions, but he gave her a gentle squeeze.

“What are you doing… John?” she muttered.

“Making sure no one dies,” he whispered back.  John faced the three men.  “Guys, this is my little sister, Jane, and I just couldn’t let anything happen to her.  How about we all go have that drink I was talking about and laugh about this later?”

Harry glared at him.  “Bullshit.  She told me her name was Terra.”

John gave her a disapproving look.  “Terra, how many times have I gotten on to you about lying to people about your name.  I know it’s boring, but someone has to be Jane Smith.”

Harry took another step forward.  “Your little sister isn’t getting out of this scot-free.”

Talking with his free hand, John said, “You’re sure there’s no way I can convince you to leave my sweet, loving, harmless baby sister alone?”  Terra felt him shifting his weight as he dug at something with his foot.

Harry shook his head and pulled a knife from his pocket.  “Not a chance.”

John sighed and removed his hand from her shoulder.  “I’m sorry to hear that.”  Faster than Harry could react, John kicked his foot out.  The five-foot-long pipe he had been working his foot under caught the large man square in the groin.  Harry doubled over in pain.  John snatched the airborne end of the pip and held it like a staff.

He struck the second man on the side of the neck, and spinning with the rebound, John swept the pipe low, and knocked the third man from his feet.  John slammed the groaning Harry to the ground with a blow to his ribs.

Tossing the pipe away, John reached out for her hand.  “Let’s go.”

Terra slid the knife she had drawn back into its holster.  “What you just did was either very brave or very foolish.”

John laughed and shook his head as they turned onto the street, walking away from the bar.  He let go of her hand as they kept walking, but Terra could still feel the warmth of his touch linger on her skin.  “It doesn’t matter which; it worked.  What’s your real name?”

“Jane,” Terra said with a smirk.  “Jane Smith, in case you don’t remember.  Now, my bravely foolish or foolishly brave guardian, what is yours?”

He looked at her with a wry look on his face.  “Hmm… I could have swore he said your name was Terra.  Man, if you can’t trust random assailants in the alley, who can you trust?”  

Laughing, she said, “I’m Terra.  Terra Duval.  And you are?”

He stepped in front of her and started walking backwards.  With a deep bow befitting a knight at court, he said, “Alex Zane, humbly at your service.”

Chapter Three - An Early Start

 

Alex awoke to the dull roar of pain echoing through his skull.  He slowly moved his hand to feel his injury, and cool grass met his hand as it brushed the ground.  What?  Wasn’t I inside? he thought.  The smell of pine filled the crisp air as Alex opened his eyes and gained his bearings.  A fire crackled nearby, and he jumped when he saw the woman sitting across the fire from him.

Terra!  “We need to go after that thing that took Terra!”  Alex tried to stand, but everything spun and he fell back.

The woman’s golden eyes narrowed, and she studied him.  “No,” she said.  “If we chased after them, we would die.”

Alex shook his head and immediately regretted the movement as nausea blossomed in his stomach.  He fought the sensation down and forced himself to his feet.  “I’m going after her.”  The wooden sword lay across the woman’s lap, and he pointed at it.  “Give that to me, and I’ll save her myself.”

She languidly rose to her feet and held the weapon by its hilt.  “When I arrived, you were laid out in the corner waiting to be gutted,” the woman said as she tucked some loose black hair behind her ear.  Her eyes probed his searchingly.  “No.  I’ll not have your blood on my hands because you think you can kill twenty halfmen singlehandedly.”

“I can defend myself well enough,” Alex snapped.  “That thing… halfman… just took Terra!  I have to save her!”

“Are you dense, man?  You.  Can.  Not.  Help.  Her.”  She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “He’s from Earth,” she muttered just loud enough for Alex to hear.  “He just doesn’t know any better.”  She rounded the fire and handed the wooden sword to him.  “Listen to me, Terra was taken by a halfman shaman.  It’s Demon-spawn.  If I had come moments later, it would have killed you.  I was fortunate to be able to stabilize his gateway and redirect it to the outskirts of the Forest of Souls, just on the edge of the Adorac Mountains.”

Alex ran his left hand through his hair.  “Demon-spawn?  Forest of Souls?  Adorac Mountains?  What are you talking about!”

“What’s your name, human?” she asked.

“Alex Zane.”

“I’m Caitlyn Shadowpaw, Warden of the Forest.”  She placed a hand gently on his shoulder.  “This is going to be difficult for you to understand, but you aren’t on Earth anymore.”

Alex’s mind ground to a screeching halt.  “What?  That’s…”

“Impossible?  Listen to me, Alex.  Earth, the Realm of Balance, is but one of nine Realms.  You are now on the Realm of Magic, on Dae.”

“Like a different plane of existence?” he asked in a daze.

“Yes.”  Caitlyn placed her hands on his arms and guided him to a seat near the fire.  “The Realm of Balance is the fifth realm.  Life, Good, Order, Magic, Balance, Science, Chaos, Evil, and Death; the Nine Realms counteract one another to create balance on Earth.  The equilibrium shifts from time to time resulting in changes on the Realm of Balance.  Right now, the balance lies closer to the Outer Realms.

“The planes of Magic and Science, being adjacent to the Realm of Balance, exert the most influence on Earth.  As you can see from your world, the scales lean heavily toward science.”

This is insane!  “I’d say so,” Alex said with a laugh.  “There’s no such thing as magic.”

Caitlyn sat next to him and glared.  “Then what did that shaman use to subdue you so easily?  His breath?”

Alex opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.

“Just because you can’t see it, doesn’t mean magic isn’t there.  In the deep jungle, far under the ocean, and within the light-less caverns of your planet, magic still exists.  It isn’t much, and much of what remains isn’t good, but it is still there.”

She’s serious.  “What happens if magic goes away entirely?”

Caitlyn shrugged.  “None really know for sure.  Some think anything could hapen.  It could cause the very nature of reality to unravel and destroy everything we know.”

Alex let go of the wooden sword and raised both of his hands to his face.  “You’re insane.  This isn’t possible!  I don’t believe you.”

The muscles in Caitlyn’s jaw flexed, and she stiffened.  “Look up then, human, and see that I’m telling the truth.”

What?  Alex averted his gaze, and he struggled to comprehend what he saw.  Two moons hung in the sky above the trees in the forest clearing.  He rubbed his eyes, but the second moon didn’t disappear.  “I’m seeing things.  I’m sure there’s a rational explanation for this.”

Caitlyn’s hand returned to his shoulder, and Alex looked at her. “I already told you.  You aren’t on Earth, Alex.”

Shaking his head, Alex said, “No.  I don’t believe it.  There’s no such thing as magic.”

The glare returned to her face, and Caitlyn rose to her feet.  “Fine!  You want proof?”  She took two steps away from him and dropped to her hands and knees, golden eyes fixed on his.

“What are…” his voice trailed of when the sickening sound of bones breaking began.

Caitlyn’s jaw snapped and elongated.  Her green dress turned black and fused with her skin, becoming a thick coat of fur.  Her hands balled into fists and turned into paws.  Ligaments and joints cracked as they shifted.  The sounds stopped, and a large panther stood before Alex.

“Caitlyn?” Alex said as he reached a hand toward the woman turned animal.  She glanced at the hand, and Alex thought better of touching her fur.

“Do you believe me now?” she asked, her voice thick with pain.

“Uh… Yeah…  Are you okay?”

She sat on her haunches and nodded.  “It just hurts to change.”

“I can imagine,” Alex muttered.  “Are you a shape-shifter?”

“Not exactly, but close.  A shape-shifter is a magic user that uses his or her power to change into several animal forms.  I’m a changeling, a sentient animal that can take on human form.  We are only able to change from our animal form into a human one.  It takes several years of study for a shape-shifter to learn an animal form, but changelings are able to turn into a human from a very young age, with no study or training.”

Alex wasn’t sure what to say, and an uncomfortable silence passed between them.  “So why isn’t there any magic on Earth?” he asked at length.

Caitlyn turned and stared into the fire, her black tail twitching back and forth in the grass.  “About two hundred years ago, the Nine Realms were in a state of perfect equilibrium.  Then, a powerful Demon Lord, Azreal, killed all of the other lords of the Eighth Realm, the Realm of Evil.  He began to covertly exert influence in the Realms of Chaos and Death.

“Without raising the suspicions of the Inner Realms, Azreal marshaled an enormous army, and used it to strike a devastating blow.  Five years ago, his armies were able to gain footholds on three of the Realms.

“The Realms of Good, Order, and Magic were all occupied.  The only one to repel the invaders was the Realm of Life, the innermost Realm.”

“How does Terra tie into all of this?” Alex asked.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you.  Terra must have had reasons for keeping you in the dark.  Suffice to say that Terra is one of the key elements in the success of the war against Azreal.”

“you can’t tell me?” he asked.  “Or, you won’t tell me?”  Silence met his question.  “Fine, what can you tell me about her?  Is she from here?  From this Realm?”

Caitlyn was silent for a few moments as she contemplated answering him.  “Yes, she was born here on Dae, but there’s more to it, to her, than that.”

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.  He took the panther’s silence as refusal to answer and instead asked, “Why was she on Earth?”

“She was looking for… something.”

“What was she looking for?”  Silence me him again.  “Why did that thing, that halfman, take her?”

Caitlyn hesitated again before answering.  “She’s important.”

“Why is she important?” Silence.  “You said she was born here, which implies she has origins of another kind from somewhere else.  What are they?”  More silence.

Alex clenched his teeth in frustration and ran his hand through his hair.  “Did she find what she was looking for, or is that something else you won’t answer?”

Caitlyn looked over her shoulder at him.  “I hope so.”

“Are you an off-limits topic also?” he asked, irritated by her obtuse treatment of his questions.

“No.”

“Are you from here?”

“Yes,” Caitlyn said.  “I was born not far from here.  That’s where we’re going.”

“Where’s that?” Alex asked.

“Starfall Village, the ancestral home of my kind.”

“And what kind of being are you?” Alex snapped.  His face was flushed and fists balled.  I’ve had just about enough of this evasiveness!

Caitlyn rose to her feet and bared her teeth.  Alex felt her low, rumbling growl in his chest.  “I understand that you’ve been plucked from your normal life, and you’re likely afraid of dying for the first time in your life, but I will leave you here in the middle of the forest, if you don’t start talking with some civility.  Luna knows I could get to Starfall faster without you slowing me down.  The only reason I brought you here was because of Terra, because she must have seen something in you.”

Alex drew himself up and glared at the panther.  The slight chill forgotten, his clenched fists trembled with anger.  “Look here, Cat, I’ve seen more blood and death in my twenty-six years than any man should have to endure in a lifetime.  I’ve seen women nailed to walls with railroad spikes.  I’ve seen the corpses of mothers and fathers who were killed after watching their children burn to cinders in front of them.

“I’ve killed with these hands,” he said, holding his hands out in front of himself as if they dripped with blood.  He winced at the memories that flooded through him.  “And had friends die in my arms.  If you think I’m being impolite now, keep dodging my questions, and you’ll find out just how impolite I can be.”

Caitlyn sat back down and gave him another appraising look. “I apologize,” she said.  “I spoke in haste, but I’ve done nothing for you to snap at me for.”

Alex closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth.  “No, Caitlyn, I’m sorry.  I’m just worried about Terra.  We shouldn’t be just sitting here having a fireside chat.  We need to be doing something!”

“We are.  We are going to Starfall Village to get help.  Terra should be fine for now.  If the shaman had wanted her dead, then it would have just killed her on Earth.  We’ll save her, Alex.  You have my word, but blindly charging after her would get us captured or killed.”  Caitlyn rose to her feet and surveyed the surrounding forest.  

“We’ll need more firewood for the fire and something to eat,” she said.  “Gather what you can, and I’ll see about hunting something for us.”  Alex nodded his assent, and Caitlyn prowled into the tree line.

He walked away from the fire and began gathering broken branches.  The trees were mostly pine and oak; most of the branches were out of his reach, and he had to climb a short distance up some of the trunks to gather what he deemed to be enough firewood.

The treetops swayed in the strong winds, but the forest floor was calm, and the exertion kept Alex warm.  Oh, hell.  What is Max going to think when he comes to check on me and I’m gone?  He’s going to think I’m dead…

Alex took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  I’ll figure something out.  Maybe Caitlyn can get a message to him.  He dropped the last armload of wood near the fire, and as if summoned by his thoughts, Caitlyn came back into the clearing carrying a rabbit in each hand.  So she’s human again.

“Do you have a knife with you?” she asked.

“Yeah.”  Alex dug in his pocket and pulled out a small Leatherman multi-tool.  “Just this though,” he said as he flipped out the short two inch blade.

“That’ll work.”  Caitlyn sat beside the fire, crossing her legs as she did.  She set one of the rabbits beside her and looked up at Alex.  “Do you know how to skin and dress a rabbit?”

“Uh, no.  I mean, I skinned a few when I was a kid, but it’s been a very long time.  I could use a refresher.”

Caitlyn motioned him over.  When he sat, she said, “Just pay close attention, and do what I do.”

Alex wiped the blade clean on his pants and started to skin the rabbit.  He watched as Caitlyn cleaned and dressed hers, and she only had to correct his technique once.  In short order, both of the rabbits were cooking over the fire.

“How do you change forms?” Alex asked.

Caitlyn poured some water from a skin over her and Alex’s hands, rinsing off the blood.  “Well,” she started as she wiped her hands clean on a cloth, “it’s kind of hard to explain to someone who’s not a changeling.  I guess the simplest way is just to say that I focus on one form or the other, and I can change into it.  I can change fast or slow, but it hurts a lot more when I do it quickly.”

Alex took the proffered cloth and finished cleaning his hands.  “Can you change just one part of yourself?”

“Like just an arm or something?” she asked.  

He nodded.  

“No, it doesn’t work like that.  It’s an all or nothing thing.”

Alex scratched the back of his head, thinking of the best way to phrase his next question.  “How were you clothed when you changed?”

Caitlyn seemed surprised by his question.  “Why would I want to be naked?  I would be freezing, and no offense, but you’re not my type.”

Laughing, Alex shook his head.  “That’s not what I meant!  Where do your clothes go when you’re in your panther form?  How do they come back when you change into a human?”

“I’ve never thought about it before,” she said pensively.  “The clothes are a part of me, and if I take them off, they would just disappear.  I’d have new clothes if I changed into a panther then back into a human.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.  I mean, where do they go?”

Caitlyn gave him a blank stare.  “It’s just the way it is, Alex.  You can’t always apply logic to magic.  Sure, magic has rules, just like everything else, but they aren’t always set in a way that makes sense.”

“I guess that’s understandable,” he said, and they watched the rabbits cook.  Well, I have the multi-tool, Alex thought, taking mental inventory of everything he had in his pockets.  Cell phone, could use it as a light I guess.  Car keys, improvised weapon.  Wallet, completely useless.  The multi-tool’ll be useful.  The rest, not as much…

Caitlyn reached down and picked up the wooden sword from between them.  Light glinted off of the metal disk on the bottom of the sword, and she studied it for a moment.  One of her fingers traced the nine black circles engraved upon it.

“Terra gave this to you?” she asked.

“Yeah.  For my birthday.  I told her I used to train with swords when I was a kid, and she gave it to me.  I haven’t picked one up in a long time.”  Alex laughed.  “Not since I last skinned a rabbit.”

“Are you any good with a sword?” Caitlyn asked, her face tight with intensity.

Alex shrugged.  “I’m all right, I guess.  Like I said, it’s been a while.”

She pointed at the metal disk.  “Do you know what this is?”

“The pommel,” Alex responded without thinking.  Is she testing me?

Caitlyn rolled her eyes at him.  “Not what part of the sword it is.  Do you know what this disk represents?”

Alex shook his head.  He had thought the nine interconnected circles looked cool, but it didn’t mean anything as far as he knew.

“It’s the symbol for the Nine Realms,” Caitlyn explained.  She pointed at the innermost circle.  “This one’s the Realm of Life.”  She moved her finger to the next circle.  “And this one is the Realm of Good.  Then it’s Order, Magic, Balance, Science, Chaos, Evil, and Death.”

“So Terra got it from here?”

“She took it when the Arcane City fell, before she left to go to Earth to…” Caitlyn stopped herself before she said more.  “Guard this blade with your life,” she said as she held the wooden sword out to him.

Alex smiled and set the weapon in his lap.  “I will.  I can’t be Terra’s guardian without some kind of weapon.”

Caitlyn froze and stared at him for a few second before a smirk crept onto her face.  “That’s a good point.”

Did I say something strange?  Alex looked at the rabbits.  They looked like they were getting close to done.  “Is there any way to send a message to someone on Earth?”

“No.  All gateway magic is blocked from here.  There’s no way to reach your world or anyone on it.”

“Then how did you get there?”

Caitlyn shuddered suddenly, and her right hand crept up to her cheek.  “I…”  Her index and middle fingers trailed down from her cheekbone to her jawline.  “I don’t know.”  She looked at Alex with wide eyes.  “I can’t remember.  I was in Starfall, then I was on Earth.  I can’t…”  Caitlyn’s eyes began to dart back and forth wildly.  “How?”  Her breathing grew rapid, and her eyes began to roll back in her head.

She’s going into shock!  Alex grabbed her shoulders and turned her to face him.  “Caitlyn!  Listen to me.  Everything’s all right!  You’re safe now.”  He wrapped his arms around her until her breathing slowed.

She pushed away from him and grabbed her forehead.  “I’m sorry.  I guess I’m just tired.  What were we talking about?”

What is going on?  Does she really not remember?  I don’t think I should bring it up again.  “You were just telling me that it’s almost time to eat.”

Caitlyn looked at the two rabbits.  “Oh, right.”  She held  a hand out, and the two rabbits floated up and away from the fire.

Whoa!  Was that real magic?

She held one of the rabbits out to him, and they ate in silence.  When the food was gone, Caitlyn stood.  “You should get some sleep now.  I’m going to cast a few wards around us.  Nothing will come upon us in the night without us knowing about it well ahead of time.”

“Do you think Terra is all right?” Alex asked as he laid down near the fire.

“We have to get an early start tomorrow.  Rest while you can.  I’ll be right back.”

Alex nodded and closed his eyes.  She didn’t answer my question.  He listened to her walk away.  We’re going for reinforcements, Terra.  I’ll save you.
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His sleep that night was fitful.  Alex awoke feeling more tired than he had before he slept.  He groggily lifted himself to his elbows.  The small amount of sky he could see was still black with stars.  Alex looked around, but didn’t see Caitlyn anywhere.

“Caitlyn? Where are you?” he called.

“We need to go.  Now!”  She crashed through the brush behind him in her panther form.

Alex jumped to his feet, all weariness forgotten at the sound of panic in her voice.  “What’s going on?” he asked as he followed quickly behind her.  He heard the howls of wolves in the distance.

“Hellhounds,” she said, fear evident in her voice.  “Four of them.  They are big, like wolves, but meaner and smarter.”

“You might be able to, but I don’t think that I can outrun anything like a wolf,” Alex said.

“I know that,” she snapped.  Her black fur stood up straight.  “Keep going the same direction, use the larger moon as your reference so you don’t get lost. Don’t stop for anything.  I grew up hunting in these woods; about half a mile from here is a boulder in a wide clearing.

“It juts out of the ground at an angle, so they will only be able to come at you from one side.  I’ll do my best to lead them away from you.  If I don’t come back before dawn, keep going west.  Starfall is only two more days walk that direction.  The scouts should find you and lead you the rest of the way in.”

The howls were closer.  “Keep going!” Caitlyn shouted as she spun and ran back the way she had come.  Alex charged through the brush and brambles, small rips appearing on his jacket sleeves.  He spied the moon through breaks in the trees.  His throat and lungs began to burn in the frigid night air.

He heard a sharp yelp of pain and more howls from behind, closer still.  The trees suddenly stopped as Alex crashed through more brush into the next clearing.  He saw the boulder and angled toward it.  He scrambled up the low side of it.  He drew his sword and held it in front of himself with both hands.

Clouds covered the face of the moon, casting the clearing into inky darkness.  He listened as the howls began to trail off to the south.  Alex let his breath out when he realized he had been holding it.  He slumped down to a sitting position, keeping his eyes on the line of trees.

A pair of glowing red eyes stared at him from the tree line.  He watched as they stalked into the clearing.  Alex heard a low growl as he stood back up.  The crimson orbs stopped about thirty feet away.

Alex brandished the sword.  “Come at me, then,” he shouted.  Red eyes blinked.  Alex watched as the cloud slowly moved from in front of the moon, light racing to bathe the clearing in shades of gray.

The hellhound stared at him, saliva dripped from slavering fangs.  Blood reflected from several claw marks on the hellhound’s back.  The grass around its paws was withering to ash.

“So, you’re the one Caitlyn jumped,” Alex taunted, not knowing if the beast could understand him.  Hearing himself talk helped reinforce his courage.  “Looks like she got you good.”

The hellhound growled at him again.  I think it caught my drift, Alex thought.  The hellhound began to pace around the boulder.  Alex slowly turned to keep it in front of him.  The demonic dog came closer as it circled, the gap closing to ten feet from the base of the boulder when it completed the circuit.  

The hellhound leapt through the air, its jaws in line with Alex’s throat.

Alex yelled as he dove backwards and thrust his sword forward.  A flash of light and heat stole his vision.  The pommel of his sword dug painfully into Alex’s stomach as the demon crashed into him.  The demon’s hot breath on his face smelled of sulfur.  The grip felt suddenly foreign in his hands.  As his vision cleared he saw the red light was gone from the beast’s eyes.

Alex pushed the hellhound off of him.  He planted a foot on the dead beast and pulled his sword out of it.  The blade came out with a fiery hiss.

Alex blinked a few times to clear his vision.  Flames enveloped the length of the steel blade, an aggressive cross guard swept upward, leather wrapped the hilt, and the pommel had become three dimensional.  Nine rings slowly spun, making it looked like a nine tiered gyroscope.

A powerful rage inundated him, turning Alex’s vision red with the pounding of it in his ears.  <I am Wrath>, a ghostly voice whispered in his mind.  Shocked by the sudden mental intrusion, Alex dropped the sword.

The sword clattered to the stone and changed back to its normal state.  Alex stared at the now wooden sword.  He noticed a faint light coming from the pommel.  He picked it back up, expecting the sword to burst into flames again, but it remained inert.

“Wrath,” Alex said, trying to get the sword to do something, but nothing happened.  Wrath, he thought.  Still nothing.  Alex pushed the hellhound’s corpse from the top of the boulder.  Sheathing his sword, he sat on a space free of blood and thought about what had just happened as he waited for sunrise.

The sky had begun to lighten in the east as Alex heard something stumbling through the woods.  His eyes snapped to the south.  A large four legged animal stood at the edge of the clearing under the shade of the trees.  In the darkness, he couldn’t tell if it was another hellhound or not.  One golden eye shined in the dark as a black panther limped into the clearing.

“Caitlyn!” Alex shouted.  He sprang to his feet and ran toward her.  She limped a few steps before she collapsed.  His breath hissed out through clenched teeth when he drew close enough to see her clearly.

Her fur was slick with blood from dozens of bites and claw marks.  One of her eyes was swollen shut.  She cast him a plaintive look with her open eye.  “Alex,” she whispered, “You have to go.  I only killed three of them, there is another out there still.  The leader of the pack didn’t chase me.  You have to run.”

Alex shook his head.  “I killed the one you had roughed up.  All four are dead.  The sword... I don’t know, but it’s dead.”

“Good, at least you will make it.  Go, leave me here.  I did my part.  Two days walk west is the village, the sentries should find you by tomorrow around noon.  Send back someone for my body.  I don’t want to end up as food for scavengers.”

He shook his head again.  “I’m not letting you die on my watch,” Alex said, fighting down memories of his past.  “I’m strong enough to carry you, but not like this.  Change into a human so you are lighter.”

“Can’t,” Caitlyn whispered, “the change may kill me.”

“And staying here will kill you.  We have to try,” Alex shouted, angry at his inability to help.  She nodded.

Caitlyn gasped as black fur turned green and changed into a woolen cloak.  Joints and bones snapped and reformed into arms and legs.  Her jaw cracked and took on its human shape.

Her dress and cloak were in tatters, and her body was still covered with open wounds.  Alex pulled off his jacket and began to cut it into wide strips.  She grimaced in pain as he bandaged the largest of her wounds as best he could.  He put her on his back and draped her arms across his front.  He used her cloak to tie her to his back.

If she was much taller, this wouldn’t work, he thought.  “You all right back there?” Alex asked as he stood.

“It hurts,” she gasped.

“I know, Caitlyn,” Alex said, trying to comfort her.  “But don’t worry, you’ll be fine soon.  I’ll have you back to hunting mice in no time.”

She laughed weakly.  A sharp twist of pain stole her breath.  “I’m ready,” she said.

Alex nodded and began to run west.  Her breath came in ragged pulls.  This is just like two years ago in Columbia.  But, she’s not going to die.  I’ll get her out.

Specters of the past rose up around Alex as he ran.
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Alex ducked lower behind the short wall as another mortar landed only a few hundred feet from his squad’s position.  

His unit had been deployed to Bogotá at the Columbian government’s request to deal with some civil unrest following their election.  They had been fighting almost nonstop for the past five days.

Communications had been difficult as the insurgents had some sort of high tech VHF/UHF signal jammers set up throughout the city.  Alex’s squad disabled one, but took heavy losses in the effort.  Their lieutenant and gunnery sergeant had both died in the attempt. Alex was able to call out to their command, and they were ordered to return with the jammer to the forward operating base for analysis.

“Civil unrest my ass,” the 17-year old private, Seamus Kurt, shouted over the sound of gunfire.  “We landed in the middle of a damn civil war.”

“Stow it, Kurt,” Alex shouted back.  “Order’s come down to take the jammer and EVAC.  News building three streets down has a large enough helo pad.  Suppressing fire at ten and three at those two apartment buildings.”  Alex waited for a lull in the incoming fire.  “Move!” he shouted.

Their rifles belched rounds up the street as the four men moved toward the road that would take them to the news station.  Alex brought up the rear with Kurt almost fifteen feet ahead of him.  As they turned the corner to move out of the hot zone, Kurt tripped over some rubble that had fallen from the building next to them.  I’m going to kill that kid, Alex thought as he drew closer.

Before he could move to help the private up, something blew him onto his back.  That felt like getting kicked by a horse, he thought with a groan.  He shook his head to try to clear the ringing in his ears.  A three inch piece of metal was firmly lodged in his chest plate.  Porcupine, he thought.

Alex remembered the brief he had received on possible enemy capabilities before they inserted into the city.  “With every new war comes new and inventive ways to kill people,” the report had said.  “One thing the insurgents have improved upon, is the simple pipe bomb.  They drill holes into the walls of the pipe and attach three to five inch spikes, making it resemble a metal porcupine.”

Alex rose to his feet in a daze and stumbled to where Kurt had fallen.  The private blinked up at him lazily.  His arms and legs were punctured multiple times from the spike bomb.  The other two remaining squad members raced over and took up defensive positions.

“Sarge,” Kurt said numbly, “I can’t stand up.”

Alex slung his rifle across his back and knelt next to the ruined form of Private Kurt.  He’s bleeding too much, and it’s too dangerous to treat him here.  “Don’t worry, Seamus, helo has a flight surgeon.  He’ll have you tap dancing and playing the piano in no time.”

“We gotta go, Sarge,” Max Gilroy, the squad’s heavy gunner, said.  He was a giant of a man, seven feet tall and barrel-chested, so of course it was unanimously decided that he be called Tiny.  He hated the nickname.  “We are sniper bait sitting out here like this.”

Alex lifted Kurt.  His taxed muscles screamed protest at the extra hundred-seventy pounds, and his ears rang painfully from the explosion.  Alex did his best to ignore the pain.   “Let’s move.” Hiding along the perimeter of the buildings, they skirted rubble as they rushed to the news station.

Max scanned the entrance to the building before declaring it clear and entering.  Alex followed closely behind.  Carter, the squad’s engineer, brought up the rear.  The men flew up the stairs three at a time as they climbed the twenty-eight story building.

They located the roof access, but it was locked.  Max tried to kick it in, but the solid metal door wouldn’t give.  “My ankle will break before that door frame does.”

“Carter,” Alex said, “Breaching charge.” He and Max moved down a flight of stairs and Carter placed a shaped explosive charge on the concrete wall next to the door’s lock.  He rushed down the stairs after the two other men.

A hollow thump, and billowing dust filled the stairwell.  The three men rushed through the now open doorway and onto the roof.  Carter activated an orange smoke day flare and tossed it a short distance away.  In moments, a black helicopter hovered over the roof.

It settled down, and they ran toward it.  Max and Carter climbed in and carefully took Kurt from him.  Alex crawled in and gestured to the pilot to take off.  He watched as the flight surgeon checked Kurt’s breathing and pulse.

The copilot turned and stared at Alex.  “Are you all right, Sergeant?” she asked looking at his chest.

Alex looked down, he still had the porcupine spike sticking from his chest piece and was covered in Kurt’s blood.  “I’m fine, bruised ribs, no worse for wear.”

She nodded. “Where’s the rest of your squad?”

Alex’s face hardened.  “LT took a porcupine at point blank, and Gunny Wilcox was killed by sniper fire.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Me too,” Alex muttered.  He turned back to the surgeon to see him tying Kurt to the deck.  None of his wounds had been bandaged.  “What are you doing?” Alex demanded, grabbing the middle aged medical officer by his collar.  “Treat him.”

The surgeon said something, but Alex couldn’t hear him over the helicopter’s engine.  “What?” he shouted.

“He’s gone,” the flight surgeon yelled over the noise.

Alex looked at the man in surprise.  “He can’t be dead,” Alex shouted back.  He let go of the man’s collar and looked at Max and Carter’s grim faces.  “The kid can’t be dead,” he whispered.  “He can’t even smoke yet.”

The surgeon put his hand on Alex’s shoulder.  “He’s gone, Son,” he said again.  “I’m sorry.”

Numb, Alex moved to an empty seat and strapped himself in.  “Me too.”
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Alex’s breath came in ragged pulls.  He had been running for most of the day without stopping.  His lungs screamed in protest, his legs burned, and it felt as if his heart was pumping battery acid, but still he ran.

Caitlyn mumbled incoherently.  Alex knew she was in shock and moving so much wasn’t helping her, but he saw no alternative.  The sun was almost below the trees.  Seconds felt like minutes, minutes like hours, and hours like eons.  With every step behind him, he knew he wouldn’t be able to take another.  With each foot fall, he knew there wouldn’t be another step in him, but still he ran.

Can’t stop, he though hazily.  Need to stop.  Couldn’t start if I stop.  Just a minute to rest.  Can’t rest.  On and on he argued with himself, but still he ran.

Delirium began to set in as the sun dropped below the horizon.  Terra beckoned him onward.  She seemed to glow in the coming twilight, basking the trees around her in a soft blue glow.

“Sorry,” he panted.  “I couldn’t protect you.” 

Terra floated ahead of him as he ran.  “Don’t worry, Alex.  I’ll be fine.  You can save her, keep running.  Not much farther now.” His heart ached at the sound of Terra’s voice and for fear of what might be happening to his love right then.

His vision began to blur.  “You aren’t real.”

“As real as you are, my love,” she whispered as she floated closer.  She reached out and gently touched his face.  Her hand was cool on the cheek that was dry from his lack of sweat.  “I am here for you, Alex.  Keep running, not much farther.”

His left foot snagged on a root, and he felt his ankle give way.  He lost his balance, but a shimmering arm reached out and caught him.  He almost fell again when he saw who the arm belonged to.  “You’re dead!  I watched you die!” Alex shouted.

The spirit smiled at him.  “C’mon, Sarge,” Kurt’s spirit said, “Ya aren’t done yet.”

Pain shot up Alex’s leg from his left ankle when he put weight on it.  The sharp blast coupled with his all day run almost made him collapse.  “I can’t,” Alex gasped.  “Ran all day.  Nothing left.”

Kurt looked at Alex’s ankle.  “It’s not broken, Sarge.  You really going to give up now because of a little sprain?  You going to let her die because you’re tired? I saw you go three days without sleep after gunny died, and you still brought me home.”  Kurt slipped under one of Alex’s arms and helped support him.  “I’ll help you do the same for her.”

“Is she?”

Kurt shook his head as he helped Alex stand straight.  “Not yet, but if we don’t get a move on, she will.  Let’s go, Sarge.”

The man walked with the spirits through the night.  Every time Alex would stumble, Kurt kept him from falling.  When Alex felt he could go no farther, Kurt and Terra would whisper their encouragement.

Lights sprang into existence as the three of them entered a small clearing.  With the sudden light, Kurt and Terra vanished.  Alex collapsed face first into the cool grass of the clearing.  Beads of dew moistened his cracked lips.  He heard footsteps approaching him from either side.

“Please,” Alex rasped, “Help her.”

Unseen hands lifted Caitlyn from his back.  Those same hands rolled him over.  A million stars met his eyes.  The sides of his vision began to darken.

“It’s Caitlyn,” a distant voice said.  “Get Silvia now!”

Darkness overwhelmed him.

Chapter Four - The Coming Storm

 

Terra awoke to discover the ropes tying her down had been cut.  A small hand covered her mouth before she could turn her head to look around.  “Mistress,” A high pitched voice whispered.  “You must be silent so we can escape.”  Terra nodded her head, and the small hand disappeared from her mouth.

A small man stood next to her head.  She recognized the two foot tall Pixie with pointed ears and green hair and pants.  “Kris?” she whispered.  “It’s been a long time.”

The Pixie nodded, his eyes darting about nervously.  “Yes, Nexus, five years since you left us.  We’ll have a reunion later.  We should escape now, yes?”

“Yes,” Terra whispered.  She lifted her fingers to something tied around her neck she hadn’t felt before under the press of the ropes.  A shard of obsidian hung from her neck on a golden chain.  She felt nauseous as a feeling of pure, unadulterated evil emanating from the stone spread throughout her chest.  She yanked the chain from her neck and hurled it to the ground.

As soon as the obsidian shard broke contact with her hand, she felt her power return in a rush.  She reveled in the warmth of it.  She turned back to the Pixie.  “How did you sneak in here, Kris?”

He drew a pair of six inch knives he held like short swords.  “The Halfmen are foolish.  They left only one on guard.  I slit his throat before he knew I was there.”

Terra nodded.  “We will need to kill the rest of them,” she whispered, “or else they will chase us.”  Shimmering light coalesced around her hand as Terra used her power to materialize a knife.  The razor sharp blade glowed with an unearthly light.

The Pixie nodded his agreement, and they set to their grisly work.  In only a few minutes, all of the Halfmen were dead except for the shaman.

She told Kris to plant the obsidian shard on the shaman.  Pixies were a naturally dexterous race, and Kris was an experienced thief.  He didn’t wake the shaman as he gently laid the necklace on his forehead.  She had to know if the shard affected just her or all magic users.

Crackling lines of energy sprang to life around the remaining Halfman, binding him and the shard firmly in place.  So tight were the shaman’s bonds that he couldn’t even flinch as Terra slammed the heel of her shoe into his chest, cracking a rib.

Her own broken ribs burned in protest, but she refused to acknowledge the pain.  “Problem?” she asked, a baleful glare on her face.

“Just kill me and be done with it,” the shaman said.  Terra heard the fear underneath the bravado.

“Answer my questions, and I might let you live,” she said.  “What is that shard?  How did it block my power?”

Hearing that it was going to live, the porcine beast smiled and tried to seem friendly.  Terra slammed her heel into its chest again, hearing another rib crack.  “And don’t even think of lying.”

“It is a part of the master’s tower.  I don’t know how it works,” the shaman said in a rush, trying to keep her from kicking again.

“How did you find me?”

“The master sent me, he knew.”

Terra lifted her foot as if to slam it down again.  “How did he know?”

The Halfman’s eyes closed tightly in fear of the coming blow.  “He didn’t tell me,” it cried plaintively.

“Where were you taking me?”

“To the master’s tower.”

“Last question,” she said, setting her foot on its broken ribs.  It squealed in pain as she pushed down.  She lifted her foot.  “What was he going to do to me?”

The shaman was drenched in sweat from the pain.  “The master was going to use machines to kill you and absorb the power of the Nexus.”

That’s not possible.  Terra leaned down and put her mouth next to the Halfman’s ear.  She put her blade on the side of its neck, just below the jaw.  “This is for Alex,” she whispered.  She slit the hellspawn’s throat from ear to ear.

She stood and surveyed the open plains around them.  It was still some time before sunrise.  In the darkness the only clue she had of where the land ended and the sky began was the canopy of stars, uninterrupted by a single cloud in the sky.  

Scanning the horizon, she asked, “How did you find me, Kris?”  Her eyes settled on the forest they had left the day before.

“I was returning to Starfall from Highwind Point.  I saw the fire from across the plains.  We need to be away from here, more soldiers are afield.”

“Where is the resistance being led from?” she asked as she dug through some of the extra supplies the Halfmen had brought along.  She found a few large cloaks and slipped one on.  This thing smells terrible, but I would rather stink than freeze to death.

“Starfall,” Kris said.  “Silvia leads the council from there, but her grasp on the other races is tentative at best.  The other races and tribes bicker on what should be done.”

Terra started walking toward the tree line.  “Good, her mother would be proud.  What happened to the Arcane City?”

Kris closed his eyes, a grimace on his face.  “After it was captured by Azreal, he destroyed it.  Completely,” he said.  “The Obsidian Tower stands over its ruins.”

Terra spun to him and winced in pain. “What happened?”

Kris saw the eastern sky begin to lighten with the coming dawn.  The stars were beginning to fade as the sky took on the look of a fresh bruise.  He continued to walk, and she followed close behind.  “Azreal’s attack on the Inner Realms was more or less successful.  He wasn’t able to gain a foothold on Life, but he did here and on the other two.  He erected an Obsidian Tower here on Dae and on the Realms of Order and Good.

“The tower emits an insidious miasma that sucks the very life out of anything that comes too close.  Had you continued another day, you would have entered the place where everything is dead, grass, animals, even the insects.  Nothing lives there now.”

“They said Azreal wanted me alive,” Terra said.  She heard distant thunder but continued walking.

“It takes longer to affect larger life forms, Nexus.  You could survive a few days, maybe a week, after you enter the area.  At first, when Azreal began to withdraw his army from the Arcane City, we thought we may be able to retake it.  Silvia was opposed to the idea, but the other leaders pushed for it.”

“He allowed us to move a force of several thousand into the city, but it was a trap.  A massive explosion destroyed our force and what remained of the city.  The obsidian tower appeared with the explosion.”

“I know they would likely ignore it, but why hasn’t the resistance called for aid from the Realm of Life?”

“The Obsidian Tower somehow inhibits inter-planar travel.  Everyone but Azreal and his forces are unable to leave.  At first some travelers still came, but eventually the flow stopped.  We have had no news from the other planes in almost four years.  We are stuck here with no way to enlist aid.  Tell me, Mistress, were you able to find the Guardian?”

Kris looked toward her when she didn’t answer.  She had been sent to Earth to find the Guardian of Balance, the Paragon of the Realm of Balance. The stories said a Guardian born when the equilibrium of the Nine Realms was disturbed.  

It was the purpose of the Guardian to restore balance to the Realms.  The Guardian’s Blade was the tool to help the Guardian accomplish that feat.

Terra had almost given up searching for the Guardian before she found Alex.  When he saved her in the alley, she thought he could be the one she sought, but she wasn’t sure.

Although she hoped Alex might be the Guardian, doubts crept into her mind, especially when the Guardian’s Blade never reacted to him.  Years had passed, but she knew bringing the wrong person back would be worse than bringing back no one.

“It sounds like a storm is coming,” Kris said, doing his best to act as if he hadn’t noticed the tears running down her face.

Something in the back of her mind chimed warning, but she ignored it.  She hadn’t expected to fall in love with Alex, and it had been tearing her up inside that he wasn’t the Guardian.  She cursed herself for not leaving him earlier.  If I had, she thought, maybe he would still be alive.

Dim stars blurred in her vision as she looked skyward.  The sound of thunder was drawing closer still.  Terra spun to face the direction the sound was coming from.  The north, from the Obsidian Tower.  There aren’t any clouds.  That’s not thunder!  “Stay behind me,” she shouted to Kris.

She threw her arms up in front of her.  Her ribs screamed in pain, but she refused to succumb to it.  A massive pillar of stone erupted from the ground blocking the cavalry from trampling her beneath thundering hooves.  She leaned against the stone and faced them.

Black horned Daemen, the cursed spawn of human women and male demons, surrounded her atop skeletal horses.  One stepped its horse closer.  Dead, black eyes stared at her from a body encased in black plate mail.  Spikes jutted out at angles from its armor.

“My Lord respectfully requests your presence at his tower, Nexus,” the one that had stepped its horse closer said with a voice smoother than silk.

She began to seethe with anger.  The heat of her rage was a palpable thing.  The grass at her feet withered under the barely restrained magical energy.  “Tell your master that if he wants me, he should come and get me.  His lackeys won’t accomplish the task.”

The Daemon gave her a superior look.  “I think you can tell him yourself.  You are coming with us.”

Alex is dead because of him, Terra thought.  Azreal is the reason he died.  The reason so many have died.  “On second thought,” she said, her balled fists shaking at her sides, “I think I’ll just send him a message.”

A tornado of fire reached hundreds of yards into the sky enveloping the Daemen.  She fed her rage, hatred, and anguish into the flames.  The grass was vaporized instantly, and the dirt turned to glass under the inferno.  When she could bear the heat’s pain no longer, she cut off the flames.

The Daemen surrounded her still.  “Lord Azreal gave us protection from your magic.  You are defenseless, Nexus.  You are coming with us.”

Terra floated a stone up to her eyes.  She used a small amount of magic to throw the stone at the Daemon that was talking.  She heard it ping off of its armor and smiled.

The Daemon laughed at her.  “What are you going to do, woman?” it sneered.  “Throw stones at us?”

Terra narrowed her eyes in a glare.  “Not exactly.”  She slammed her foot on the ground making it ripple like a storm tossed ocean, shattering the glass on the ground that had been formed by the inferno.  She drew the shards to her, encasing her and Kris in a glass cocoon.  With a powerful pulse of energy, she sent the glass out with the force of a shotgun blast.

Black blood poured in torrents from hundreds of wounds on each of the Daemen.  Terra checked the bodies, none survived.  “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

Kris, shocked to silence by the display of raw power, nodded as they set out toward the Forest of Souls, toward Starfall.
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Something wet and cool covered Alex’s forehead and eyes.  Someone dabbed his lips with a wet cloth.  Alex lifted his hand, and the dabbing stopped.

“Good, you are awake,” A woman’s voice said.  “You may sit up, but I advise against standing.  Your feet are injured.”

Alex pulled the cloth from his eyes.  Bright light filtering through lacey curtains made them hurt.  After they adjusted, Alex saw he was in a room of polished wooden paneling.  The white sheets on the soft bed were pristine.  “Caitlyn?” he asked.

The woman smiled.  “No, I am Caitlyn’s sister, Silvia Shadowpaw.  I am the Fanglady, the leader of the Changelings of the Fang.  And you are?”  Alex sat up and examined her.  Her hair was coarser and her eyes more pale yellow than gold.  The dress she wore looked to have been made from spun silver.

“Alex Zane.  Is Caitlyn all right?”

Silvia nodded.  Alex noted an almost regal bearing to the woman.  “She is still unconscious, but my sister will survive.  The healers have been with her for the last day and a half.”

“I’ve been asleep for a day and a half!” he shouted throwing the blankets from his legs. “I have to get to Terra!”

Silvia held a restraining hand against his chest.  “I have already sent some of my people in search of her.  And yes, you had nearly run yourself to death.  You were also very dehydrated.  Tell me what happened.”

Alex filled her in on everything that happened.  Terra’s kidnapping took her back a step, and her eyebrows shot up when he mentioned the sword changing.  She smiled when he told her about the spirits helping him when he was carrying Caitlyn.

“The Forest of Souls, the forest in which Starfall resides, is home to some very interesting creatures.  Most only show themselves to those with a noble spirit.  They must have deemed you as such, risking your life to save another.”  

Silvia motioned to his sword.  Alex saw the wooden blade leaning against the polished wall.  Sunlight from the window bathed the sword in golden light.  “Did Terra give you that?” Alex nodded. “Did she tell you what it is?”

“No, she didn’t,” he said softly.  I should have done something to save her.  There must be something I could have done.

Silvia saw the dejected look on Alex’s face and put her hand on his shoulder.  “Don’t worry yourself, Guard-” she hesitated, changing her mind on what she was going to say, “Alex.  As I said, I sent a large party after her.  They will find Terra and bring her back.”

 Alex nodded and lifted his feet.  The soles were covered in bloody blisters and sores that had closed as he slept.  His work shoes weren’t designed for running long distances on flat ground, much less through a forest.  Just one more stupid thing I’ve done in the last few days.

“Where did you carry Caitlyn from?” Silvia asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

“The clearing I killed the hellhound in.  The one with the rock that sticks up at an angle.”

Silvia frowned, “That’s almost seventy miles from where the sentries found you.  And you were carrying my sister.  That would be quite the feat for one of my race, even more so for a human.”

Alex shrugged.  “I just did what I could.  My shoes are useless in the wilderness.  Do you have a pair of boots I could borrow?” he asked as he put his legs over the side of the bed.  He braced himself for the pain of his feet touching the wooden floor, but a hand to his chest stopped him.

“I had to know your intentions before I let you roam around my town freely.  I will heal your feet for you.”  She knelt and took his feet in her hands.  Her fingers were cool on his injured feet.  He felt a light tingling sensation move slowly up his legs.  The tingling sensation moved back down his legs and began to build at the soles of his feet.  The tingling grew warm, then hot, until it felt like his feet were on fire.

Alex clenched his jaw.  The anguish of skin closing quickly was staggering.  Nerves screamed in protest from being pulled with the forming skin.

As suddenly as it started, it stopped.  Alex let out a slow breath.  Silvia rose on shaking legs.  He stood and helped her sit on the bed.  The healing had left him feeling revitalized.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.  Her face was ashen, and she was shaking.

A look of pained  confusion was in the Fanglady’s eyes.  “I’ll be fine,” she answered.  “I have little magical power, but it is still more than others of my kind.  I just need to rest.  Feel free to explore the village, I only ask that you not leave until you have spoken with me in the morning.  We have much to discuss.”

“Will do,” Alex said, lifting his sword from where it rested.

“Timothy will get some boots for you and answer any other questions you may have.” She stood on shaky legs and walked him to the bedroom door.  “Timothy,” she called.

A man with a shaved head walked down the hallway toward them.  His slow, sure movements seemed to come from a practiced grace.  A scimitar swayed in time with his movements.

“Yes, Silvia?” he asked in a deep baritone.  His ebony skin was tight across well-toned muscle.  A red vest was open above his baggy trousers.  His open toed sandals looked to be made of woven rope.  Alex saw that his ears were pointed.  An elf? Alex thought.

“Please get Mister Zane some boots, and show him around the village for me.  I need to rest.”

“I will.”  He turned to Alex.  “Please follow me.”

“Thank you, Silvia,” Alex said as Timothy started down the hall.

“No thanks necessary, Alex.  You saved my sister’s life.  Thank you.”

Alex smiled at her and walked quickly to catch up to the elf.  The waxed wooden floors were cold under his bare feet.  “Do you work for Silvia?” Alex asked when he fell in step beside Timothy.

“I do.  I am the leader of Fanglady Shadowpaw’s elite guard.”  He stopped by a door and opened it.  There were a number of boots and shoes in various colors and styles.  Timothy handed a pair of simple brown leather boots to Alex.  “Try these,” he said.

Alex pulled the boots on, they came up mid-shin.  “Same as military issue,” he said with a smirk.  “Thank you.”

“Would you like me to show you around the village now?”

“Yes, please.”

The elf closed the closet and continued down the hallway again.  They came to a junction of three halls with large double doors on the fourth wall.  Timothy swung one inward.  

Sunlight temporarily blinded Alex as he looked outside.  He gasped at the massive gemstone only a few hundred yards from the entrance to the manor.  He followed Timothy down the steps to the monolithic crystalline gemstone.

“Before you stands the stone that is the town’s namesake.  Stories of Starfall’s founding say that the Changelings of the Fang saw a star fall from the sky.  When they came to see what happened, they found a clearing created by hundreds of felled trees, with this stone in the center.

“The Cat’s Eye Crystal is a perfect sphere measuring forty feet around.  As far as any can tell, although it lacks any kind of preservation cast on it, the stone cannot be scratched or broken by any tool or magic.”

“May I touch it?” Alex asked, stretching his hand out toward the stone.  Timothy nodded.  Alex ran his hand along the smooth orange crystal.  It was warm even on the cool winter day.  He felt something strange about the stone, like it held some mystery in its depths.

Alex looked at Timothy.  “This is amazing,” he said.

“That it is.”  He looked pointedly at Alex’s sword.  “Let us see if we can find you something to make carrying that sword of yours a little easier.”

He led Alex to a leatherworker next door to a weaponsmith.  The experienced leatherworker quickly found a baldric that would fit the thick wooden blade.  Alex slipped the baldric over his head.  The leather strap across his chest was the perfect length, and he cinched the belt comfortably at his waist.

He slid the sword into the scabbard at his hip.  “Perfect,” Alex said.  “How much?”

The leatherworker had been treating him very deferentially the entire time he was in the shop.  “For you?  Free.  Bartolo would be happy just knowing he helped the Guardian.”

The Guardian, Alex thought.  “Uh, Thanks.”

Timothy led him out of the store and continued to show him around the town.  

“Are you an elf?” Alex asked.

Timothy looked at him.  “I am.”

“I’ve never seen an elf before.  Do your people really live forever?”

Timothy laughed.  “No, we don’t.  Elves live between four and five centuries.  I’m on my third century of life.”

“Wow,” Alex said.  “What is it like living for so long?”

“What is it like living for seventy or eighty years?” Timothy asked.

“I don’t know.  It’s normal to live for that long.  That’s just the way it is.”

“Exactly,” the elf answered.  “Even though what is normal for a human and elf in terms of lifespan are different, it is all they know.  It is like asking a butterfly what it is like to only live a few days.”

Alex nodded in understanding as they continued to walk.  “Um, I don’t mean to insult you, but what kind of a name is Timothy?  I didn’t know elves had such… normal names.”

Timothy laughed.  “You give me no offense.  Would you prefer my full name, Tym’drioth’jialvy Eldu’vain?”

Alex scratched the back of his head.  “Gotcha.  Timothy it is.”  They came upon a large number of people training with weapons of every type.

“These are the training grounds,” Timothy said.  “Many train here on a number of different weapons and techniques.  My duties also include training swordsmen.”

Alex smirked and looked at Timothy.  “Well, since it looks like the sword is how I’m going to be doing all of my fighting, would you like to spar?”

Timothy looked at him doubtfully.  “I think you are not fully recovered.  Maybe you should try sparring with one of the students.”

“I feel healthy as an ox,” Alex said as he stretched.  “It’s been a long time since I fought a master of the blade.  I would be honored to learn from you.”

Timothy acquiesced and stepped onto the field.  He pulled two practice pads from a rack and handed one to Alex.  “Wrap your blade in this,” he said.

Alex drew his wooden sword and wrapped it with the thick pad.  He swung it a few times to get the feel for the new weight.  Confident in his control, he squared off against the elf.

“You aren’t holding that kind of blade correctly.  You need to move your hands closer together and hold it farther from your body,” Timothy said.  “Its slight curve and lack of a fuller means that the sword will be brittle.  It’s designed for fast slashing motions designed to cut skin.”

Alex raised an eyebrow.  “You understand that it’s a wooden sword, right?  It’s not going to cut any skin anyway.”

Timothy shrugged.  “Even with a practice weapon, you should endeavor to use it correctly.”

He’s right.  Alex shifted his grip and changed his stance.

Timothy looked him over from head to toe and nodded.  “Begin.”

Alex rushed at the elf, and Timothy side-stepped him with ease, striking him in the calf with his padded weapon. The blow made his leg sting, and Alex spun about.

Timothy had lowered his weapon and looked at Alex sideways.  “Are you certain you do not want to spar with one of the students?”

“Yeah.  It’s just been a while.”  Alex closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  His father’s voice began to whisper in his mind.  Stop rushing, boy.  Slow down and open your eyes.  Alex opened his eyes and analyzed Timothy’s stance and their surroundings.  

The elf lifted his sword and eased into a relaxed stance.  “Begin.”

Alex darted forward and took a measured swing.  Timothy deflected the attack, and Alex avoided his counter attack.  He ducked low and tried to strike the elf again with an upward swing.  Timothy danced back, narrowly avoiding the blow.  Before he could straighted himself back up, Timothy was back, and Alex was struck on the shoulder.

“That was better,” the weapon master said.  “Your footwork was cleaner, but you shouldn’t have put yourself off balance and gambled your life on your second attack.  I think you have more.”  Timothy set himself into a more guarded stance.  “Show me.”

Come on, man.  I can do this.  I need to be faster, more fluid.  Alex moved forward at a more calculated rate, and he swung his sword at Timothy’s.  The elf parried the attack and struck out at Alex, but he was ready.

Alex deflected the thrust and swung his weapon high at Timothy’s head.  The elf ducked under the swing, and Alex had to jump over Timothy’s attack.  Back and forth, they went for a six exchanges, but Alex was struck again.  He hissed in pain and frustration.

“It does seem that you’ve had some training,” Timothy said.  “But you’ve a way to go before you can call yourself a weapon master.”  A few of the trainees that Alex hadn’t noticed gathering laughed.

I’m better than this!  I almost got Dad a couple of times, and he was as good as Timothy.  “I can do better,” Alex said.  He squared off against Timothy again.

The elf studied Alex’s face and stance before lifting his scimitar.  “You needn’t push yourself so hard, Alex.”

“Yes, I do.”  I have to.  For her sake.

“Very well.  Begin.”

Alex launched a thrust at the weapon master.  The attack was picked off before it came close, and Timothy countered with a back handed swing aimed at Alex’s ribs.  He deflected the blade and stepped back.

He swung hard at Timothy’s head, but the elf blocked the strike and kicked out at Alex’s chest.  He sidestepped kick and swung at Timothy’s neck, his sword whistling with speed.

Timothy ducked under the swing and thrusted.  Alex sidestepped again and kicked up at Timothy’s face.  The weapon master slapped Alex’s foot away with his free hand, knocking Alex off balance.  He rolled away from a swing, putting distance between himself and Timothy.  Before he could get his feet set, Timothy was all over him.

Alex parried and dodged frantically trying to keep from being hit and leaned back to keep from being struck on the side of the head.  He caught a vicious kick on the side of his knee and collapsed to the ground.

Timothy brought his sword down in an overhead chop, but Alex was able to bring his sword up in time to block the blow.  Alex kicked Timothy in the ankle, knocking the blade master from his feet.  Alex scrambled away and stood up.  

Timothy faced him.  “Where did this come from?”

“Knocked off the cobwebs.”  Alex held his sword in front of him with both hands.  He launched a mighty blow at Timothy.  The blade master deflected the hit and launched an attack of his own.  The two swordsmen spun and attacked and dodged.  They flew around each other like leaves on a breeze.

Their swords were a blur as each attacked the other.  <Good.  Let us continue to guide your hand,> Alex heard in his mind.  The mental intrusion caught Alex off guard, causing him to hesitate for a split second.

That was all it took for a stinging hit on the arm.

“Hit,” Alex called, stopping the session.  He was surrounded by sudden applause.  The few people watching had grown to a considerable crowd.  Men walked up to him and clapped him on the shoulders and back.  He was drenched with sweat and panting despite the cold air.  Timothy was equally winded.

Alex accepted congratulations from all around.  Timothy walked up and led him through the crowd. “That was better than most of them have done,” Timothy said with a laugh.  “But I think you could have done better.  Why did you pause?”

“I think my sword talks,” Alex said.

“Of course it does,” Timothy said jokingly, patting him on the shoulder.  “Either way, you did very well.”

This hardly seems like the same man from earlier, Alex thought.  He said what was on his mind.

Timothy nodded.  “I did not yet know you,” he said simply.  “But, by crossing blades with you, I see you hold no malice in your heart.  You are a good man, Guardian.”

“Why do people keep calling me that?  First it was Bartolo, the leatherworker, then the trainees, and now you.”

Timothy turned to him, a confused look on his face.  “You carry the Guardian’s Blade, given to you by Lady Duval, and you are an expert swordsman.  The Nexus did bring you to help fight Azreal, did she not?”

Finally, someone who isn’t tight lipped about Terra.  “Of course,” Alex said.  “Lady Duval, what can you tell me about her?  Where is she from?”

“I know the same as anyone, I suppose.  She was born in the Arcane City long ago.  She went to the Realm of Balance five years ago to find the Guardian of Balance and use any means necessary to bring him back.  Seeing as how you are here, she was successful.”

Bring me back by any means necessary, Alex thought.  Terra couldn’t have been lying to me this entire time…  A flood of emotions began to crash through him as those words repeated in his head.  The flush of wellbeing from the healing fled his body.  “Timothy, I’m tired, and I would like to eat something and sleep,” Alex said.

“Very well,” the blade master said.  “We shall return to the manor.  Food can be brought to you in your room.”

Alex nodded woodenly as he followed Timothy back to the manor.

Chapter Five - On Wings of Light

 

The soft crunch of dead winter grass and dirt accompanied Terra and Kris as they crept from shadow to shadow through the outskirts of Starfall.  

“Mistress,” Kris whispered, “I don’t understand.   Why are we hiding from everyone?”

“No one can know I’m back, and where I am, Kris,” Terra replied quietly.  The pixie glanced about before beckoning her on.  “The only person that needs to know is Silvia.  I have to let her know I failed so we can come up with another plan.”

Terra looked from each shadow to the next, not knowing if someone was waiting within to spoil her stealth.  She would not have been able to make it into Starfall at all had it not been for Kris.  Pixies could see in absolute darkness as easily as the brightest day, and it had enabled them to make it past all of the sentries outside the town without using magic.  Any spells Terra would have cast would be like shooting up a flare to announce her presence.

The gnawing pain of Alex’s death dug at her, but Terra buried it under a seething mass of rage.  Her fingernails dug painfully into her hand, and her ribs ached, making each breath a gamble on just how deep to breathe.  I will find a way to kill Azreal.  I must find a way…

A few more minutes of sneaking through Starfall brought the pair to the square that held the Cat’s Eye.  The prodigious stone glowed pale orange in the moonlight.  

“There’s Fanglady Shadowpaw’s manor,” Kris said.  He studied their surroundings.  “There is no one out, and all the windows are barred against the cold.  You should be able to stroll right up and walk in.”

Terra put her hand on the pixie’s shoulder.  It Dwarfed his small frame.  “Why aren’t you coming with me?  What happened?”

The abashed look on Kris’s face spoke volumes.  “I said something… hurtful that angered Silvia, and I do not wish to invoke her wrath by my mere presence.”

“What did you say?”

The pixie wouldn’t meet her eye.  “I don’t think now is the right time for that.  This late, none will be awake.  I should be away.”  Kris shook her hand from his shoulder and was off into the night before she could say anything to stop him.

Terra walked across the square and mounted the steps to the doors of the manor.  She paused at the door before pushing it open.  I could run into anyone in those hallways, and anyone in there would recognize me.    Terra walked back down the steps and went around to the side of the building where she remembered Silvia kept her rooms.

The room was dark; the lights inside extinguished, but Terra remembered Silvia had always been a light sleeper.  She flipped back the hood of her stolen cloak and tapped on the window.  Pale light immediately filled the room.  The lacy curtains adorning the window were pulled aside, and Silvia opened the window with a look of relief on her face.  She offered Terra a hand up and pulled her inside.

Terra waited for Silvia to close the window before speaking.  “Are you just letting anyone in to your rooms in the dead of night nowadays, Silvia?”

The leader of the Changelings of the Fang smiled.  “Only when I know who it is.  You never were one to sit back and be rescued.”  Silvia sniffed.  “You stink, Terra.”

She pulled off the black cloak and threw it on the ground.  Confusion began to bubble up beneath her emotional armor.  “How did you know I was going to be coming here?  How did you even know I was back?”

Silvia eyed the cloak with disgust.  She looked back at Terra.  “The Guardian said you had been brought here.”

Terra froze.  She put shaking hands on Silvia’s shoulders.  “Is Alex here?” she whispered.

“He is,” Silvia said.  “He killed a hellhound with the Wrathblade, and then carried Caitlyn seventy miles in a day.  He saved my sister’s life.  I have great news, Sister.  Timothy and I…”  She trailed off when she saw the look on Terra’s face.  “What’s wrong?”

“I thought he was dead,” Terra said.  “The shaman said he had killed Alex.”  Confused happiness and pain echoed through her.  

Silvia shook her head and smiled.  “He’s fine.  But you should know, there was a… misunderstanding about how much to tell him just yet.  Alex thinks you lied to him about being in love to manipulate him into coming here.”

Terra frowned.  “How do you know that?”

“Timothy told him you went to Earth to find the Guardian and bring him back by any means necessary.  Alex got the wrong idea.  I tried to speak with him earlier, but he didn’t want to listen to me.”

“I’ll talk to Alex.  Take me to him.”
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Alex was in such a daze he didn’t remember eating dinner.  The only clue he had that he’d eaten was the empty tray on the desk next to the window.  He hadn’t lit any of the lamps in the room and sat in shadow, the only light coming through the window.  It offered a good view of the Cat’s Eye crystal in the square.

Use any means to bring him back, echoed in Alex’s ears as loudly as a gunshot.  I can’t believe she would have manipulated me into loving her to bring me here.  She could have just told me, and I would have come willingly.  Alex’s anger seethed under the surface as he brooded, staring out the window at the gem.

He watched as the gem drew the light of the setting sun into it.  He thought about what he would do when he saw Terra.  The moon rose, casting everything outside into shades of black and white.  A woman walked past the Cat’s Eye toward the manor, but he didn’t hear a knock at the nearby door. 

The Cat’s Eye seemed to give off a soft orange glow.  Alex pulled on his boots and walked outside to stand before the gem.  He stood beside the stone and reached out a hand to it.  Even though the sun had been down for a couple of hours and the night was cool, the gemstone was still warm to the touch.  He felt the warmth travel up his arm and heat his entire body.

“You shouldn’t let such things bother you, Alex,” a voice from behind said.  He didn’t need to turn around to know it was Silvia.

He let his hand slide away from the Cat’s Eye before responding.  “Come to try talking to me again?  What makes you think something is bothering me?” Alex asked.

“I lead an alliance of changelings, humans, elves, and other races.  I wouldn’t have been much of a leader if I couldn’t tell someone was upset.”

“I suppose,” Alex said with a shrug.  “How do you know what’s bothering me?

“Timothy told me,” Silvia said as she walked to his side and put a hand on his shoulder.  “Did you stop to think that maybe she had a reason for not telling you?”

“Like what?” Alex said as he glanced over his shoulder at the Fanglady.  She leaned against one of the four white columns that flanked the entrance to her home.  “That it was hard to explain?  Or she didn’t want me to run away screaming about a crazy person?”  He faced the monolithic gemstone and peered into its depths.

Alex’s heart skipped a beat when a different voice cut through the night.  “Or I fell in love with you and didn’t want you to die?”  

Alex’s muscles stiffened, and he slowly turned.  Terra stood on the manor’s steps.  Tears ran down her face, and the moonlight made them shimmer as they fell.  She ran to Alex and threw her arms around him.

“I thought you had died,” Terra sobbed into his chest.

Holding her in his arms, Alex felt the anger he had been stoking all day fade away.  He realized how cruel and senseless all the things he had been planning on saying were.  “It’s all right, Terra.  I’m fine.  There’s no need to worry.  I’m right here.”

She looked up into his green eyes, her hazel ones red-rimmed.  “I really do love you, Alex.  Silvia told me what Timothy said and what you thought, but that’s not the truth.  I love you with all my heart.”

Alex stroked her hair and smiled at her.  “I know you do, Beautiful,” he said.  “I love you too.  I was wrong to think that.  But it would have been nice to know about all of this.  I almost did die. Twice.” 

“I’m sorry I put you in danger,” Terra whispered.  “I should have told you about myself and what you were getting into sooner.”

Alex nodded, put his hands on her hips, and kissed her gently on the forehead.  Her skin was warm on his lips, and the feeling was slow to fade in the cold night air.  “Just don’t keep any more secrets, ok?”

“There’s so much to tell you…  I’ll do my best to tell you everything I think you need to know.” 

Alex nodded again and hugged her.  Terra yelped, and an invisible force pushed his arms wide.  “That hurt!  Please, don’t hug me so tight.”

Did she just use magic on me?  He looked Terra over.  “What happened?”

“Some of the ribs on my right side are broken.”

Alex wrapped his arm around her shoulders.  “Let’s go inside so you can tell me what happened.  Where did Silvia go?”

 “Inside,” Terra said.  “She knew we would want some privacy.”

“I didn’t even see her leave,” Alex said as he followed her in.

Alex led her to his room and lit some lamps with the flint and steel Timothy had given him. He stood next to the bed while Terra sat still on the edge.  She pulled her shirt off so he could get a clear look at the massive injury on her side.

A deep purple bruise the size of a dinner plate covered her side just below the bra.  Alex poked and prodded the area to make sure the broken edges of her ribs weren’t collapsed in.  She winced at his ministrations.

“I don’t understand why you can’t just have someone here heal you, or bandage you for that matter,” Alex said.

“I can’t be healed by magic,” Terra explained.  “To perform healing, the person doing it uses part of the person being healed’s energy, and part of his own.  Also, the person casting takes the damage into himself, but uses the magic to prevent wounds to himself.

“The person casting the magic and the person being healed have to be the same... species, or else that filter will not be created.  Any wounds on the person being healed will directly transfer over to the person doing the healing.  I have some... unique physiology that prevents any one here from being able to heal me.”

“How was Silvia able to heal me?  She isn’t human.”

“She is human while she is in her human form.  Changelings can’t use magic in their animal form.”

Alex nodded as he wrapped her chest with some semi-elastic cloth Silvia had given Terra earlier.  “Well, that explains magic, but why not have an actual doctor or healer or whatever they are here take care of you.”

“Healers use magic,” Terra said, “but there are doctors here, too.  They don’t use magic.  As for why no doctors, I don’t want too many people to know I’m back.  Yet.”

“What did you mean by you have some unique physiology?” Alex asked as he finished wrapping her ribs.  He helped her put her shirt back on as she tried to think how to answer.

“Alex, umm... I’m not completely human,” she said quietly.

Alex’s eyebrows rose.  “Not completely human?  Are you mostly human?”  

Terra shook her head.  “Half,” she whispered.  

“And the other half?”

She let out a slow breath, “On each plane there is a different dominant species; the exception being the three Core Realms.”

“The Realms of Magic, Balance, and Science,” Alex said.  “Caitlyn explained some to me,” he said in response to her unspoken question.

“That’s right.  The three Core Realms are predominantly populated by humans.  But, on the Realms farther from the Realm of Balance, there are a number of other races.  Demons are from the Realm of Evil, for instance.

“My mother was a powerful human sorceress from the Arcane City, the capitol city that was destroyed when Azreal conquered Dae.  My father,” she paused trying to think of a way to say it without scaring him, “is part of a race of winged humanoids that don’t age, from the Realm of Good.”

Alex took a step back and bumped into the desk.  “Whoa, wait a second,” he said.  “Are you saying that your father is an angel?”

Terra nodded.

“So, you’re half-angel?”

Terra nodded again.  Tears were beginning to well up in her eyes for fear of his reaction.  People had always treated her differently when they found out what she was.  At best, they would avoid her, at worst, they expressed open hatred if not violence.

Alex thought for a moment.  “That’s pretty cool.  Why don’t you have wings?”

“What?” Terra said.  “Aren’t you going to freak out?” she asked.

Alex looked at her in mock confusion.  “Why would I?  The past couple days, I’ve seen magic, monsters, and changelings.  I think I’m pretty much in the know.  But you aren’t going to tell me your mother was a human, vampire sorceress are you?  Because that’s a deal breaker.  No biting, not even ear nibbles.”

Terra snorted a laugh and shook her head in amazement.  “You are one in a million, Alex.”  She wiped tears from her eyes.

“That low, huh?” Alex asked with a smirk and an upraised eyebrow.  “But, seriously, do you have wings?”

“I do,” Terra answered quietly.

Alex scratched his head in real confusion.  “I don’t want to seem unobservant, but I’ve seen you naked quite a few times.  Where are they?”

Terra smiled at him.  “They aren’t wings like you are thinking.  Pure breed angels have flesh and blood wings and can fly, but half-breeds,” she said the word with disdain, “like me, don’t, and we can’t fly.  Our wings only serve to mark us, just something to set us apart from humans.”

“May I see them?” Alex asked.

“Alex,” she started, “I’ve never...”

“Please?” Alex interrupted.

He watched as she seemed to fight with herself about it.  “All right,” she said, sliding from the edge of the bed.  She stood a few steps in front of him.  “Are you ready?”

“Don’t you need to take your shirt off?” Alex asked, full of wide-eyed innocence.

She gave him a smirk, “Are you just trying to get me to take my shirt off?”

“That’s not what I...” Alex crossed his arms and leaned against the desk.  “I’m ready,” he grumped.

Terra’s smile faded away.  Closing her eyes, she drew a deep breath.  Her ribs still hurt, but the wrap helped.  She slowly let the breath out as she crossed her arms diagonally across her chest, each hand resting on the opposite shoulder.

She snapped her arms down and soft, blue light bathed the room.

Beautiful, Alex thought as he stared at her.  Wings, like those of an eagle spread out from her back in a six foot span.  But, like she said, they weren’t made of flesh and blood, but were translucent, glowing with soft pulses of light blue energy.

Alex was in awe of the beautiful woman.  His heart began to pound, and he couldn’t come up with any words to fill the silence.  The light made Terra’s face and hair glow.  She folded the wings in tight behind her.

“Can I touch them?” Alex whispered after a minute or two had passed.  Terra nodded.  He stepped forward and tried to put his hand on her left wing.  His hand slid into the glowing blue light with no resistance.  He felt gentle tingles on his hand as pulses of energy passed through it.

“Does that hurt you?” Alex asked.  Terra shook her head.  He looked at her.  Her eyes were closed with a look of profound shame on her face.  Alex frowned at her.

Alex thumped Terra hard on the top of her head with his index finger.  Her hands shot up to cover where he had unexpectedly thumped her.  “What was that for?” she demanded, glaring at him.

Alex put his hands to either side of her face.  With a thumb, he wiped away a tear that rolled down her cheek.  He smiled as he looked deep into her hazel eyes.  

“I have never seen you more beautiful than you are right now.”

“You don’t understand,” she said, “These wings...”

“Are a part of you,” he said with finality.  “I love you, Terra.  Everything about you.  Never be ashamed of who you are, that’s all we can be.”

“You can’t say that you love everything about me, you don’t know everything yet.”

Alex put his arms around her gently, not wanting to hurt her ribs.  He could feel where his arms crossed over her wings.  He released the soft embrace and sat on the side of the bed, pulling her over to sit next to him.

She sat on the bed and turned to face him.  Soft motes of blue light floated where her wings overlapped with the bed.  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  Her wings vanished and sparkles of blue lights floated away from them in every direction.

“As the Guardian of Balance,” she began, “you are the Paragon of the Realm of Balance.  In you, there exists all the aspects of the Realm of Balance.  Everything you do, whether you realize it or not, is to create equilibrium not only in yourself, but also in the Realms.

“How do you know for sure?” Alex asked.

“Silvia told me that you killed a hellhound with the Guardian’s Blade by unleashing one of the sword’s other forms.  That it reacted to you, and that you were able to change its form instinctively is irrefutable proof.  You are the Guardian of Balance, the Paragon of Earth.”

Alex ran his hand through his hair, trying to take it all in.  “All right,” he said.  “So, I’m the Guardian of Balance.  What does that have to do with me not knowing everything about you?”

“Every Realm has a Paragon, every Paragon has his, or her, own title.  The Paragon of Balance is the Guardian.  I am the Paragon of this Realm, of Magic.  I am the Nexus of Magic.”

“What does that mean?”

“I am the most powerful spellcaster, on this world, or any other.  There are none that have more raw magical power than I.  I draw energy from this entire Realm and bend it to my will.  Even excluding the ability to draw power from this Realm, I have extensive magical power of my own.”

“That sounds impressive but means absolutely nothing to me.  You control the energy of this Realm?”

“I’m sorry, it’s hard to explain.  If I oversimplify, you won’t know what it is I’m trying to explain, but if I don’t boil it down some, you won’t understand half of what I say.  It will just be easier to show you.  I can direct the four elements.”

“Like alchemical elements?  Fire, water, air, and earth?”

She nodded.  “That’s right.  Fire is easy, I just pull heat from anything nearby, even the air.”  A ball of fire sprang to life above her hand, floating in the air.

“Water is also easy, it’s in the air too.”  A ball of clear water appeared and floated next to the ball of fire.

She concentrated a few seconds, and a ball of dirt slowly formed with the other two.  “Earth is harder to create, it can’t just be pulled from the air in large enough quantities.  It has to be created if there is none around you.”

“Air is the easiest, as long as you can breathe.”  The three balls began to orbit one another.

“But, this power is for destruction, not creation.”  The fire and water came together and hissed into steam.  The dirt seemed to compress as the air compacted it.  It shattered into dust and blew away.

“Is that all you can do?” Alex asked, unimpressed.  “Make small balls of the three elements?”

Terra glared at him.  She shook her head.  “What I just did, compared to what I can do, is like a drop of water compared to an ocean.”

“If you are that powerful, why do you need me to help fight Azreal?”

“He is the Overlord, the Paragon of Evil.  Each Paragon has certain, advantages, for being Paragon.  Mine is access to immense magical power while I am on the Realm of Magic.  Yours is the Guardian’s Blade.  His protects him from being killed while he is away from his home Realm, the Realm of Evil.”

Alex gulped.  A man who can’t be killed.  “What can I do?”

“Azreal can’t be killed by any powers that myself, or anyone else here possess.  With the exception of you.”

“The sword,” Alex said, looking at it on the desk where it lay.

“Correct,” she said.  “The Guardian’s Blade can nullify the powers of any of the Paragons.  Including his.  It will kill Azreal here, but he will rise again on Hell, the Realm of Evil.  He must be killed there for his death to be permanent.”

“Who made the blade?” Alex asked, staring at it still.

“No one knows.  As far as any recorded history can tell, it has always existed.” Terra yawned.  She lay down on the left side of the bed.  “We will need to wake up in a few hours to talk with Silvia about what must be done to form an army against Azreal.  We should go to sleep.”

“There’s only one problem with us going to sleep right now,” Alex said.

“What’s that?”

“You are on my side of the bed,” Alex protested.

Terra stuck her tongue out at him.  “Mine now.”

Alex pushed her shoulder softly as he climbed over her to the other side of the bed.  He lay down behind her and put his arm around her.  His mind reeled with the days revelations, but Alex knew one thing for certain.  He would give his life to protect the woman he had grown to love.  A fierce heat built in the Guardian’s chest when he thought about his girlfriend’s broken ribs.  I’ll do my best to keep you safe, Terra.

The fires in his breast cooled as Alex listened to Terra’s breathing become the deep even breaths of sleep.  “I will.  I promise,” he whispered.  He hooked some red hair behind her ear.  “Good night.  I love you, my Angel.”
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Alex awoke the next morning with a start.  The bed was empty.  He smelled bacon and toast.  Terra stood in front of the window eating.  She watched the sun rise over the trees.  She had changed into a long, white silk dress, cut in a V at the neck.  “What are you thinking about?” Alex asked.

Terra turned to face him, sunlight coming in through the window made her red hair appear aflame.  “I’ve been gone a long time.  My home was destroyed while I was gone.  I was just wishing I had found you sooner.”

“You couldn’t have possibly found me any sooner,” Alex told her.  “Do you remember how I told you I was in the Marine Corps?”  Terra nodded.  “I was in an elite urban combat squad, a division of Force Recon.  With everything that was going on in Columbia, Moscow, and Iraq, I was deployed almost constantly for the last four years.  There was no way you could have found me.”

Terra lifted an eyebrow at him.  “I was in all of those places during the heaviest of the fighting.”

Alex looked at her in shock.  He sat up in the bed.  “What were you doing?  You could have been killed by a stray bullet.”

“No, I wouldn’t have, and I was doing my job.  I knew the Guardian was there, but looking for one specific person in an embattled city full of people, is like looking for a certain needle in a stack of needles while the factory burns down around you.”

“How did you know where I was?”

“Magic,” she said.

“No, seriously, how did you know?”  Terra didn’t answer and just gave him a blank stare as she took a bite of toast.  “Oh, you are being serious.”

Terra rolled her eyes and nodded.  Alex got out of bed and grabbed a piece of toast and some bacon off of the tray of food.  “Although my powers as Nexus are limited to Dae, I still have a significant amount of my own magical power.”

“Weren’t you tempted to use your magic while you were on Earth to make life easier?”

Terra nodded.  “I was, and I did a few times, but my magical energy doesn’t come back nearly as fast when I am away from here.  A magic user has two sources of magical power.  First is the magical energy they gather, and after they use all of that, they begin to use their own energy.  If they expend all of the magical energy they possess, and continue to cast spells, they would, at first, feel tired, then pass out.”

“How do you know how much magical energy you have?” Alex asked.

“There are spells that can give a general idea of how much energy you have in relation to another, but you never really know exactly.  It’s not like one of your video games or a car’s gas tank.  Finish eating, we need to talk to Silvia.  I’m going to get you some new clothes.  While I’m gone could you get cleaned up some before we meet with her?”

“All right,” Alex said.  “But, one more thing.  Before I went through the door that was in our apartment, Caitlyn asked if I was linked to you.  She seemed upset when I said I didn’t know what she was talking about.  What did she mean?”

“Asked you that, did she?  Well, the linking of a wizard or sorceress to another has been around for a very long time.  In exchange for certain benefits, a sorceress will bond a person to her to serve as her Shield until either one of them dies.  After it has been done, the linking is irreversible.”

“What kind of benefits?” Alex asked.

“In times of high stress or fear, the link will activate, or it can be activated at will by the link’s host, the wizard or sorceress.  The host sends magical power to the one linked to increase their strength, speed, and endurance.  There are also some passive benefits, such as always knowing each other’s location, the other’s emotions, even physical sensations.  Because of this unique empathy, the two usually end up marrying.”

Alex was silent a moment as he considered asking his next question.  He watched her face carefully as he asked, “Is someone linked to you?”

A flash of sadness in her eyes was quickly replaced by a smile.  “No.  Now, you’ve asked three questions when you said just one.  Eat, bathe, then we’ll meet with Silvia.”  She turned and walked out before he could say anything else.

“I’m sorry, Terra,” Alex whispered to the closed door.
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Terra leaned against the outside of the door to their room.  She couldn’t tell Alex about the death of her first love, and the first time she failed her people.  It was just too painful.  The memories of when Azreal’s forces first invaded the Realm of Magic five years ago, when she lost Michael, came unbidden to her.

Chapter Six - The Fall of the Arcane City

 

The fighting had started seven days ago.  Waves of Halfmen, demons, and the undead slowly wore down the stalwart defenders of the Arcane City.  The defenders had just been pushed into the city and were forced to close the gates behind them.

A young man in chainmail saluted Terra.  “Guardsman Wright, Nexus, The crystal was destroyed as you ordered,” the soldier told her.

“Good.  We can’t let the master crystal fall into their hands.  Get some rest, they will return soon,” Terra said.  She watched the young soldier walk away.

“You have to get some sleep, my love,” Michael told her.  Sweat dripped from his matted blond hair.  He looked like a wild man with his hair in disarray and large rends in his chain mail armor.  His war hammer hung in its hanger at his hip.  “You haven’t slept in the last four nights.  Even you have limits, Terra.”

She had linked Michael Stormbringer, a northman from beyond the Great Range, last year, just before her fiftieth birthday.  They were married last month.  It had been a month of bliss she had never thought she would have.  Then, the invasion came.  “I’ve gotten a couple of hours here and there, Michael.  It is my job to defend this world, this Realm.  I can’t do that if I’m asleep.”

He punched his fist against the wall of a building.  “We wouldn’t be in this predicament if the Claw had shown like they said they would.”  Blood dripped from his split knuckles.

“Calm down, my heart.  There is nothing for it now.”  She clenched her jaw tightly.  “They will be called to account in time.”

Michael took a slow breath, fighting to keep his temper under control.  “Terra, I can feel how tired you are.  We have pushed them back for now.  Rest at least, sleep if you can, I will wake you if anything happens.”

He led her to a building that had been converted into a barracks.  Michael told some soldiers the Nexus needed a room.  Having seen her cut down wave after wave of enemy combatants, they were happy to give her theirs.  She wasn’t sure if it was because they were grateful or scared.

Michael lifted her up and placed her on the bed.  She fell asleep before her head hit the pillow.

The spirit of her mother visited Terra in her dreams.  “Mother?” she asked in confusion.  “What are you doing here?  How is this possible?  You died.”

“The Life Wardens allowed me to send a message.  I saw it, Terra.  I saw the Libram of Fate in Bara.”  Her mother had a pained look on her face.  “Your city will be overrun.  There is nothing you can do to stem the tide of darkness that now sweeps the land.”

Terra shook her head.  “I refuse to believe that.  There has to be something I can do.”

“The only chance you have is to travel to Earth and find the Guardian.  Only he will be able to prevent the destruction of all life.”

“I will find him after my city is safe!” Terra shouted.

“You cannot save the Arcane City.  If you stay, you die.

“But if I leave...” Terra trailed off, not wanting to say that many of her people would die.

“The city will fall, the whole planet may fall, but you will live.  And, as long as you live there is hope.”

“Mother, are you certain there is no other way?”

The spirit looked at Terra.  “I’m sorry, but all other paths lead to oblivion.”

Terra’s eyes snapped open as Michael put his hand on her shoulder.  “They are massing outside the walls,” he said.  “It is time.”

“We need to go to the Guardian’s Sanctum,” Terra said, catching Michael off guard.

“But that’s in the center of the city, near the gateway arch.  If the walls are going to hold, we need to be on them.”

“The city is lost,” Terra said.  Michael looked at her in shock.  “My mother came to me in my dreams.  I know what to do.”

“Are you sure, Terra?” he asked.  She nodded.

Michael clenched his jaw and swallowed down his anger.  He hated the idea of abandoning the city he had grown to love.  “Let’s go then.”

A massive explosion shook the inn.  They heard screams from outside.  Michael drew his war hammer.  “They have breached the walls.”

The two of them ran outside into complete chaos.  Demons of every shape and size swooped down from the sky to snatch people into the air and shred them in a rain of blood.  The elderly, women, and children stood side by side with soldiers trying to fight back the undead swarm.  Halfman shamen hurled bolts of lightning and fire into the defenders, killing them in droves.

Terra felt Michael’s desire to jump into the fight but pulled him away.  “We have a job to do,” she said.  They turned from the fighting and ran toward the center of the Arcane City as fast as they could.

A winged demon that seemed to be nothing more than a ball of fur and teeth swept down at them.  Michael blasted it from the sky with a mighty throw.  He caught his enchanted war hammer as it flew back to him.  The two of them didn’t even slow.

They made it to the Guardian’s Sanctum without being attacked again.  “We need to hurry,” Terra said.

Michael pushed against the large iron doors.  “Locked,” he said.

“Not for long.  Move back.”  As soon as he got clear, Terra blasted the doors from their hinges with an explosion of fire and air.  The doors sailed through the inside of the darkened sanctum, clanging as they went.  She turned to Michael.  “Hold the entrance, I’m just getting the sword on the lower level then coming right back.”

Michael pulled her to him and kissed her.  “Hurry,” he said.

Terra created a ball of flame and charged into the dark building.  The ball of fire cast flickering shadows into alcoves that held busts of previous Guardians.  Light reflected back at her from pieces of armor that had been crushed by the flying doors.

She heard the sounds of fighting from outside and, through the link, felt Michael get cut badly on his right arm and left ribs.  He began to draw more magical power.  She made the spiral stairwell and sprinted down the steps three at a time.

The Guardian’s Blade rested on a pedestal of marble in the center of the large room.  Terra snatched it from the plinth and rushed back to the entrance.

She heard Michael’s roar before she could see him.  Terra passed through the entrance and beheld the gory sight.  Bits of bone and flesh were plastered to the walls on either side, staining the white marble red.  A semi-circle mound of corpses lay around Michael.  She scanned his injuries through the link.

“It’s nothing serious,” he lied as blood pumped freely from the gash in his ribs.

“We’re almost out of here.  We’ll get you a doctor on Earth,” Terra said, not pressing the point.  “To the gateway arch.”

The two of them ran on to the moonstone arch.  It was imbued to make inter-planar travel possible without almost killing the spellcaster.  They didn’t see another living human being on way to the arch.  

Corpses and gore littered the streets as demons and undead had made their way through in small groups, wiping the rest of the living from the city.  Every monster they encountered was either felled by the blow of a war hammer or blasted into nothingness by magic.

The run to the gateway arch was a long blur of Michael shattering bone, and Terra hurling balls of flame and impaling anything that rose against them with spikes of earth.

They spied the milky white arch through the haze of smoke rising from fires all over the city.  “There it is!” she shouted.

The two remaining defenders charged to the elevated platform.   The raised granite dais was clear of invaders.  “I need you to protect me,” she shouted.  “This will draw them like moths to the flame.”

She closed her eyes and reached deep for the energy needed to open a gateway.  The air began to thrum with the energy being funneled into the arch.  She lost herself to the timeless flow of power.

Michael watched as a pillar of light shot into the air as the gateway began to glow with a milky white light.  “They’ll definitely see that,” he muttered.

A trio of hellhounds came into the square running at full tilt.  They bounded toward him and Terra.  Michael threw his war hammer, killing the closest one.  The remaining two split and came at him from opposite sides.

He killed the second with another throw, but the third leapt at him before he could call his weapon back.  The hellhound slammed him to the ground as they collided.  The beast’s teeth were inches from his face, but he caught them in his hands, holding the jaws open.  Its fetid breath was hot on his cheek.

He saw more demons come into the square.  “I don’t have time to waste on you,” Michael yelled in the hellhound’s face.  His massive arms bulged and turned red with the sudden rush of blood to them.  Bone cracked as Michael ripped the bottom jaw from the demon’s head.

He threw the beast aside and regained his feet.  He called the war hammer back and used it to crush the demon’s spine.  Michael set himself to receive the oncoming horde.

“Almost done,” Terra said.

“Hurry,” Michael implored.

“Going as fast as I can.”

The mass of demons began to scramble up every side of the platform.  Michael swatted down as many as tried to climb up.  He took hits from every side as he did his best to keep them from Terra.  Blood ran freely from dozens of wounds, but still he didn’t relent.

Not a single finger or claw touched Terra in those three minutes of frenzied combat.  “It’s done,” she shouted over the screech of demons and Michael’s roars.  Terra suddenly felt the depth of Michael’s injuries.  The pain of it nearly dropped her to her knees.  A wall of fire exploded to life around the platform, holding back the tide of demons and undead.

Michael slumped to a knee.  “Good,” he panted.  Blood ran from his mouth as he talked.  “Go through.  I will keep them from following you.”  The wall was starting to sputter in places as opposing magic was thrown against it.

“But, if you stay, you’ll die,” Terra said, her voice becoming weak.

He stood on unsteady feet.  “I’m already dead, Terra.  The only thing keeping me alive is the link.  I’ll destroy the arch behind you.  Hurry, I won’t be able to do it after the fires are gone.”

“But,” Terra protested.

“No,” Michael said.  He put a bloody hand to her cheek.  “You have to go, my love.  You must find the Guardian and bring him back.”

Tears began to roll down her cheeks.  “I can’t…”

“You must.”  He took a deep breath and winced in pain.  “I love you, Terra.”

She took his face in either hand and kissed him one last time.  She knew there would be no more hugs, no more kisses, no more whispers in the night after this.  She could feel his love like a palpable thing through the link.  Her shaking hands left his face.  “I love you, Michael.  Good bye.”

A look of rage crossed his face as his eyes shot to the side.  A tentacle shot through the wall of fire, striking Terra hard on the arm.  She dropped the Guardian’s Blade just as Michael pushed her out of the way, knocking her through the arch.

“Michael!  The sword!” she screamed before she went backwards through the gray gateway.  She landed heavily in an abandoned warehouse somewhere in the mid-western United States.  She watched as Michael scooped up the sword and tossed it through the gateway.  It clattered to the ground next to her.

She saw Michael mouth goodbye as he slammed his enchanted war hammer into the arch.  Cracks appeared across the length of the gateway as if it were shattered glass.  He hit the arch a second time, more cracks.  A third, more cracks.

“Behind you,” Terra yelled, but Michael couldn’t hear her through the gateway.  She watched in horror as a sword burst from his chest.  He coughed up blood as he looked down at the foot of steel sticking from his chest.  Terra felt a mighty pull on her remaining power, she swooned with the draw of it.  Michael looked through the gateway at her and smiled.

She watched as he brought his war hammer up above his head and slammed it down on the top of the arch.  With a crack like thunder, the gateway vanished.  She felt the link break as Michael died.

Terra reached over blindly and pulled the sword to her.  She curled into a ball.  “No, no, no,” she cried.  “Michael, I love you.”
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Terra opened her eyes.  “Always.”  She stepped away from the door.  She wiped her tears away and continued to put one foot in front of the other, as she had since that day.

Chapter Seven - Imprinted Souls

 

“Don’t you think this is a little much?” Alex asked.  He was standing in front of a full length mirror.  He wore a black leather tunic over a white shirt with black pants and a white cape.  The nine connected circles that represented the Realms were inlaid on the front of the black leather tunic in gold.

“It is the Guardian’s tunic,” she said.  “Now everyone will know who you are.”

“Where did you find something like this?  There wasn’t enough time to have it made,” Alex commented.

“A couple of years ago I was able to send a message to Silvia and a few others here.  They had this, and a few other things, made in preparation for your arrival.”

“How did they know my size?”

Terra laughed.  Alex smiled at the sound.  Her laughter always brightened his mood.  “I used a little magic to make it fit you.”

“Thanks.”  He pulled on the black leather boots.

She still wore the white silk dress she had on earlier.  “Are you ready?” she asked.  Alex nodded.

Terra led him back to the entrance to the manor, to the hallway opposite the double doors.  They walked down the corridor, flanked by busts of rulers, delicate pieces of art on marble pedestals, and suits of armor and weapons from heroes past.  Terra froze as she glanced at the last pedestal on the left.

Alex saw her stop and looked at her.  He watched as she stepped closer to it and reached out a hand.  Alex walked next to her and read the plaque as she ran her hand down the metal handle.

War hammer of Michael ‘The Bear’ Stormbringer, it read, Champion of the Grand Arena, Husband of Terra Duval, Last Defender of the Arcane City.

Husband? Alex thought.  She could have told me that, too.  Alex glanced at her through the corner of his eye.  A tear ran slowly down her cheek.  A flicker of dim light by his waist caught Alex’s attention.  The fifth ring on the Guardian’s Blade was glowing faintly. The pale gray light intensified when Alex grabbed the hilt.

Still holding the hilt, Alex looked up to see if Terra had noticed it.  The same gray light now enveloped the war hammer, but by Terra’s non-reaction, he knew she didn’t see anything.  The light intensified in the head of the war hammer.

His hand reached out to touch the glowing block of steel of its own accord.  His fingers touched the cool metal.  The world went white.

Alex spun around, but there was nothing but impenetrable white mist all around him.  “Terra!” he shouted, his voice swallowed by the emptiness.

“So,” a man’s voice from behind said.  “You are the Guardian.”

Alex turned and saw a thickly muscled blond man.  He was tall and wore gleaming chain mail.  The war hammer hung at his hip.  “I am,” Alex said.  “My name is Alex Zane.  You must be Terra’s husband.”

“I was but not anymore.  My spirit passed from this life some time ago.  My name is Michael Stormbringer.”

“Yeah, that’s what the plaque said.  If you’re dead, how am I talking to you?”

Michael lifted his war hammer.  “I carried this weapon for many years and through many battles, part of me has become imprinted on its magic.  The same as how previous bearers of your blade live on, in a way, in it.”

“The voices,” Alex said.  Michael nodded.  “So, why are you talking to me?”

“To help you understand the woman I loved.”

Alex tensed.  “What do you mean?”

“I will show you.”  The thick mists cleared and revealed a group of children at play in a grass courtyard.  Boys and girls were kicking a ball around and laughing.  Michael walked to a little girl with short red hair and sad hazel eyes sitting on a marble step.  He crouched to the girl’s left and studied her.  Alex walked to her and faced Michael from her right.

“The children never understood her,” Michael said.  “They never took her in and cared for her.”  The blond man looked up at Alex.  “Half-breeds are more than frowned upon, Guardian.  They are outcasts.  They are hated.”

“This is Terra?” Alex asked.  Children’s laughter rang from where they played across the courtyard.  The little girl looked at them with a hopeful gleam.  The look persisted a moment before becoming dejected and downcast.

“It is.”

“How is this possible?” Alex pointed to the children.  “Were you one of those kids?”

The Bear shook his head.  “No, Guardian.  Terra told me this story.  She said it was the first time she realized she would never belong.  I’ve built this place.  You can’t touch anything or anyone, but there’s not much to do when part of your mind is locked away in a weapon.”  He laughed, but there was no mirth in it.

Alex nodded.  He went back to watching Terra.  The ball bounced across the courtyard and hit Terra’s leg.  She picked it up and stood.  The children came over, and they formed a semi-circle around her.

“Give us the ball,” the oldest girl said.

Terra looked at her with apprehension.  “Can I play?” she asked in a timid voice.

The biggest one of the boys laughed.  He stepped up and tore the ball from her grasp.  “No, you freak,” the boy said as he put a hand in the center of her chest and shoved.  Terra tripped on the step and hit the ground hard.  The children ran back across the yard, laughing at their triumph.

Terra scrambled to her hands and knees and ran off crying.  The children laughed harder.  Cruel laughter and the sobs of a lonely girl faded as the thick fog rose again.  

Alex had not spent much time with children when he was younger.  “How could they be so mean?” he asked.

Michael shrugged.  “Children are often the cruelest people.  They do not realize the power in a few simple words.”

“I think I understand now,” Alex said.  “Take me back.”

The Bear shook his head again.  “There is still more to show you, Guardian.”  The white walls faded away again and a young girl just beginning to blossom into womanhood walked between them.  Terra’s red hair swayed with her steps as she walked up steps of white marble.  She wore a simple white dress in the summer heat.  Alex and Michael fell in step behind her.

“When is this?” Alex asked.

“The day the Council of the Arcane City recognized her as Nexus of Magic.”

With a wave of her hands, the tall oak doors at the top of the marble stairs swung open.  Alex gasped at the beauty of the council chambers.  Fluted columns flanked a red carpet that led to nine chairs at the far side of the room.  Terra walked down the center of the colonnade and stopped before the council members.  The center chair was empty and stood above the others. The four to either side were occupied by men and women of various races and builds.  Symbols that represented each of the four elements were engraved on the tops of the chairs above each person’s head.

“Have you completed your task?” a shirtless man with a flame above his head asked.  His well-defined muscles were tense, and Alex jolted with surprise when he realized the man’s eyes had vertical slits for pupils.

“I have Lord Bahamut.”

“Where is it?” a tiny woman with blue hair squeaked.  A curled gust of wind adorned the pinnacle of her chair.

Terra reached into a small leather purse tied to her belt and pulled out a flower that changed colors as Alex watched.  “Here, Lady Tildex” she said, tossing it into the air.

The flower floated to a woman with long black hair and golden eyes.  Her resemblance to Caitlyn and Silvia was striking.  Their mother, maybe? Alex thought.  He glanced at the tree engraved atop her chair as she pulled the petals from the magical flower.  “Come here, Child,” the woman said.

“As you will, Mistress Lenora Shadowpaw,” Terra said as she strode to the woman.  

“Eat them,” Shadowpaw said in even tones, “then your final test will begin.”  The seated woman held the petals out to Terra.  Every eye fixed upon her with intensity as she took the six pieces of flower.  

“I don’t understand,” Terra said.  “What test will begin?  That I can cast any spell at all after I eat these will prove I am the Nexus.  These will prevent me from using my magical power, but it won’t stop me from channeling the energies of Dae.”

Lenora nodded.  “You are correct, but due to the… circumstances surrounding your heritage, we must ensure you are not using some unknown power unique to your kind.”  

With each word Terra stood straighter and by the time the woman had finished talking, Terra was glaring at each council member in turn.  She shoved the bits of flower in her mouth and swallowed them with an intentionally loud gulp.  She opened her mouth to show nothing remained.

“Very well,” an older man with brown hair and a hooked nose said.  He made a motion with his hand.  “Tell me what you see.”  Alex cast his eyes about but didn’t see anything different.

“A square.  Each side perfect and made of a different element.  Air on top, fire and water on the sides, and earth on bottom,” she said, her tone bordering on anger.  “Like this.”  She waved her hand, and Alex saw lines of the four elements spring up in front of her.  The line of air was so condensed it bent light around it.  

“That is unnecessary,” the man said.  “That you could see the flows of magic were enough for this step.  Now…” The council led Terra through more tests, each more complex than the last.  She breezed through the early tasks, but as the testing continued, beads of sweat formed on her forehead.  The testing went on for hours.

Alex watched as his girlfriend’s annoyance at the testing grew.  “Enough!” she shouted after she finished another one of the tests.  “I have more than proven that I can use magic while under the influence of Sorcerer’s Bane.  End this foolishness.”

“We have but one more test for you, Terra Duval,” a blond man said.  He had not spoken the entire time, and Alex had almost forgotten he was there.  His chair was adorned with a drop of water.

“What is it?” she snapped.

He rose from his chair and stepped down from the raised dais.  The man was easily the largest member of the council and bore multiple scars of battle on his sun-tanned face and muscled arms.  “Just a question.  The Nexus of Magic is representative of all Daein.”  He reached Terra and walked around her in a circle, studying her from head to toe.  “Every sentient being of Dae looks to him or her for guidance and protection.  Mediator in times of peace, and centurion in times of war; the Nexus has no friends and many, many enemies.

“If you become Nexus, you will be a target, a very public, very undefended target.  While it is not law, it is tradition that the Nexus have a person linked to him or her.  With whom are you linked?” the man asked as he came to a stop in front of her.

He asked that, knowing no one would have linked to her.  He only said that to hurt her, Alex thought.  He didn’t know where the random thought had come from, but he was certain it was correct.

 Terra’s glower looked hot enough to melt steel.  “I do not have, nor need someone linked to me.  I am very capable of defending myself.  Even without magic.”

Without a leading movement, the larger man punched at the side of Terra’s head.  She ducked under the blow, and faster than Alex had seen anyone move in his life, she was behind him and kicked the back of his legs.  The man fell to his knees, and Terra grabbed a fistful of his hair.  She held a magically summoned blade of glowing blue light to his throat.  

“I do not appreciate being attacked, Elder Stormbringer.”

Stormbringer! Alex thought with a shock.  He turned to Michael and immediately saw the resemblance.  Abject longing on his face, The Bear watched the exchange before him.  He must miss her so much.  He built this entire place from stories she had told him.

Alex swung his head back about when the man on his knees began to laugh.  “I name you Terra Duval, Nexus of Magic, Paragon of the Realm of Magic,” Elder Stormbringer said with mirth in his voice.

Terra’s brow drew down in confusion.  Mistress Shadowpaw stood with some effort.  Her belly was large; she was going to have children very soon.  “I name you Terra Duval, Nexus of Magic, Paragon of the Realm of Magic.”

As each member of the council stood and named her Nexus, Terra stared at each one with a dumbfounded look on her face.  She managed to release her grip on Elder Stormbringer and compose herself by the time the last council member finished talking.  

Terra climbed the seats to the empty chair that stood above all the others and took her seat.  “Thank you,” she said.  “Now be seated, the council is in session.”

The fog gathered and banished the scene from sight.  

“They treated her unfairly because she was different,” Alex said.  

Michael nodded.  “And my father was cruel to her.”  He laughed the sound of it resonating in the fog, causing it to brighten somewhat.  “That comment came back to bite him, though.”

Alex smirked.  “I suppose it did.”  The Guardian looked about the timeless place in which he stood.  “How long have I been here?”

“A heartbeat and an eternity.  Come, Guardian, there are only a few more things to show you.  It will not take long.”  Alex followed Michael as they walked through the fog.  Mountains rose up around them, and stars lit the sky.  

A band of four men crouched in the shadow of a nearby boulder.  They pointed at a campfire not far away and darted from each hiding place to the next.  They were stalking Terra, now a woman grown, as she warmed herself by the fire.  

“Terra!” Alex shouted.  “Watch out!”  She didn’t budge from the fire.

“She can’t hear you, Guardian,” Michael said.  “But do not fear, for tonight she has a protector.”

Alex watched as one of the four men slipped a small rock into a sling and with a whirl launched it at Terra.  The stone struck her head with a glancing blow, and she dropped to her side.  Alex rushed to her, and the four bandits gathered around.  Michael, his chainmail gleaming in the reflected firelight, strode up to Alex and pointed into the darkness.

A figure wearing hides charged into the camp.  With a roar, he dove into the group of men looming over Terra.  He pulled an ordinary iron war hammer from his side and used it to crush the arm of one of the men.  With a sickening crackle, it broke, and the men scattered back into the night.

A younger Michael stood over Terra, his heavy breath curling in the cold, late fall air.  “Are you hurt?” he asked her as Michael helped Terra sit up.

She touched a hand to her scalp, and it came away bloody.  “I’ll be fine,” she said.  “Thank you for saving me.”

“No problem.  I was just up the path some and saw them sneaking toward your camp.”

Terra shook her head and rubbed her temples.  She studied the younger Michael with a blurred gaze.  “Do you know who I am?”

“I’m Michael, and it pains me to admit, but I have no idea who you are.  Should I?”

Terra snorted a laugh.  “Yes, you should.  I’m the…” she hesitated, “the Sorceress Jessica.”  She held out her hand in greeting.

Michael took her hand and shook it, taking care to be gentle.  “Kind of presumptuous to call yourself The Sorceress Jessica.  I’ve never heard of a sorceress named Jessica, but there must be more than one.  Jessica is a common enough name, and there are many women who practice magic in the world.”

  “I suppose there must be,” Terra agreed with a mysterious smile.  “Well, Michael, please share my food and fire.  It’s the least I can do for saving me.”

“A smile from a woman as beautiful as you is more than payment enough, but I will gladly volunteer to stand part of the night’s watch for you,” Michael said.  

Jealousy gnawed at Alex.  This is before you ever met her, man, his rational mind whispered.  But that doesn’t mean I have to enjoy watching it, the part of him that was jealous snapped.

Terra blushed at the compliment.  “I couldn’t…”

“I insist,” Michael said.  “Besides, after a blow to the head, you need to rest to sort out your wits.”

“Very well,” she said.  She gathered her blankets and turned away from the fire to sleep.  Michael stood watch, daring anything more to come from the night.  The fog built back up around the two men.  Terra and the younger Michael faded away.

“I stood watch all night,” Michael said.  “Terra needed the rest.  She had been travelling alone for years, moving from one place to another, doing her job as Nexus.  When a crime so foul is committed that it requires a sentence of death, the Nexus is called to investigate the claim lest a life be taken in error.”

“And she was doing that by herself ever since she was younger?” Alex asked.  

Michael nodded.  “I remember thinking that she was one of the most beautiful women I had seen.  Her long red hair was amazing, and her bre…” the big man trailed off when he saw the look on Alex’s face.  “I apologize,” Michael said.  “It must be strange hearing another man talk of your love that way.”

Alex let out a sigh.  “It is, but it must also be strange for you having someone here at all.”

The Bear laughed.  “That it is, but it’s also comforting.  I know Terra is in good hands with you, Guardian.  I have only one last thing to show you.”

Alex prepared himself for the fog to fade away, but it didn’t.  Michael walked up to Alex and placed a hand on either side of his head.  “Brace yourself, Guardian.  I will now show you the last thing I saw.  The last time I saw the woman we love.”

This is when the Arcane City fell, Michael’s voice echoed in Alex’s mind.  I was too injured to go with her, and the gateway had to be destroyed, lest the demons follow her through. 

Blinding pain ripped through Alex’s chest as he was run through.  A foot of demonic steel stuck from his chest.  She made it through, Guardian.  And that was all that mattered.

He looked at Terra through the gateway.  Tears ran down her face.  He coughed, and blood dripped from his mouth.  I had to destroy the gateway.  I drew on her powers more heavily than I had ever before.

Sudden vitality charged into his limbs as he drew the war hammer up over his head.  He brought the enchanted hammer down as hard as he could.  With a blast like thunder, he was blown back from the collapsing gate and crashed to the ground.  Everything went white.

Michael released Alex, and the flow of memory stopped.  “I think I understand now,” Alex said.

“Good,” Michael agreed.  “She protected them, and they treated her like a monster.  Not because of anything she did, but because of this.”  Michael placed a finger on Alex’s forehead.

Alex braced himself for another viewing of the other man’s memories, but one of Alex’s own memories rose to the fore.  Last night, when Terra showed me her wings, Alex thought.

Michael removed the finger, and his face softened.  “She must really care for you to have shown you her wings.  She never showed me.  Terra always told me she was ashamed of them.”  He paused for a moment in thought.  “I don’t think she has come to terms with being a child of two worlds.”

“Thank you,” Alex told him.  “You died so she could find me.  Why show me all of this?”

“There will come a day when your empathy for her will save Terra’s life.  I don’t want to see her die.”  A ghost of a smile crossed his face.  “And because I want her to be happy.”  Michael turned his back to Alex.  “It is time to go now.”

Before Alex could say anything, the world crashed in around him in a riot of color.  “Wait,” Alex called.  Terra wiped the single tear from her cheek.

“What?” she asked, looking at him in confusion.

“How long was I standing here?  How long was I touching Michael’s hammer?”

Terra frowned at him.  “Less than a second.  You only just touched it.”  

Alex wrapped her in a loving embrace.  “I’m so sorry, Terra.  I never knew he had given his life so you could find me.”  

Terra stiffened in his arms.  She pushed him back and held him at arm’s distance.  “How do you know that?”

“Michael told me.”

“How?” she demanded.

Alex was silent as he tried to make sense of it.  The gray glow was gone from his sword and the war hammer.  “I touched it, and then he was there.  He said his soul was imprinted on the hammer.”  

“I’ve never heard of that before. What did he say?” she asked.  

“A lot of things,” Alex said as he ran his hand through his hair.  “All of them were about you.  He said that I would save your life one day.  And that he wanted you to be happy.

Terra nodded.  She seemed torn between asking more questions and going in to see Silvia.  With a sigh, she said, “We’ll have to talk about it later.  We have an army to gather.”  Alex followed her through the large doors into the council chamber.
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Silvia sat to the right of the tallest chair at a large semi-circular table that could fit fifteen with room to spare.  Terra led Alex around to the largest seat.  She sat in it and motioned for him to sit in the seat to her left.  A map was laid out in front of Terra.

Trying to locate their position as he took his place, Alex studied the map.  “Here we are,” Silvia began, cutting short his search of the map.  She pointed to a small dot in the southwestern region of the large leather chart.  “As you know, the Forest of Souls has powerful magic that prevents enemy forces from finding their way to us here in Starfall, but that protection vanishes as soon as you leave the borders of the forest.”

“Which means we’re trapped here,” Alex said.

Silvia sighed.  “Yes and no.  While we cannot move out from here in force, small groups have been able to leave and come back without incident.  When the invasion came five years ago, the Arcane City fell quickly.  The months after were complete chaos.  Azreal’s forces roamed the land looking for anyone to kill.

“Everyone on Dae was forced to withdraw to the capitol cities of the various races or be killed, if they were lucky.  With the Obsidian Tower in the center, our forces are divided.”

“Why doesn’t he just mass his forces to crush the rest of you?” Alex asked.

Silvia shrugged.  “Some of the other leaders think that he doesn’t want to waste so large a force just to kill the rest of us, but I disagree.  I think he likes to see us helpless and unable to do anything.”

“Then he’s made a mistake,” Alex said.  Both Terra and Silvia looked at him in confusion.  “You don’t take everything away from a population and threaten them with death at every turn.  They will fight harder than anything in the world because they have no other choice.  Freedom or death is all that is left to them.”

“And that is the way most of the peoples feel,” Silvia said.  “But the last time we tried to attack, we were ambushed before we could rally to strike.  It was like he knew we were coming.”

“Do you think there is a mole?” Alex asked.

“A mole?” Silvia said not understanding.

“A spy,” Terra explained.

Silvia nodded in understanding.  “I am certain of it, but we haven’t been able to sniff out this mole.  There are too many hands and ears that messages go through.  Only ambassadors and messengers come to council, they relay the messages to their home councils, who then debate the point, then send another messenger back with the response.  There are too many involved to find a spy easily.”

Alex nodded, a plan forming in his head.  He looked to Terra for any insights she might have, but the look on her face made it clear she was going to defer to his military experience.

“How about we look at this from a tactical standpoint,” he said.  “Where are all of our forces stationed?”

“Most of the elven population, as well as the hunting cats of the Changelings of the Fang are here in Starfall.  To the south of us, deep in the Adorac Mountains, lies the Adorac Volcano.  The dwarves and the Changelings of the Scale both reside deep within the ground there.”  Her hand skipped over an area and came to rest almost directly northeast of Starfall.

“The pixies and the Changelings of the Wing live atop the fortified plateau, Highwind Point in the Pillars of Dawn in the east.”  Her hand moved north and west.  “Last, the humans that survived the fall of the Arcane City scattered to the four remaining cities.  The largest portion went north to be with their nomadic barbarian brethren.  The Bears of the Changelings of the Claw are there in the Icethrone Castle.”

“How are you going to coordinate the attack?”

“Send messengers to call the races to war.  Have them rally here, then attack en masse from Starfall.”

“But,” Alex started, “you just said that the last time you tried to mount an offensive, you were ambushed and everyone killed.”

“That’s right,” she said with a tone like she had explained this plan over and over again to someone else.  “We were trying to move armies to one area to mount an offensive.  Now, we are going to begin to rally by having the other races move smaller groups, no more than fifty at a time.  With each group from the same place separated by a few weeks, they should avoid notice.”

“How large an army does Azreal have at his command?” Terra asked.

“Around two hundred thousand.  And he can be reinforced from the other planes, but by how much and how quickly, we don’t know.  That is why stealth is paramount to the success of this plan.”

“How large a force do you have here?” Alex asked.  He had not seen many men-at-arms, except those at the training ring, while he was walking around yesterday.

“We have five thousand of The Fang in and around Starfall, with twice as many elven soldiers, around nine thousand human footsoldiers, and a thousand light cavalry.  They are hidden all throughout the Forest of Souls.”

He ran his hand through his hair.  “That’s only twenty-five thousand.  Even if you sent a group of a hundred from all three cities every week, and if they can make it safely, and if this plan isn’t discovered, it will take years just to move everyone here.”  

“How large a force could you muster if everyone you ask for shows?” Terra asked.

“Everyone we ask for?  We are asking for everyone.”  Silvia shook her head and let out a deep sigh of regret.  “A hundred thousand, if we are lucky.”

Terra’s jaw firmed as her face paled.  Alex swallowed.  “You only have a hundred thousand men and women of fighting age?  How many...” he trailed off not knowing how to ask.

“Millions,” Silvia said, doing her best to maintain an even voice.  “Millions upon millions have died since the Arcane City fell.”

It won’t work, he thought, shaking his head.  Alex stood and started to pace back and forth as he fought to come up with a solution.  His eyes settled down onto the map.  A large circle of land in the center was marked with grey lines.  The ones in the center looked older than the ones near the outside.

“What’s this?” he asked, pointing.

“After the Arcane City fell, Azreal summoned the Obsidian Tower from the Realm of Hell.  The area marked on the map is the part of our world that has been drained of all life, corrupted by the tower.  Nothing lives there, and anything that enters, dies.  It is spreading by a few miles every year.”

He let out a long breath.  “I don’t know if there’s enough.  I don’t think it’s…”  He jumped as Terra slammed her hands down onto the table.

“We have to try, Alex,” she shouted.  “I left them once, and I don’t mean to do it again.”

“Where then, Terra?  Where are we supposed to find enough to fight an army of monsters and demons?  Show me.”  He swung his hand to the map.

Her eyes flicked to the southeastern corner of the map and then back to his face.  “I don’t know.”

“What’s down here?” Alex asked, pointing to the corner of the map she had glanced at.

“Those,” Terra said, “are The Wraith Marshes, an endless swamp that is very easy to get lost in.”

“Does anyone live in there?”

“Not exactly,” Terra said slowly.

“Terra, now is not the time to be evasive.”

She looked at him with a long suffering gaze.  “I’m not being evasive, Alex.  The Wraith Marshes are full of spirits and beings of magic.  They,” she paused, “aren’t always the friendliest of creatures.  They don’t mean to do harm as far as anyone knows, but they aren’t like us.”

“Aren’t like us how?” Alex asked.

“They are spirits of pure magical energy called sprites.  They have always existed, but we don’t know much about them.  At best, they ignore you, at worst, there aren’t enough pieces left to tell who died.”

“If we could enlist their help,” Alex started.

“No,” Terra interrupted.  “They would be a very destructive force, but they could kill you without you even knowing they were there.  It is too dangerous to entreat them.”

“Can we storm a magical tower, surrounded by a field of death, through an army of who knows what, with the forces we can muster?”

Silvia looked down.  “Maybe.”

“Maybe,” Alex said flatly.  He looked hard at Terra.  “Are you strong enough, magically, to kill ten thousand reinforcements?  A hundred thousand?  A million?”

“No.”

“It’s their world, too.  If they won’t fight to save it...” he trailed off.  “I don’t know, but we have to try.” 

He glanced between Terra’s thoughtful face and Silvia’s expressionless one before he continued.  “What we need is some way to coordinate a worldwide attack without any kind of delay or having to all group up first.  Isn’t there something magical that lets you communicate long distances?” Alex asked.

“Not anymore.  The Crystals of Davinir stopped working when the master crystal was destroyed before Azreal took the Arcane City,” Terra said.  “We didn’t want him to get them.”

“Is there any way to make a new master crystal?”

“I might be able to,” Terra said.  “But the other crystals would have to be linked to it for them to work.  Even if I was able to make the master crystal, and link the key crystals, I would have to attune those crystals to the people using them myself.”

“What do you mean you ‘would have to attune the crystals to the people using them’?” Alex asked.

She let out a sigh.  “Sorry, I keep forgetting how little you know about magic.  It is kind of like when a sorceress links a Shield to her.  I have to join the person’s energy to the energy of the crystal.  Without that, it will be just like any other pretty stone.”

“So it is like syncing the crystal to the person?”  The two women looked at him in blank confusion.  “Never mind.”

Terra shook her head.  “But it won’t work anyway, because we don’t have a large enough crystal to serve as the master.”

Alex stopped his pacing and visualized the Cat’s Eye gemstone.  “How big does it need to be?”

“Highwind Point is the farthest away from us of all the cities, and to be able to talk to them it would have to be the size of a fairly large tree.”

“Does the shape or height matter?  Or does it just need to be big?” Alex asked.

“The taller it is, the better, but if it’s exceptionally large, then the shape shouldn’t matter.”  Terra turned to look at Alex.  He was looking at Silvia with a questioning look on his face.  Silvia glared back at him.

Terra began to understand the bones of Alex’s plan.  “Alex, it might work, but we can’t ask that.  The Cat’s Eye is sacred to them.”

Alex’s eyes didn’t waver from Silvia when he spoke.  “We have no other choice.  We have to coordinate a worldwide attack simultaneously, and we can’t use messengers because we can’t have Azreal find out ahead of time. And we don’t have the time to spare because of the spreading corruption from the tower.  Silvia, I know I’m asking a lot, but what good is that gemstone out there if we all die in a failed attack?”

The leader of Changelings of the Fang let out a deep sigh.  She looked from Alex to Terra and back to Alex.  “We don’t have a choice, do we?  We will do what you ask.”  She turned to Terra.  “What do you need to enchant the Cat’s Eye, Nexus?”

Terra sat in thought for a moment.  “I will need the crystal that you have, and to study the Cat’s Eye for a few days.  It should be simple enough to attune the crystals, but I will have to figure it out from scratch.”

Silvia nodded.  “I will have the crystal brought to you.”

“No,” Alex said.  “If this is going to work, it will have to be just the three of us that know about it for now.  Here’s the way I see it.  Terra has to go to tune the other crystals, so we go in a loop to get all of the crystals in order.  Plus, we will need to move in a small enough group to keep from being discovered.”  Alex paused a moment and looked at the map.

“Do the sprites have a crystal?” he asked.

Silvia shook her head.

“Can we get them one?”

“I suppose,” Terra said.  “If the dwarves give us one.  They created the original crystals before they were enchanted.  But, I told you, the sprites won’t help.”

“You don’t know that for sure,” Alex said.  “And, if we go south, we go by the dwarves, enlist their help, tune their crystal, and get another for the sprites.  We have to go through the Wraith Marshes on our way to Highwind Point anyway.”

“We can try, but we are going to be gambling with our lives if you are wrong,” Terra said.

“How many do you want to go with you as guards?” Silvia asked.

“None,” Alex said.  “The less in the know the better.  The best kept secrets are the ones that no one knows about.  Unfortunately, a lot of people already know I’m here, but only the three of us know Terra is here.”

“No,” Terra said.  “A pixie named Kris and an elf named Timothy both know I’m here.”

“I met Timothy yesterday.  I think we can trust him, but do you know we can trust Kris?” Alex asked.  Silvia’s eyes narrowed at the name, but she didn’t say anything.

“Without a doubt,” Terra answered.  He saved my life out on the plains.  The Halfmen were taking me to the Obsidian Tower, but he freed me, and we escaped.”

Alex nodded.  “All right, if you trust him.  We’ll need to come up with a cover story for me though.”

“When you leave, I’ll tell everyone that you are going to scout positions for our battle against Azreal.”

The doors creaked open.  The three turned to face the intruder.  “So, when do we leave?” Caitlyn asked after she closed the doors behind her.  She wore a new set of forest garb.

“What are you…” Silvia started, but stopped when Alex put a hand on her shoulder.

“You aren’t coming, Caitlyn.  You almost died before,” Alex said. “I didn’t save your life for you to put yourself in danger again.”

She came to a stop opposite them on the other side of the semi-circular table and put her hands on her hips.  “Just because you saved my life doesn’t mean you own it.  I have a debt to repay, and you can’t stop me, even if you are the Guardian.  I’m going with you and Terra whether you want me to or not.”

Alex looked to Silvia.  “I think you should have someone go with you to help protect you,” Fanglady said.

He looked at Terra for help.  She smiled at him helplessly.  “I grew up with these two.  You won’t change their minds.”

Alex laughed and shook his head at Caitlyn.  “You are as stubborn as a house cat.”  She narrowed her eyes at the joke.  “But, we can always use another set of eyes.”  Her golden eyes glinted as she smiled.

“Thank you, Alex,” she said.

“Just ask to come to any future meetings.  Eavesdropping at the door is very unbecoming of the Fanglady’s sister,” Silvia said.

She flashed Silvia a grin.  “Where is the fun in that?  When do we leave?”

“Three days,” Terra answered.  “That gives me time to get the crystal attuned and you two to get everything else together.”

Chapter Eight - Eyes of the Stars

 

The three days passed uneventfully as Terra, Alex, and Caitlyn went about their business of getting ready for the long journey.  Alex tried to spend some time with Terra while she worked with the crystal,  but she ignored him and stared out of the window at the Cat’s Eye crystal.  “I’m sorry, Alex,” she had said, “but I’m busy and need to focus.”

Walking around the village by himself made Alex feel uncomfortable.  Everywhere he went people would call out to him and cheer.  They would approach him on the street and give him gifts or ask if they could do anything for him.

“I can’t do it,” Terra said the night before they were to leave.  “It’s impossible.”

“What’s wrong, Terra?  Maybe I can help,” Alex said.

“How are you going to help?” Terra snapped.  “You don’t know anything about magic.”

“I know that this will work.”

She stood and spun on him.  “How, Alex?  How do you know?”

“Because it has to,” he said.

Silence passed between them before Terra echoed, “Because it has to.”

“And I have a gut feeling that this is the right thing to do.”

Her jaw tensed with frustration.  “A gut feeling,” she muttered.  “You are basing a giant assumption about something you don’t understand, on a gut feeling.”

Alex stepped past her and looked out the window.  It was the middle of the night, and no one was out.  “Come outside with me,” he said as he grabbed her hand.

Terra protested about it being the middle of the night, but Alex ignored her.  She snatched the Crystal of Davinir she had been working on from the desk as he pulled her along.  In moments, they were standing hand in hand next to the Cat’s Eye crystal.  It gave off a soft orange glow in the night.

“Have you tried touching them together?” Alex asked.  His breath curled in the cold night air.

“No, because it won’t work, and even if it does, it will make your plan take much longer.”  She touched the crystal to the gemstone.  They clinked, but nothing happened.  “See?”

“What kind of crystal was the master that was destroyed?” Alex asked.

She held up the small quartz she had been working on for the last two days.  She let go of his hand and held the crystal in both of hers.  It was a perfect cylinder only a few inches around, about a foot long with pointed ends.

“It was a giant quartz identical to this, only it was the size of a large tree.”

“Have you tried changing the crystal into a Cat’s Eye?” Alex asked.  He was starting to get cold, so he rested his hand on the Cat’s Eye gemstone, letting its warmth spread throughout his body.

Terra shook her head at him, her annoyance clear.  “Of course I did, Alex.  I didn’t work, and I changed it back.”

Alex leaned against the crystal and thought for a few moments.  He saw Terra shiver in the cold night air.  “If you are cold, touch the Cat’s Eye.  It warms you up somehow.”

Terra looked at him doubtfully.  She touched the giant gemstone.  “That did nothing.  I’m still cold.”

Alex frowned at her.  He stood back up straight.  “Keep touching it.”  He put his hand over hers.

Terra yelped and yanked her hand away.  “Ow, it’s hot!”

Alex gazed into the crystal’s depths.  “I think that it didn’t like me helping you feel its warmth.  Hand me the crystal,” Alex said.  She handed it to him.  He touched the smaller crystal to the Cat’s Eye, but still nothing happened.  He ran his empty hand through his hair as he thought.

“You think the Cat’s Eye is sentient?” she asked.

Alex shrugged.  “I need you to make this crystal work,” he said to the Cat’s Eye.  “We need to be able to talk long distances to free this world of a great evil.”

“What are you doing, Alex?” Terra asked.

“Talking to the Cat’s Eye.”  He touched the crystal to it again with no effect.

“You are talking to the gemstone,” she said.

Alex looked down and saw the fifth ring on the sword glowing with a faint gray light again.  He curled his empty left hand around the hilt.

<The falling blade pierces the sky,> a woman’s voice whispered in his mind.  Alex drew the blade point down, wrapping his right hand with the crystal in it around the hilt as well.  The points of the crystal stuck out a few inches from either side of his hand.

“What are you doing now?” he heard Terra say.  It sounded like her voice was coming from far away.

<Pierce,> it whispered more insistently.  He lifted the wooden sword above his head, the point touching the glowing orange gemstone at eye level.  With a shout, he drew the blade back and drove it into the stone with all his might.

The scream of shearing stone filled the night air as the Guardian’s Blade dove into the Cat’s Eye.  The strain of pushing the blade further and further in was making the muscles in Alex’s arms and shoulders stand out like corded steel.

His momentum slowed, and then stopped just as the point of the Crystal of Davinir touched the Cat’s Eye gemstone.  He felt the smaller crystal in his hand be drawn into the Cat’s Eye.

He released the hilt of the Guardian’s Blade.  Terra grabbed his arm.  “What did you do?” she whispered to him.  Alex took a step back from the gemstone.

“I don’t know,” Alex said.  A vein of blue began to inch up the stone.  It widened to look like a giant vertical pupil.  Five shafts of blue and orange light, like the points of a star, erupted from the ground around the Cat’s Eye.  The light trailed off as the Guardian’s Blade slid out of its own accord.

Alex snatched the wooden sword from the air as it fell.  He ran his hand over where it had entered the Cat’s Eye.  The spot was still perfectly smooth. 

From where the light had shot out of the ground, small orange and blue spheres lay in the grass.  Terra picked one up, and Alex held another with a smile on his face.

“How did you do that?” she asked him.  Alex heard her voice come through the stone in his hand.  His grin widened.

“Let’s pick up the rest of these and go inside before people come to see what caused the light show.”  He watched her eyes light up when she heard his voice through the small crystal.  It was orange with a blue pupil in it, identical to the Cat’s Eye crystal.  It seemed to be staring at him.

The pupil seemed to follow them as they gathered the remaining stones from the grass.  They went back inside and put the stones on the desk.  “It’s like it’s watching me,” Terra remarked.

“The blue must be in the center,” Alex said.  “Just an optical illusion, it looks like it’s staring at me too.”

Terra set the three orbs she held on the desk next to the two he had collected.  She hooked some of her hair behind her ear and looked up at him.  “How did you do that, Alex?” she asked again.

“I have no idea, Terra,” he said honestly.  “The sword wanted me to do it.”

“The sword wanted you to do it?” she asked skeptically.

“It said, ‘The falling blade that pierces the sky,’ only it didn’t really say it.  It was all in my mind, but I knew that was what it wanted me to do.”

She shook her head and gave him a concerned look.  “Whatever happened, it worked. That’s what’s important.  We need to…” she stopped mid-sentence as the door slammed open.

Panting, Caitlyn stood in the open doorway.  “Did you do that?” she shouted pointing out the window.

“I didn’t mean to,” Alex said guardedly.

Caitlyn dove at him, wrapping him in a hug.  “Thank you, Alex.  Thank you so much.”

He patted Caitlyn awkwardly.  “Uh, you’re welcome?”  He looked at Terra.  She shook her head and shrugged.

Caitlyn released him and looked up into his eyes.  “This is wonderful.  I have to go wake Silvia and let her know.”  She held up her hand.  “Just wait right here.”  She rushed out as suddenly as she had come.

“What just happened?” Alex asked.

“I have no idea,” Terra said.

Alex glanced out of the window to see humans, elves, and changelings gathering around the Cat’s Eye.  The blue pupil stared at him.

A voice came from the hall.  “The opening of the Celestial Eye will mark the One of Nine,” Silvia said from the doorway.  She continued, not lifting her eyes from the floor.  “The price of balance shall be paid when his blood runs with that of angels and demons.”

“Is that a true prophecy?” Terra asked quietly.  

Silvia nodded, still looking at the floor.  She seemed unwilling to look them in the eyes.  

“Are you sure?” Terra asked.  Silvia nodded again.  Terra grabbed the other woman by the shoulders.  “How do you know?”

“I’m sorry, Terra,” she said.  She looked up into Terra’s face.  “I gave this prophecy almost a year ago now.  Alex just triggered it.”

Alex cleared his throat.  Both of the women looked at him.  “It sounded like you said I was going to die.”

He could tell Terra was fighting to not show any emotion.  Silvia looked at him with sadness plain on her face.  “That is what it sounds like,” the Fanglady said.

“Why was Caitlyn so excited?” he asked.

“I only told her the first part.  I told her that the one named will restore balance.  She doesn’t know the second part.  None do.”

“And, by fulfilling this prophecy I will restore balance to the planes?” Alex asked.  “I will save everyone’s lives?”

“You will,” Silvia said.

Alex smiled and shrugged.  “There are a lot of times I should have died and didn’t.  I can think of worse reasons to die.”

“But, Alex,” Terra started.

“No, Terra, this is what I’m here for.  What you found me for.  I was a Marine for years, I saw a lot of people die, always knowing I could be next.  Hell, if I was back home, I could die in a car accident, and that would be a meaningless death.  Besides, maybe knowing about it means I can avoid dying.”

Alex grabbed one of the small Cat’s Eye crystals from the desk and handed it to Silvia.  He held another in his hand.  “Will this work like one of the Crystals of Davinir?”

Alex didn’t hear her voice come through the crystal.  “It should have.”  He heard his own voice come through the crystals on the desk and the one Silvia held.

“It looks like these have to be attuned to certain people, Alex.  Let me see if I can do this,” Terra said.  She placed her hand over the crystal in Silvia’s hand, and another on Silvia’s forehead.  The air began to pulse with power.  After a few seconds, the thrumming stopped.  Terra withdrew her hands.

“Let’s try this now,” Silvia said.  Her voice echoed through the other crystals.  “How did you get them to work?” Silvia asked putting the crystal in a pocket.  As soon as it broke contact with her hand, her voice stopped being transmitted to the other crystals.  Alex put the one he was holding back on the desk.

“Alex caused the Cat’s Eye to make them.  Somehow,” Terra said.

“What should we call them?” Alex asked, trying to keep the conversation away from the prophecy.

“Well, if you made them,” Caitlyn said from the doorway.  “You should get to name them.”

Alex stood silently in thought for a moment.  I’d rather them be annoyed with me than afraid of me dying, he thought.  “How about the Guardian’s Balls?” he asked with a smirk.  All three women glared at him.

“Seriously, Alex?  Don’t be stupid,” Terra said.

“I was kidding,” he said.  “Well, they came from the Celestial Eye, so why not call them... Eyes of the Stars?  We can even call them Eyes for short.”

“Talk to someone through an eye,” Caitlyn said.  “Doesn’t make much sense to me, but you made them.”

Terra smiled at the comment.

“I think you need to think that over,” Silvia said.  The two sisters turned and left, closing the door behind them.

Caitlyn cracked the door back open.  “We leave early tomorrow.  Don’t keep each other up too late.”  She closed the door back.

Terra covered her mouth, trying to conceal a laugh as Alex went red.  “What is wrong with Eyes of the Stars?” he asked.  “They even look like little eyes!”

Terra laughed again.  She stood on her toes and kissed him gently on the lips.  Alex put his arms around her as he kissed her back.

“Eyes of the Stars is a good name,” she said.  “They were just getting you back for the balls joke.”

Alex looked at the four remaining Eyes on the desk.  “They can’t hear us right now, can they?”

Terra shook her head, her red hair covering part of her face.  “No, you have to be holding it.”

He grinned mischievously.  “Good.”  Alex pushed Terra back a step, pinning her between himself and the bed.  He kissed her passionately as be began to lift her shirt.  She slid her arms up under his clothing and felt the hard muscle of his back as she returned his kiss.

“Alex,” she said.

He stopped kissing her and pulled back.  “Am I hurting you?”

“No,” she said with a smile.  She leaned over and looked at the open curtain.  She waved her hand, and the curtain closed on its own.  “Now we’re good.”  She pulled his head down to kiss him again.
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The tinkling of a wind chime woke Alex.  He opened his eyes to see Terra wave her hand, and the chimes stopped.  “Magic alarm clock?” Alex mumbled.

Terra nodded and sat up in bed, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.  She held the blanket over her breasts.  “It’s two hours before dawn,” she yawned.  “We need to leave well before sunrise.”

Alex rolled out of the soft bed and began to groggily pull on his clothes.  He had pulled up the black pants when he realized Terra was still sitting in the bed staring at him.

“What?” he asked.

Terra looked at him for a moment longer before answering.  “Did you mean what you said last night?  About Silvia’s prophecy?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said as he pulled his shirt on and tucked it into his pants.  “I was thinking about that while we were going to sleep.  The prophecy didn’t say that I was going to die, only that my blood would be the price for balance.”

“Alex,” Terra said, “Silvia seemed certain that’s what it meant.”  He shrugged.  “Aren’t you afraid of dying?”

He laughed and nodded.  “Of course I am.  I’m terrified.  I don’t want to die.  But, I’m not going to let that fear run me, and I refuse to believe that the future is immutable and has already been decided.  Knowing about it will keep me perfectly safe.”

Terra let out a snort as she slid out of the bed.  “Spoken like someone who has no idea what he’s getting himself into.  We are going to places where you won’t know what is dangerous and what isn’t.  Then, we are going to attack a fortified tower, surrounded by a poisonous cloud that leeches the life from anything that comes too close, so we can bring The Overlord of the Realm of Evil, who has killed millions, to justice.”

“Like I said, perfectly safe,” he joked with a grin.  Terra turned away from him as she got dressed.  Alex was slipping the leather baldric over his head when a soft knock came from the door.  He waited for Terra to finish pulling on the green traveling clothes he had gotten for her before answering the door.

Caitlyn stood in the hallway with three packs, one for each of them.  “It is time.  We need to hurry if we are going to get past the sentries before first light.”  She handed the largest of the three packs to Alex.  He put the four remaining Eyes in it before putting on a green cloak identical to Caitlyn’s and Terra’s and shouldered the pack.

Terra put on her pack and stood next to him.  “Lead the way, Caitlyn,” she said.  The changeling walked down the wooden halls to a rear exit Alex hadn’t seen before.  The back door opened to a delivery area.

The three of them navigated alleys and side passages in the sprawling village.  They only had to pause twice to avoid being seen by the night guard.  They made it to two buildings at the edge of the town without any real difficulty.

“How are we going to get past the guards without being spotted?” Alex asked.

“You won’t,” a man’s voice said.  “But you needn’t worry, Guardian.  None will know of your party’s passage.”

Alex smiled at the voice.  “Come to see us off, Timothy?”

“That’s correct,” the elf said.  “And to relieve the sentry that guards this area.”

Terra watched as the muscular elf walked forward out of the shadow.  Timothy put his hand on Alex’s shoulder and whispered something in his ear.  Alex nodded once, then again.  “I will,” she heard Alex say.

“Then fare well, young Guardian,” Timothy said.  He walked to Terra and put a hand on her shoulder.  He leaned in close and whispered, “The Guardian has given up everything he knew to protect you and see this war done, Nexus.  Trust in him, and all will be fine.  He cares for you.”

She glanced to Alex and back to Timothy.  “I care for him too,” she whispered, “and I do trust him.”

“Remember that you said those words,” Timothy whispered cryptically.  He wrapped her in a fatherly embrace.  “Fare well, Nexus,” he said releasing her.

He looked to Caitlyn.  “Guard them well, Fangsister,” he charged her.

“I will, Treebrother,” she said confidently.

Timothy smiled at her.  “I know you will, Caitlyn.  Fare well, and good luck.”

The three wished him well and waited as he moved into the trees.  They gave him a few minutes to find the sentry and relieve him.

Almost fifteen minutes had passed with the three of them crouched in the shadows.  “That should be enough time,” Caitlyn whispered.  

Alex took Terra by the hand and followed behind Caitlyn.  “So,” he whispered.  “What did Timothy say to you?”

“If he had wanted you to know,” Terra whispered back with a smile, “he would have said it where you could hear.”  Deeper darkness encircled them as they made it to the tree line surrounding Starfall.

“I’ll tell you, if you tell me.”

Terra laughed softly.  “All right, but you first.”

“He said that I will need to be less distracted next time, or else someone may die,” Alex said.  She looked at him curiously, but he just shook his head and gave her a rueful smile.  “Well?” he said.  

Terra narrowed her eyes at him, “What were you doing that you got distracted and it could kill someone?”

“We had a practice swordfight.  The Guardian’s Blade talked to me, and I lost my concentration.”

“Are you sure it talked to you?” she asked.  “I’m not surprised you lost, Timothy is a swordmaster.”

“I think my fath…” he trailed off, and his face went blank.  “The blade talks to me, Terra,” he snapped.  Alex seemed to be staring off into the past.

Concern etched her face.  “It’s all happening too quickly.”  She suddenly paled and shook her head.  She swallowed and shook her head again.  “I believe you hear it talk, Alex.”

He smiled.  “Well, I’m glad you don’t think I’m crazy.”  He looked at her, still smiling.  He didn’t seem to notice that she looked pale and had placed her hand on her stomach.  “So, what did Timothy tell you?”

“We are past where the sentries patrol,” Caitlyn said before Terra could speak.  “I’m going to change and begin scouting.  Alex, could you carry my pack for me, it’s too large to change with me.”

“Sure,” Alex said, taking the pack.  He loosened the straps as far as they would go and put it on his back over his own pack.  Caitlyn began to change into her panther form, and she jogged off into the woods.  She was completely changed before she had gone five steps.

“That just sounds so painful,” Alex said.  “All the snapping bones and shifting muscles.  I’m surprised that it doesn’t hurt her at all.”

Terra looked at him sideways.  “It does hurt.  More than anyone who isn’t a shapeshifter or changeling knows.  I have heard that some shapeshifters are driven mad by the pain of their first transformation.  But, she told me once that you get used to the pain after you’ve changed a few hundred times.”

“A few hundred times,” Alex said with a low whistle.  “Are you going to tell me what he said to you now?”

“He said to trust you, and that everything will be fine.  And that you care about me.”

Alex laughed.  “Well, he’s right on all three of those.”

Chapter Nine - Darker than Night

 

A freezing wind snapped at the black cloak draped across the shoulders of the Paragon of Hell.  The red flames emblazoned on the mantle danced with each gust.  The Demon Lord Azreal paid no attention to the biting cold.  Such matters of the flesh were beneath his notice.

He reveled in the feel of crushing the life from the useless human.  The short man had come to tell him that the Guardian had mysteriously disappeared from Starfall sometime in the last few days.  The balding human looked pleadingly into Azreal’s dead, black eyes.

“I told you to keep your eyes on the Guardian,” The Demon Lord Azreal said with a voice like the rumble of thunder.  “You have failed me, and I do not tolerate failure.”

He released the man’s throat.  The spy dropped to all fours, coughing loudly.  “Please, my lord, forgive me,” the man rasped.  “I rode out as soon as I realized.  When I was clear of the Forest of Souls, I used the… thing, you gave me, and it brought me here just like you said it would.

Azreal glared at the foolish man.  He wasted the Recall Device from Fyr just to say he had no information.  Pathetic rodent, the Demon Lord thought.  Azreal lifted a hand, and a web of telekinetic power jerked the man upright.  The ropes of invisible force held the traitor in place with his arms bound to his sides.  The terrified human’s eyes followed Azreal as the demon paced.

Azreal looked much like a human with shoulder length blood-red hair.  His pale white skin that showed him to be from the sunless planet, Hell, in the Realm of Evil.  His eyes marked him as The Overlord.  They were orbs darker than the blackest night.  There was no iris and no white, only a black so dark that it seemed as if he had two bottomless pits where his eyes should be.  When light shown on those nightmare eyes, people said that the trapped souls of the devoured could be seen moving beneath the surface.

“You failed to watch the Guardian,” Azreal said.  “You failed to honor our agreement, and worst of all, you failed me.”  Azreal stopped his pacing and fixed his eyes on the traitorous human.  “For the first, I will take your right eye, and for the second, your left.”

The human made a gurgling noise as he felt pressure behind his eyes begin to build.  “No, please,” the despicable weakling whimpered.  He began to scream as Azreal applied more force to the pull.  The man’s eyes bulged weirdly.  A shiver of delight went down the demon’s spine at the delicious screams.

With a sudden gush of blood, the man’s eyes burst from their sockets.  Azreal immediately stopped the pull, careful to not sever the optic nerve.  The Demon Lord wanted him to see what would happen next.

Azreal grew tired of the man’s screams, and decided to end it.  The disembodied eyes stared at Azreal.  “For failing me, you die,” he pronounced.

“Please, Dark Lord, show mercy,” the whimpering worm cried.

“I am,” Azreal said simply.  “I’m killing you swiftly.”  Azreal turned the eyes to stare at the man’s own chest.

Ribs snapped like twigs and burst outward through the man’s skin in an explosion of blood and gore.  The human’s heart rose from the open cavity.  The spy watched his own heart stop beating.

Azreal flung the corpse from the top of the Obsidian Tower into packs of hellhounds below.

“Reaver,” Azreal called in the guttural language of Hell.  The monstrous twelve foot tall four-armed demon strode forward and dropped to a knee before him.

“The Dark Lord commands?” Reaver rumbled, his voice like boulders tumbling down a mountain.  The powerful four-armed demon was able to cleave a man in half with any of the four swords he wielded.

“I have some things to take care of on Ignia, my lieutenant.  Find the Nexus, find the Guardian, bring them here, and hold them until I return.  Do not fail me Reaver, or you will find out that the human’s death would be like the gentle caress of a lover compared to what I will do to you.”

The demon smiled at the threat.  Reaver would not fail.  “With pleasure, my lord.  A fist of five hundred of the undead should do well in finding the Nexus and the Guardian.”

A hollow thud hit the air as Azreal tore a hole in the fabric of reality.  The gateway he created shimmered with a light as crimson as his hair.  The Overlord stepped through the gateway, and it closed behind him.

Reaver turned to one of the three imps he used for messengers.  “Gather all of the undead that we have here and send half of them south to the Adorac Mountains, and half west to hold the pass into the Frozen Reach.”

A burst of flame blazed and faded as the imp teleported the short distance from the top of the Obsidian Tower to the base to rally the undead.  He turned to the second imp.

“Bring me the mercenaries from Fyr,” he began.  The Dark Lord would not be pleased, Reaver thought.  But, the Dark Lord never is.

Chapter Ten - Midnight Revelations

 

A sound she couldn’t place awoke Caitlyn in the night.  She sniffed but didn’t smell anything out of the ordinary.  Her feline eyes saw clearly in the overcast night.  She noticed Alex asleep on his bedroll.  Although he had heavy blanket and cloak both draped over him, he shivered in the cold night air.  Terra’s bedroll was empty.

The sound that had awoken her came from nearby again.  Sounds like someone retching, she thought.  The changeling silently rose to her feet and walked toward the sound, the padded feet of her natural panther form making little noise.

The panther tilted her head with concern for Terra on her hands and knees vomiting behind a bush.  Terra whispered to herself.

“Please, no.  Not now.  This is one thing too many—we can’t deal with this right now,” she whispered.  If Caitlyn had been in her human form there would have been no chance of her hearing the woman’s panicked mumbling from eight feet away.  But, in her panther form, Terra might as well have been shouting in her ear.

Caitlyn had always prided herself in being able to understand humans better than any of the other changelings she knew, except maybe her sister.  She began examining Terra’s behavior over that last four days since they left Starfall.

Since they left, Terra had become increasingly sick.  Alex had tried talking her into letting them go back to Starfall so they could get some medicine, but Terra kept telling him that because they had already left, they couldn’t turn around.  It was too risky.  She kept saying that she would feel better soon.

Nausea, Caitlyn thought, vomiting, something she can’t deal with right now.  I wonder what’s… Oh…  “Terra, you’re pregnant?” Caitlyn said, more than asked.  She winced at how loud she was.

Terra’s head snapped up, and she locked eyes with Caitlyn even though it was dark.  The Nexus’s eyes shown red with the light of a spell that allowed her to see heat.  “Caitlyn,” she whispered harshly.  “What are you doing out here?”

“What am I doing out here?” the changeling asked.  “What are you doing out here?  Does Alex know?”

Terra motioned Caitlyn closer.  She snatched out at Caitlyn’s ear and pinched it as soon as the panther was in reach.  “Will you keep your voice down, you fur ball?”  She let go of Caitlyn’s ear.  “I’m out here, not sticking my nose into other people’s business, and no, Alex doesn’t know.  Are you insane?”

“Are you?” Caitlyn accused.  “How long have you known you’re pregnant?”  

Terra glared at her.  “I only just found out.  I cast a spell to confirm it.  I’m seven weeks along.”

“Seven weeks!” Caitlyn exclaimed.  “You have to tell Alex you are going to have his baby in a few months.”

“I don’t know if it will take nine months, or if it will take much longer,” Terra said.  “I was in the womb for almost two years before I was born.”

“Almost two years,” the changeling said.  Caitlyn shook her head sharply.  “You have to tell Alex.  If you don’t…”

Terra cut her off before she could finish the threat.  “You will not tell him.  When I tell you he has enough to deal with, I mean it.  You don’t know what happens to the Guardian after he has wielded the blade for a time.”

Caitlyn blinked and studied Terra’s eyes.  “What are you talking about?”

“I can’t talk about this now, not when Alex may awaken at any moment,” Terra said.  “But trust me when I say now would not be a good time to tell him.”

The panther’s golden eyes narrowed and glared at the half-angel’s glowing red ones.  “What secret is it you are keeping, Terra?  Whatever it is, I bet you haven’t told him that either,” she said with anger beginning to seep into her voice.

Terra swallowed at the heat in her friend’s voice.  “No, I haven’t.”

“What he doesn’t know will kill him as surely as what he does, but at least he will go in knowing what will happen. I’m going to tell him everything, that you are pregnant and keeping something from him, if you don’t.”

 Terra’s jaw clenched in anger, and she glared at her adopted sister.  “You will not tell him anything, Caitlyn.  I am asking you as a sister, but you will obey me in this.  If need be, I will order you as the Nexus.  You will not tell Alex about the baby or anything else.”

They matched glares in a long, uncomfortable silence before Caitlyn let out a disgusted sigh.  “Fine, Terra.  But I don’t think you are doing the right thing.  He deserves to know.  Unless it isn’t his baby.”

Terra’s hand twitched like she wanted to slap the large cat.  “Of course it’s his baby.  If he finds out, he will start paying more attention to my defense than he does already, and that will get him killed out here.  You know how dangerous it is now that Azreal has unleashed his hordes.  I can take care of myself.  I’ve been doing that for a long time.”

Caitlyn sighed again and shook her head.  “All right, Terra.  Just be careful.  He will be crushed if anything happens to you.”  Her voice took on a more serious tone.  “If anything happens to that baby before you tell him,” she stopped before she said more.  “Just be careful, ok?”

“I’m always careful,” Terra said.

“Terra?  Caitlyn?  Where are you two?” they heard Alex call.

“Let me do the talking,” Terra said as she stood.  She cleaned herself off with a sweep of magical power.

“Here we are,” Terra said as the two of them walked the short distance back to the camp.

Alex was sitting up on his bedroll.  “Terra,” Alex said with a shaking voice.  He raised a hand and pointed at her face.  “Why are your eyes glowing?”

She smiled and laughed.  “It’s so I can see in the dark.”

“Were you sick again?” he asked as she lay back down in her bedroll next to him.

“I was, but I feel much better.”  Caitlyn saw the doubting expression on his face.  Terra saw it too.  “Really, I do.”

He looked from Terra to Caitlyn and back.  “All right.  It’s still the middle of the night.  Let’s get a little more sleep.”  Alex lay back down and covered himself with his blanket and cloak.  “When will we make it to the mountains?” he asked.

“Tomorrow,” Terra answered as she covered herself.  “Then another four or five days before we reach the tunnels that will take us to the core of the volcano.”

The sounds of them talking diminished to a faint murmur as Caitlyn padded off into the woods.  “I think you are making a huge mistake, Terra,” she whispered.  “I just hope it doesn’t blow up in your face.”  She didn’t feel right keeping a secret from Alex, but Terra had given her no choice.  The changeling continued to mutter to herself as she hunted for breakfast.
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Alex, Terra, and Caitlyn walked through lush forests and deep undergrowth in the valleys between the towering peaks of the Adorac Mountains.  Winter’s grasp hardly touched the shielded valleys.  They were warm and humid.  Alex didn’t want to experience them in the summer.  He was having trouble trying to accept the drastic difference in terrain.

Four days prior, they had emerged from the Forest of Souls to see the Adorac Mountains looming less than an hour’s walk from where they stood.  Alex was baffled by the sudden change in landscape.

“That’s not possible,” he had said.  “Four-mile-tall mountains don’t just spring out of the ground without a hill in sight.  It goes from almost perfectly level ground, to mountains out of nowhere.”

“So?” Caitlyn had asked.

“So?” he echoed.  “Mountains are formed by the movement of plates under the ground that rests on a constant flow of magma,” Alex started to explain.

“Not here,” Terra interrupted.  “You are applying Earth-based logic to a different Realm.  Some things are the way they are here on Dae, simply because they are.  It is the same on the other Realms.  Not only the people of Dae are magical, the entire world is.”

Alex thought about the conversations from four days ago as he used the Guardian’s Blade to beat a path through the undergrowth.  Terra followed behind him in the trail he blazed.  Caitlyn was doing circuits around the two of them, ensuring that none of the large predators on the valley floor were stalking them.

They found a streambed that was clear of vegetation on either side just as a shrill scream pierced through the sounds of the forest.  Alex spun to face the noise.  “What was that?” he asked.  The shriek came again, closer this time.  The high frequency caused a shooting pain to knife through his ears.

“A banshee,” Terra shouted, covering her ears with her hands.  “They are scouts for large groups of the undead.  Cover your ears; it will help until she gets closer.”

Alex sheathed his sword and put his hands tight over his ears.  The scream came a third time, but it didn’t hurt nearly as much.  “How far away?”

Terra closed her eyes and stood still for a moment.  Alex’s skin tingled as she released a pulse of magical energy.  About a second later, she pointed ahead of them and up in the air.  “It was a mile farther down the valley and about a half mile up.  I didn’t sense anything else, but they could be anywhere.  This place is easy to hide an army in.”

She has RADAR? he thought.

Caitlyn stumbled into the clearing, hands covering her ears.  Blood seeped between her fingers and ran down her arm.  Alex reached out to her, but she shook her head at him.

“Put your hands back up!” she shouted.  He snapped his hands back over his ears just in time to muffle another shriek.  The pain wasn’t as intense as the one before.  Caitlyn looked to the sky with hatred.

“It sounds like she is moving farther away,” Alex shouted.  “Are you all right?”  Caitlyn watched his lips as he talked.

“I’ll be fine,” she yelled.  “Was in my natural form.  More sensitive ears.”

Alex nodded before turning to Terra.  “Is there anything you can do about this?”

She waited for another shriek before lowering her hands.  A bubble of energy that pulsed a light-blue color surrounded the three of them.  Another shriek came, but this one was so diminished it sounded like a whisper.

“This will act as a buffer between us and the banshee until I can get close enough to destroy her.  But, I will have to focus on channeling energy into the spell to keep it with us as we move.”

“How are we supposed to kill her?  Anything special?” Alex asked.

Terra shook her head.  “You don’t kill the undead; they’re already dead.  You destroy them.  But, no, there isn’t anything special about killing a banshee as long as it is done with some form of magic.  Regular weapons will pass right through one.  They don’t exist completely in our world.  Ready?” she asked.  When Alex nodded, she closed her eyes and held out an arm to be led.

“Let’s go, Caitlyn,” he said taking Terra’s hand.  He felt gentle pulses of energy coming from her as he followed behind the changeling.

They walked in near silence with no sounds coming in from outside the bubble.  Eerie, Alex thought.  No wind or birds, just our footsteps.  They walked for what felt like an hour through the valley.

Caitlyn led them around an area where all the plants had died.  “Blighted,” she said.  “Banshees and a few other kinds of undead suck the very life from an area.  Don’t let the phantasmal touch you.”

Alex nodded and looked back over his shoulder at the deadened area.  He thought he saw a wisp of something black, but he blinked, and it was gone.  Still looking back, he was about to say something about it when he bumped into Caitlyn.

His eyes swung forward, confronting him with a sight that almost made him gag.

Less than three hundred feet away, stood an undead host numbering in the hundreds, if not a thousand.  Skeletons, some with scraps of flesh still hanging from skulls, zombies holding perfectly still staring in their direction, and some kinds of malformed monstrosities he couldn’t name that looked as if ten or twenty corpses had been melted together, blocked them from continuing forward.  The ground around the mass of undead was trampled clear of any undergrowth.

“Terra,” Caitlyn said too calmly.  “There are hundreds of undead blocking the valley.”

Terra opened her eyes and grimaced.  “I can’t hold the shield and attack at the same time, it would trap whatever I did in here with us.  If I attack, then the banshee could incapacitate us without us ever seeing her.”  She was silent a moment while she thought.  “What are they waiting for?  Undead don’t wait while the living are in sight.  Something is leading this horde.”

A flap of what looked like wings caught Alex’s eye at the rear of the undead lines.  What are they waiting for? he thought, anger beginning to make his heart pound.  The wisp of black cloth sparked a memory he couldn’t have.  After that, everything seemed to happen at once.

A flash of light announced the unleashing of the Wrathblade as Alex spun.  He shouted, “Trap!” at the same time Terra yelled, “Behind!”  The bubble shielding them from the shrieks shattered as the banshee broke through it. The undead spirit began to scream.

The near blinding pain would have crippled Alex were it not for the twin storms of hate and rage that pounded through him.  Seeing Terra drop to her knees fed the storms further.  <KILL THEM!> the Voice of Wrath screamed in his head.  The blade of steel and flame parted the phantasmal form of the banshee.  He completed the spin, facing the charging undead horde.

“KILL THEM ALL!” he screamed, his voice melding with the Voice of Wrath made an inhuman dissonance.  He lost himself in a wordless scream as he cleaved bone and seared flesh.

Skeletons shattered into explosions of bone and dust.  Zombies erupted into flame, becoming shambling horrors that quickly collapsed into ash.  The malformed, the name planted into his mind by the blade, exploded in fiery gouts of blood and gore.

Nothing existed except for him and his enemies.  A whole world full of enemies.

Alex shattered, cut, and cleaved until none stood to oppose him.  Save one.  The winged demon flew beyond the reach of The Wrathblade.  He roared with hatred at its cowardice as it flew over a ridge and vanished from view.

He felt something behind him and swung his blade with all his considerable might, a wordless snarl on his face.  The Wrathblade halted less than a half-inch from slicing this new opponent’s skull in two.  A shell of blue energy kept the blade from connecting.

He swung again and again and again, blood from his sword spattering this untouchable enemy’s face.

The woman shouted something at him.  She looked at him with sadness and pity.

“die, die, Die, Die, DIE!” he screamed in that inhuman voice.  Every word bringing another blow from his sword.  

The woman was shouting something that sounded like a name over and over at him.  She had closed her eyes, but tears still flowed down her face.  Her face was red, and the tendons in her neck stood out from the effort of her shouts.

“Alex!” she yelled, over and over.  Definitely a name.  A sudden flash of comprehension through the endless night that was his rage.  My name.

The horrible reality of what he was doing crashed in around him with sickening clarity.  “Terra,” he whispered in a voice that was his own as he lost consciousness.
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The sword reverted back to its wooden form as it fell from Alex’s hand to land on the ground by his feet.  His eyes rolled back into his head, and he collapsed.

Terra released the shield and thickened the air beneath Alex to catch him.  With him cradled on a pillow of air, she surveyed the destruction he had wrought.  The acrid smell of burned flesh and hair mingled with that of charred meat and decay.  Hundreds, she thought part in awe, and part in fear.  By one man.  In a bare handful of minutes.

She peered down at Alex as if seeing him for the first time.  She had known he was good with a sword, but it seemed as if he were everywhere at once, every swing a deathblow.  She had seen a malformed kill an entire squad before being destroyed.  She scanned him with a gentle touch of magic.  Scratches, she thought.  He isn’t in danger of dying before we make it to the volcano.

“He could have killed you if you were a split-second slower with that shield, Terra,” Caitlyn cautioned.  Terra turned to face her.  The banshee had affected the changeling more strongly, and Caitlyn had recovered just in time to watch Alex attack her.  Terra had regained her wits to help him with the last few undead.  “Why would he do something like that?” Caitlyn shouted.

Terra changed the pillow of air to cover his ears.  “I don’t think that he’s…  I’ve read about the Guardian and the Guardian’s Blade,” she said, starting over.  “That was the unleashed form of the eighth blade, The Wrathblade.  

“It works by mirroring, multiplying, and feeding off of the anger of the wielder.  It is extremely dangerous to use.  If the Guardian can’t control it, he turns into a walking meat grinder.  He does not feel pain, fear, or remorse, and will not stop unless killed.”  Terra looked down at Alex.  “We are lucky he was able to hold on to some shred of himself.”

She bent down and picked the wooden sword up from the gore spotted grass at her feet.  A wave of her hand brought air to clean the blood and tissues from the weapon.  She looked around for the packs he had discarded before charging into the horde.

“Lucky?  Well, I guess we had to be lucky eventually.  But what do you call lucky?” Caitlyn asked, her tone growing more heated with each word.  “Being spotted by a banshee?  How about the part where we were ambushed by an army of undead being led by a demon?  Was that lucky?  Or maybe, it was the part where the father of your unborn child tried to kill you.  Is that where we were lucky?”

Caitlyn grunted as her pack hit her hard in the stomach.  “How about the part where he butchered all of the undead while we lay on the ground helpless?  I think that was lucky.  How about the part where he was able to stop before he killed us too?  I count that lucky.  Or maybe it’s the part where he isn’t so injured he could die with neither of us able to heal him.  Luck there too.  I didn’t say our luck was great, but I plan on taking what small breaks I can get,” Terra said without sarcasm.  She couldn’t really be angry with the woman.  She would have likely reacted similarly had their roles been reversed.

Caitlyn let out a long sigh.  “You’re right,” she said.  “A fine job of protecting the two of you I’ve done so far.”

Terra gently set Alex’s pack on his stomach.  He didn’t stir from his sleep in the slightest.  You could have unleashed any of the other forms, she thought.  But, you had to pick the most potentially disastrous one.  She manipulated the air to lift Alex a few feet higher from the ground.  “The tunnels aren’t much farther, and we shouldn’t remain here.”

Caitlyn nodded and took the lead.  Terra floated Alex in front of her while she walked.

“Why is he still out?  If he had just passed out, he should have come to by now,” Caitlyn said, looking at him over her shoulder with a concerned expression on her face.

“I think it used all of his strength, just like trying to cast a spell that is too powerful.  After a few hours sleep, he should wake feeling like he hasn’t eaten in days, eat his fill, and go back to sleep.”

“What else do you know about the blade?” Caitlyn asked.

Terra shook her head.  “Not much,” she said holding the wooden sword up in front of her eyes.  “I know of two other forms, and that he must discover them on his own.  And it will drive him insane.”  She continued, her voice becoming more bitter with each word.  “It starts with the Guardian saying he hears others talk to him through the sword.”  Which he has already done.

“Then, he will begin to remember things that other Guardians did in the past as if he had done them.  He will erratically shift between his personality and those of the previous wielders.  Eventually, the memories of hundreds of past Guardians will begin to overload his mind, and he will burn out like a too-brilliant candle.”

“I’m so sorry, Terra.  I never knew,” Caitlyn said almost too softly to hear.  She alternated studious looks into the surrounding trees on either side of the small stream and glances of pity to her and Alex.

“Few do.”  Why did it have to be Alex? Terra thought.  What have I done that I deserve to be punished so?  What higher power, what spinner of fate have I offended to watch the man I love go mad and die a wasting death?

She felt a tightness in her middle.  Alex, I pray you get to see your child before the end.  Boy or girl, I hope the baby has your beautiful green eyes.  Your eyes that are always ready to smile and laugh, and when you stand in the sun I can see flecks of yellow and gold in them.  And your smile, I hope the baby has your smile.  She continued her internal monologue of sadness and hope wishing desperately that she could find a way to save him from his fate.

It was just past mid-day and was beginning to get dark in the north and south running valley.  I will tell him when he’s recovered.  It is past time.

“We’re here,” Caitlyn said stopping at a cavernous opening that went east through the mountain.  In the shade-induced half-twilight, it looked like the yawning maw of some great monster.  “I can see in the dark when there is some small amount of light,” Caitlyn said.  “But not in these lightless tunnels.”

Terra cast the same spell that she had four nights ago on herself and Caitlyn.  “I’m tying this spell to you.  Just don’t rub your eyes, and you’ll be able to see.”

Caitlyn hesitated before going underground.  Terra remembered that Caitlyn had been terrified of going down in to the palace basements when they were younger.

“Don’t worry,” Terra said.  Caitlyn spun to face her.

“I’m not worried,” she said quickly.  “I’m just… waiting for you to say you are ready.”

Terra tried to smile reassuringly.  She didn’t think she was very convincing.  “I’m ready.  And don’t worry, if there was a cave-in I could literally lift the volcano to keep us safe.”  Not for long, though, she didn’t say.

Caitlyn nodded, and they entered the warren of tunnels that would lead them to Adorac Volcano.

Chapter Eleven - The Truth

 

“Captain o’ the Guard should no’ have to patrol the bloody tunnels,” Brahm Ironfist grumbled to himself.  At a glance, the casual observer would have seen an aging gray bearded Dwarf of perhaps four-hundred years with nicked and dented platemail covering him from head to toe.  The same observer would have seen a double bladed battleaxe with a very worn haft covered in scratches hanging along with two throwing hammers on the Dwarf’s belt.

The educated observer would see a grizzled veteran as tough as the stone around him, covered head to toe in thorium plate.  That observer would have noticed the scratches on the battleaxe’s haft were far too evenly spaced to be from use, but were used to record the hundreds of kills in combat the Dwarf had earned.

The dwarven observer would have seen Brahm “The Hammer” Ironfist, Captain of the Guards of the Adorac Volcano, Leader of the Hammer Legion, and Hero of the Defense of Adorac.  And, they wouldn’t have missed the clever mechanism in the Dwarf’s gauntlets that would have made a six-inch blade slide out and mount into a groove in the gauntlet.

“Bloody, stinkin’ undead spotted in the bloody mountains.  Increasin’ the bloody patrols,” he continued to grumble as he walked through the unlit darkness by himself.

When the other guards had tried to get Brahm to take another dwarf with him on the patrol, he had said, “I know these tunnels better than any o’ ye babes that’re hardly able to grow a flamin’ beard.  Any o’ ye’d slow me down if I get in a scrape.  I’ll be so busy pullin’ yer baby fat from the fire, I’ll get bloody killed.”

Brahm kicked a stone as he walked down the unlit tunnel.  “Flamin’ patchy bearded recruits,” he grumbled.  He was about to move onto his favorite topic to grumble about, his sister still trying to marry him off ever since his wife, Mother cradle her, died, when something caught his attention.  

He felt the slight vibration of someone coming around the bend in the tunnel about a hundred feet away.  He drew his heavy-bladed, razor-sharp battleaxe, Delly, named after his late wife, Mother cradle her, and held it loosely in his hands as he set himself in the middle of the twelve-foot-wide tunnel.

Two walkin’, he thought when he felt a second set of footfalls.  Women, human women.  I’d bet me beard on it.

Around the corner came an odd sight, far from the oddest he had seen on a patrol, but odd nonetheless.  Two women, much brighter to his heat sensing eyes than the stone around them with what looked like a man floating between them.

Even more odd, when he shifted his eyes to the light spectrum, he could see their eyes glowed red like a Dwarf that was looking in the heat spectrum.

The one in front dropped to all four when she saw he was armed, and Brahm thought he saw her arch her back at him.  Changeling o’ the Fang, he thought.  Eh, close enough, the floatin’ one do no’ count.

“What brings a sorceress an’ ‘er pet kitten to the tunnels o’ King Eagon Harbronn?” he asked.  He heard the woman say something to the changeling, but he was too far away to make it out.

“We seek refuge under the safety of your king,” the sorceress said.  “And to meet with him on a matter of grave importance.”

“Sanctuary ye can have,” Brahm said.  “But, the King decides who to meet with.”  He walked to them, still holding Delly loose in his hand.

“Ye need to retract yer claws, kitten,” he told the changeling, still crouching on the floor in her human form.  “Or, I can declaw ye.”

The changeling stood and glared.  “Like to see you try,” she growled.

He looked at the sorceress and had the first good shock he had had in number of years.  “Nexus!  Ye’re back!”

Terra sighed.  “I told you I would be recognized, Caitlyn,” she told the changeling.  “Master Ironfist, it is quite providential running into the Captain of the Guard in the tunnels.  What brings you out here?”

“Bloody large horde o’ undead brings me out to the flamin’ tunnels, Nexus.  Bleedin’ things were spotted in the range.  What’re ye doin’ here?”

“We seek refuge and to speak with King Harbronn,” she repeated.  “And for no one to know we are here.”

“As ye wish, Nexus, but there’re many that’ll know ye on sight,” he said.  “Many stood beside ye, meself included, during the first two days of the Defense of the Arcane City, before ye sent us to defend our home.”

“That is why I would appreciate your assistance in facilitating our requests, Captain Ironfist.”

Brahm ran his hand down his beard.  “I’d like to, but the undead…” he started before the changeling cut him off.

“Have been dealt with.  They are completely destroyed,” Caitlyn said with iron in her voice.

“I’m no’ fer doubtin’ ye, but ye’re sure?” he asked with the sound of doubt clear in his voice, regardless of what he said.

“I am,” Terra answered him with the same tone of authority she had used the entire encounter.

“Then I must thank ye fer makin’ me job easier today.  What about ‘im?” he asked, nodding to the floating man.

“He is our guard.  He was injured but has been treated and just needs to rest,” Terra said sharply.

“Alrigh’,” Brahm said with his hands raised.  “Ye three can stay in me rooms.  I’ll say yer family guests come to wish me well on me fourth centennial.  Me rooms’re close to the king’s, so ye won’t have to trek through the whole bloody fortress where any bloody person can lay eyes on ye.  Follow me, an hour’s walk an’ we’ll be there.”

Terra and Caitlyn, with Alex in tow, followed behind the aged Dwarf.  True to his word, an hour later, they arrived in Adorac Volcano Proper.
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 “Die, Die, DIE!” he heard his other self, scream as he attacked the woman.  He had truly lost himself.

Terra, the bundle of thought and emotion that was his true self, yelled over and over.  Stop!  You’ll kill her, the part that was him had yelled in his own head.  But, he couldn’t stop.  He craved her blood.  Demanded it.  Would have it.

Alex sat up suddenly, gasping for breath, trying to escape the nightmare that had overtaken him.  The insatiable bloodlust had overwhelmed him, had scoured his sense of self like a flame through dry brush.  He grunted as the pain of sore muscles hit him like a truck.

He collapsed back onto the bed and took a slow appraisal of his surroundings.  Everything seemed to be carved from the same stone the room was made of, bed, stands, even the holders for the two lanterns flanking the door past the foot of the bed.  The ceiling seemed lower than what was comfortable.  The low ceiling made the it all seem oppressively small.

The large bed took up most of the floor space, and it was a bit too small for his height.  His feet hung off of the end.  He saw two packs in the corner with the Guardian’s Blade propped between them.  He snapped his eyes away from it as soon as he realized what it was.

He heard the clink of plates and someone laughing softly from outside the bedroom.  The smell of food wafted in through the door, which was cracked open a few inches.  Sounded like Terra.  What am I supposed to say to her?

Alex rolled out of the small bed and took inventory.  He had a white shirt and green shorts on over his boxers.  The air was warm, and the floor was also on his bare feet.  He didn’t see his boots anywhere.  He shrugged and listened at the door for a moment.

“This roasted boar is delicious, Magda,” he heard Terra say.

“Thank ye,” he heard a woman say in what sounded like a Scottish brogue.  “Jessica, if I may ask, yer guard, is he alrigh’?  He’s slept since ye arrived.”

“Marshall will be fine.  He should be waking up soon, as a matter of fact,” Terra said.  I’m Marshall now?  And she’s Jessica.  His legs started shaking from standing, and the smell of food was making his mouth water.

With considerable willpower, he took a step away from the door and delicious smells and sat on the foot of the bed.  “Jessica?” he called.  “Where are you?

A murmur from the other room and a couple seconds later, the door opened.  How do you apologize for trying to kill someone? he thought bleakly as Terra stepped in.  She closed the door behind her and leaned against it with her eyes downcast.  She wore a light blue shirt with a skirt that hung to her knees.  She was barefoot also, he noticed.

He opened his mouth to speak, but she beat him to it.  “I’m sorry, Alex.”

He had been about to apologize but swallowed it down.  “For what?”

“There are things you don’t know about the Guardian’s Blade.  That I haven’t told you,” Terra said, her eyes still fixed on the floor.

His face went blank and his voice void of emotion like it always did when he was angry with her.  “I thought we agreed, Terra.  No more secrets.  What haven’t you told me?”

She swallowed.  “There are…” she paused trying to think of the right way to phrase it, “drawbacks to using the blade.”

“Drawbacks.”  He glared at her.  “Hmm… Let me see if I can think of an example of a drawback,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  “Oh, how about, ‘Side effects may include: Nausea, vomiting, uncontrollable bouts of rage, and trying to kill the person you love.’  You are straining the limits of my trust and patience.”

She looked up at him, a pleading look on her face.  “I’m sorry.  But, that’s not the worst of it.”  She took a deep breath and started talking, everything coming out in a rush.  “Alex, the sword will drive you mad.  It is going to slowly overload you with all of the memories of the previous Guardians, and you will go insane and die.”

Alex stared at her, stunned.  “Can it be stopped?  I can never touch the damned thing again.”

Terra shook her head.  “That won’t work.  Once you unleashed one of the blades, it might as well have become a part of you, like another arm.  There’s no stopping it.”  She closed her eyes and tears began to roll down her cheeks.

Stunned disbelief gave way to anger.  His fists balled so tight that his knuckles cracked.  She flinched at the sound, and her red, puffy eyes opened to look at him.  It took a moment to loosen his jaw enough to talk.  When he did, his voice came out sounding like a growl.

“You’ve killed me, Terra.  You may not have pulled the trigger, but you sure as hell provided the gun.  And the bullet.  My blood is on your hands.”

Anger flashed across her face.  Her voice grew heated.  “What would you have done, Alex?  One man’s life on the scales against everyone else, everything else.  All of existence.  I didn’t mean,” she started to trail off, “to fall in love with you.”

Alex bent over and put his head in his hands.  He stared at his bare feet as he took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Get out,” he muttered.  “I need to think.” A few seconds passed, but he didn’t hear her move or the door open.  He looked up at her.  “There’s something else,” he said flatly.

She nodded as she chewed on her lower lip.  He had never seen her this anxious before.  “What is it?” he asked, concern edging its way into his voice.  She said something so softly he couldn’t hear.

“What?  You are going to have to speak up, Terra.”  She said it again, only slightly louder.  He thought he misheard her, because what he thought he heard didn’t make sense.

“What?” Alex asked a third time.

“I’m pregnant!” she shouted from less than three feet away.

Alex felt his brain stop as every thought ground to a halt.  He didn’t blink or breathe while he tried to process those two simple words.

Terra stepped forward and got to her knees in front of him.  She grabbed his hands and put her face close to his.  She looks concerned for some reason, Alex thought placidly. I wonder why…

“Alex,” she said.  She sat back on her heels when he suddenly blinked and took a deep breath.  Everything seemed to slow down and take on a surreal quality.

“Did you say you were pregnant?” he heard himself ask in a voice that seemed to come from a thousand miles away.  Terra nodded, a guarded and confused look on her face.  He felt as if everything was happening to someone else.

“How far along are you?” he heard that other man ask.

“Eight weeks.”

“How long have you known?” the other man’s voice grew hard with the question.

“A week.  I wasn’t sure how to tell you, or even if I should tell you yet.”

Everything seemed to crash in around him in a riot of sensation as his mind caught back up.  He felt the warmth of her, could feel the pulse of her heart in their lightly clasped hands.  He thought he could count every one of the hairs on her head, could see how each red hair caught the light of the two lanterns on either side of the door.  He breathed in the smell of her rose scented soap.

“I’m going to be a father?” he asked, a slow smile spreading across his lips.  Terra beamed as she nodded.  He sprang up from the foot of the bed and lifted her gently in his arms.  He spun slowly, being careful of the close walls and low ceiling.  The weakness and soreness caught up with him, and he collapsed onto the bed with her atop him.

They lay there laughing for a moment.  Terra’s hair made a thin tent of red around their heads.  She leaned down and kissed him.  “We are going to be parents,” she said with a smile.

“Marry me,” he said suddenly.

The unexpected statement caught her off guard.  Before she could answer, the clang of bells stole their attention.

The door was slung open.  “Demons,” Caitlyn gasped.

Chapter Twelve - I am Your Shield.  I am Your Sword.

 

“Alex, you can hardly stand,” Terra protested.  She stood next to him, arms crossed beneath her breast in consternation.  “You can’t really be considering this.”

Alex shook his head as he shoveled food into his mouth.  He felt strength and vitality return with each bite.  

“I’m not going to stand by while the people sheltering us are attacked.”  He took another bite of the roasted boar.  It was delicious, but he only partially noticed in his haste.  “And, I can stand just fine.”

She looked pointedly at the arm he had across one of the stone chairs in the dining room in Brahm’s room but didn’t say anything.  He had been surprised when Brahm walked into the bedroom right behind Caitlyn.  The Dwarf had waited for Terra to get down from the bed before talking.

“Nexus,” the stout, gray-bearded Dwarf said.  “The Groundin’ Field kept the flamin’ demons from openin’ a blasted portal on top o’ our heads, but they’re comin’ quick.  Three hours, the clerics say.”  Something caught the Dwarf’s eye, and he looked at the packs in the corner.  His eyes widened.  He looked to Alex, who had sat up on the edge of the bed.  “Ye’re the Guardian,” Brahm said, pointing at Alex.

Alex rose unsteadily to his feet.  “I am.  Alex Zane,” he said offering his hand.

The Dwarf clasped forearms with the man.  “Brahm Ironfist, Captain o’ the Guard.  We could use yer help, Guardian.  Yers too, Nexus.  Fill yer stomachs, and meet me in the arm’ry in a half hour.  Magda’ll show ye the way.  There’s some human-sized armor that should fit ye two.”  He turned to leave.  “Bring yer cat,” he called over his shoulder.

Alex snorted as Caitlyn growled at the Dwarf’s back.  She glared at Alex.

Alex and Terra pulled on their boots when Magda said it was time.  Caitlyn was already pacing back and forth in her panther form.  Alex held the sheathed Guardian’s Blade in his hand with the leather baldric wrapped around it.

“I apologize for the deception, Magda, but we wanted to come and go without much notice,” Terra said to the dwarven woman in front of them.  Magda looked much like her older brother, only without a beard and with features that seemed to have been chiseled from a slightly softer piece of granite.  A gray waist length braid swung back and forth as she walked.

“I knew ye from the first, Nexus.  But, I was no’ going to say so since ye seemed like ye did no’ want to be recognized.”

Terra laughed ruefully and shook her head.  “Well,” Alex said, “It doesn’t look like hiding would do us any good now anyway.”

“Got that right,” Caitlyn muttered.

The four of them walked down halls and across great rooms that all seemed to have been carved from the volcanic rock.  Some of the halls curved one way or another, following the path that the natural lava vents had made, Alex suspected.  

Dwarves ran past them going both ways carrying weapons, armor, and various other supplies.  A glance out of one of the windows stole Alex’s breath, but as fast as the view came, it was gone.

Magda turned down a hallway that was full of dwarves outfitted in studded leather, chain, and platemail.  They carried war axes, mauls, halberds, crossbows, and a number of other weapons.  Dwarves paused and looked at them as they passed.  Whispers of “Nexus,” and “Guardian,” followed them as they entered the armory.

The ring of metal on metal and shouts of dwarves filled the bustling armory.  It looked as if the room was full of organized chaos with all of the shouts and dwarves running to and fro.

“Good,” Brahm said.  “Ye’re here.”  The Dwarf was already outfitted the same as he was when Terra had seen him in the tunnels earlier in the day.  He pulled on his ornately worked gauntlets and gestured at two piles of equipment he had stacked behind himself.

“Bloody demons’re quick.  We’ve abou’ a hour an’ a half ‘til they’re here.  Magda, take the Nexus’s armor an’ get ‘er ready.  Ye’re with me, boy.”

Alex and Terra squeezed each other’s hands.  “See you soon,” he said.  She nodded and beckoned Caitlyn to follow as Magda lifted the smaller pile and led the way deeper into the armory.  Alex stood still as Brahm eyed him from head to toe.

“Will no’ be a perfect fit,” the grizzled Dwarf said.  “It’ll be bloody close though.”

Alex looked at the pile of platemail dubiously.  “I’ve never worn heavy plate before, Captain Ironfist.  I’m not used to wearing any armor to be honest; it restricts movement.”

Brahm grunted.  “Ye’ll no’ wear heavy plate today either.”  The Dwarf tossed the breastplate.  Alex caught it and was surprised that it weighed no more than a heavy coat.

“It be thorium, strong an’ light.  As fer restrictin’ yer movement, ye’ll just have to get used to it.  Quick.  The inside be lined with paddin’, so ye won’t have to worry ‘bout it pinchin’ yer skin with no tunic on underneath.  Let’s get ye suited up.”

The hinged thorium plates clamped over his body quickly, but they were loose, having been made for a man larger than himself.  After only a few minutes, Alex was covered from his neck down in armor.  A simple helm, free of any adornment, rested on the bench behind him.  The Guardian’s Blade was in its scabbard at his hip.  Individually, everything was light, but together it weighed down on him in his weakened state.

Alex lifted a thorium bastard sword from a rack of swords made for humans.  “I need a hanger for this sword.”

Brahm lifted an eyebrow, but he grabbed a hanger from a pile and clamped it to the back of the breastplate.  Alex placed the sword on it and picked up the helmet.  He placed it on his head and swore softly.  It did a good job of covering his face and head, but the narrow eye slit cut off most of his vision.

“What’s wrong?” Terra asked beside him.  Alex turned, and his mouth dropped open at the sight of her.  

Terra wore armor similar to his, except hers had multiple segmented plates and was molded to her like a second skin, accentuating every curve of her body.  She wore no helmet, he couldn’t help but notice.  Her long red hair spilled down the back of her breastplate.  She looked regal in the polished thorium plate.  She looked like a warrior queen, except she carried no weapon.

Terra laughed softly when he pointed that out.  “If it comes down to me needing a weapon, something has gone very wrong.  But don’t worry,” she did something with her hand and a spike slid out of the bottom of the bracer below her wrist.  “I’m always prepared.”

“This armor is a bit large,” he said answering her original question.  “And the helmet cuts off too much of my vision.”

She nodded, and he felt the caress of magic.  “It is too big,” she said after a short amount of time.  “And it won’t help your sword fighting.  Hold still,” she said, grabbing the pauldrons of his armor.  The metal warmed and began to form itself to his body.  The eye slit in his helmet opened wider and a nose guard slid down the opening.  The helmet split open and slid open to his cheekbones.  She released him, and the metal cooled.

He took the helmet off and looked at it.  The eye slit now went back almost to his temples and was tall enough to not obstruct his vision at all.  His breastplate had split into multiple sections just like Terra’s and didn’t reduce his range of motion nearly as much as it had.  The symbol of the Nine Realms was etched onto the front of his armor as well.

“What did you do?” Alex asked.

Terra smiled.  “You are wearing refined thorium armor.  All I did was enchant it to fit you more comfortably and be a bit more durable.  Refined thorium amplifies magical enchantments, so it doesn’t take long to imbue it with magic.   I did the same with mine.”

“Is there unrefined thorium armor?”

“There is,” Brahm said.  “It’s black.  Makes ye’ stronger.  An’ can only be worn by dwarves.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’ll make anyone else sick to wear it,” Terra said.  “It does amplify strength at least two-fold, but the person wearing it will slowly get weaker over time.  Their life force will drain away.”

Alex nodded in thought.  “Wait, isn’t thorium radioactive?”  Terra and Brahm looked at each other and shrugged.  “Never mind,” Alex muttered.

Terra gave him another inspection.  She looked pointedly at the hilt sticking up above his shoulder.  “Alex,” she began.

“I’m not going to risk losing control again,” Alex interrupted.  His tone was flat and would brook no argument.

“We need to get moving,” Brahm and Caitlyn said at the same time.  The two glowered at each other.

“Ye three’ll be with meself an’ the king,” Brahm continued.  He led them out through the other end of the armory.  A pair of dwarves were handing out crossbows through a window to a line of soldiers in armor.  Another pair were loading five foot ballista bolts onto a lift to be taken to the roof of the citadel.  The armory was emptying as dwarves took their positions, but it was still full of noise and bustling dwarves.

They exited through two doors at the opposite end of the armory from where they had come in, and the full view of Adorac Volcano Proper took Alex’s breath away.  The entire volcano was hollow.  It was at least five miles across in a roughly circular shape, and the opening at the top was too far for Alex to venture a guess to the height.

The Citadel took up a large amount of the eastern wall.  Caves, some with openings too square to be natural, riddled the walls of the cavernous volcano.

A multi-tiered plateau stuck up from the middle of the volcano.  They mounted a gondola that ran from the Citadel to the top of the raised area at a surprisingly fast pace.  As they gained altitude, Alex saw another sight that made him gasp in disbelief.

On the far side of the volcano, opposite the citadel, a blazing orange waterfall poured down from high on the wall.  It took a second for Alex to realize that it wasn’t water, but liquid magma.  It fell hundreds of feet to crash into a lake of molten stone.  A bridge made of something that would not melt from the heat crossed the lake and disappeared onto the other side of the lava flow.

“What is that?” Alex shouted over the rush of wind from the gondola.

“Adorac Falls,” Brahm shouted back.  “Bridge’s been here longer than the dwarves or the Changelings o’ the Scale.  We do no’ know what’s on the other side.”

As the plateau grew closer, Alex could make out what looked like ballistae running in a spiral along a path that circled the pillar of stone.  There were also large, gated openings along the base of the plateau.  They drew to the top of the plateau, and a warm breeze from the lava falls blew across the flat top.

Opening the gate, Brahm led them to a Dwarf clad in gold and thorium plate.  The numerous scars crisscrossing his face stood out in a stark contrast to the unblemished golden crown on his head.  

Next to him stood a very tall muscular man with jaw length black hair wearing blood-red pants.  Alex missed a step when he saw the man’s red eyes had vertically slit pupils. He has to be a changeling, he thought.  He’s at least seven and a half feet tall with huge muscles.  Alex shook his head trying to clear out the impression that he had seen the changeling before.

The Dwarf and huge changeling stood next to a bank of brass speaking tubes that ran into the ground.

Alex’s eyes almost rolled out of his head when the Dwarf, King Eagon Harbronn, and the changeling, Lord Bahamut, knelt to Terra.  She inclined her head and said, “Rise.  Know, we did not intend to bring a fight to your doorstep, if it is us they are after.”

“Bah,” the king said in a voice even more gravelly than Brahm’s.  “Azreal did bring this fight five years ago.  It do warm me heart to see ye alive an’ well, Nexus, even in these circumstances.”  A warm smile crossed his face.

“I am glad to see you too, King Eagon Harbronn.  You as well Lord Bahamut.  It has been too long,” Terra said.

“Indeed,” the changeling lord said, his voice a deep rumble Alex could feel in his chest.  “All of my brood not in the long sleep are in the lines.”

“Good,” she said.  “We shall need their strength.”  She turned to introduce her two companions.  “King Eagon Harbronn, Lord Bahamut, this is Caitlyn Shadowpaw of the Changelings of the Fang, and this is Alex Zane, the Guardian of Balance.”

“Praise the Mother, ye found ‘im,” King Harbronn said.  Lord Bahamut nodded his agreement.  They both turned to regard him.

“I welcome you to the heart of Adorac and look forward to hunting our enemies together, Guardian,” Lord Bahamut said in his deep sonorous voice.

“As do I,” the king said.

Lord Bahamut looked down at Caitlyn.  “Young Fangsister, it has been a long time since the Scale and Fang have hunted side by side.  Will you accompany me this day?”

Caitlyn grinned a panther’s grin and stretched her claws, “As I can, Scalelord.”

“Excuse us a moment,” Alex said, turning to face Terra.

“What is it, Alex?” Terra asked.

“You didn’t answer me earlier,” he said.  “When we were in the bedroom.”

Terra let out a soft laugh and changed what she was going to say at the last second when she saw he was serious.  “Right now?”

He took his helmet off and, setting it down, settled to one knee in front of her, one hand on the Guardian’s Blade, the other in a fist on the ground.  I’ve embraced this fate I’ve been dealt, Father.  “I don’t have much to offer, and we know you won’t have me for long, but I love you, Terra Duval.”  

Words began to flow into his mind from the blade.  “I don’t have a ring, but I offer you this pledge.”  He took a deep breath and began.

“I shall be your Shield.  I offer my life in defense of yours.  I will give my life before a drop of your blood is shed.  I shall protect you in everything you do until the day I die, with my last breath.  I offer myself as your husband and protector.”  The three men looked shocked, and Caitlyn smiled for them.

Terra smiled at Alex.  “I accept your pledge.  And, of course I’ll marry you, you big oaf.  How did you know The Link Pledge?”

“It told me,” Alex said patting the sword.  A ghost of sadness crossed her face at the implications, but she banished it with another smile.  She stepped to him and reached a hand toward either side of his head to begin the linking.

“Wait,” Alex said.

She took her hands back quickly.  “What, my love?” she asked softly.

“Can you give me one request?” Alex asked.

“Anything.”

“I want to marry you as you really are, not with you hiding yourself from everyone.”

Terra looked at the people around them.  “All right, Alex.”  She took a deep breath and lifted her arms to her shoulders.  She slowly let the breath out and snapped her arms back down to her sides.  Her luminescent blue wings cast a soft glow on the floor around them.  She is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, Alex thought.

“King Harbronn,” Alex said.

“Yes, Guardian?”

“Could you wed us?  As a Sorceress to her Shield?”

The dwarven king walked next to them, his back to the Adorac Falls.  “I would be honored to wed the Nexus an’ Guardian on the eve o’ battle.”

Alex looked into Terra’s hazel eyes.  “Are you ready?” he asked.

She stretched her wings out straight behind her and placed a hand on either side of his head.  “Yes, my love.”

“Ye may begin the linkin’,” King Harbronn said.  A beam of the purest white light encapsulated the two of them and shot up into the sky.  

“Terra Duval o’ Dae, Nexus o’ Magic, do ye accept this man’s pledge an’ his offer o’ marriage?  Do ye swear to no’ send ‘im into undue danger an’ protect him as wholeheartedly as he defends ye?  Do ye swear to love an’ honor him, forsakin’ all others, ‘til death do ye part?”

“I do,” she said, a smile on her face.  Alex felt tears well up in his eyes as he began to feel aware of her physical state, location, and emotions.  He felt her love for him pulse along the forming link.

“Alex Zane o’ Earth, Guardian o’ Balance, do ye accept this woman’s offer o’ marriage?  Do ye swear to protect ‘er in all things, doing everything in yer power to keep ‘er from harm?  Do ye swear to honor an’ love ‘er, forsakin’ all others, ‘til death do ye part?”

“I do.”  Tears began to run down Terra’s face as she felt his undying love for her.

“Seein’ yer oaths true, I pronounce ye husband an’ wife.  With a kiss, seal yer link an’ express yer true love fer each other.”

Alex slowly stood and placed his hands on either side of Terra’s face.  She slid her hands down from high on his head to his face.  Each pulled the other in for a long kiss.  

They had kissed many times before, but none of them had approached the bliss of this one perfect kiss.  Alex breathed in the warm smell of his new wife and felt the smooth skin of her tender lips pressed against his.  Alex lost himself in the pure expression of their feelings for each other.

Alex felt the link gain a sense of permanence, as if it belonged between him and Terra, and it always would.  He felt a hollow boom from the pillar of light exploding around them.

“I love you, my wife,” Alex whispered.

Terra smiled; her hazel eyes reflected light from the magma falls.  “I love you too, my husband.”

A few seconds passed before he even noticed the roar of cheers throughout the volcano.  They parted and stood next to each other, holding hands.  Terra spread her wings high above them and raised her hand to wave at all the cheering dwarves.  The roar intensified.

“I wove a simple spell so all could hear the ceremony,” Lord Bahamut said in his deep rumble.

Terra smiled at him.  “Thank you.”

Caitlyn padded up next to them.  “Congratulations you two.  On the marriage, and the baby.”

Alex grinned at her at the same time Brahm sputtered, “Baby?”

A horn that made a warped sound cut through the reverie, and the cheers stopped immediately as everyone turned to face the sound.

“They’re comin’ from the south,” King Harbronn said.  “Just as the scouts reported.”

“I still say something stinks about all o’ this, me king,” Brahm said gruffly.  “They only brought half as many as they did when they tried to besiege us five years ago.  It’ll be a slaughter, why do it?”

“Only half?” Alex asked.  He frowned in thought

“Aye,” Brahm said.  “Azreal do no’ care fer his forces, but he do no’ waste ‘em either.  This’ll be a slaughter o’ ‘is army.”

Alex felt himself begin to fill with a sense of vitality and strength.  He felt Terra’s worry flow across the link.  He picked his helmet up from the ground next to him and put it on.

“They come,” Lord Bahamut said.

Alex heard the snap of bone and sinew behind him and knew Lord Bahamut was changing into his animal form.  The snap of bone grew deeper and louder.  Alex cringed at the sound and began to grow worried as it went on and on.  He turned to look just as the sound stopped.

A giant red eye with a vertical slit pupil regarded Alex as he stepped back in surprise.  The eye was in a huge scaled head on the end of a scaled, sinuous neck.  Scales covered the spiked body and tail of the fifty-foot-long ancient red dragon.  A beat of leathery wings launched the Dragonlord into the air.  Bahamut roared in hatred as demons poured from the tunnels to the south.

Alex ran to the edge to watch Bahamut soar to the thickest fighting and breathe flame deep into the enemy lines from above.

“I can see why you come to this plateau to coordinate the defense,” Alex said.  “You can see everything from up here.”

Brahm grunted his agreement from the bank of speaking tubes.  “Aye, ‘tis a good place fer watchin’ the flow o’ battle on the ground.  The air too.”

Alex looked up and saw glitters of light in a myriad of colors as more Changelings of the Scale launched from caves high above.  They closed with the demonic army and engulfed it in flames as varied in colors as the dragons themselves.

“The battle’ll no’ last long at this rate,” Brahm said to King Harbronn.

A flicker of light in the enemy lines drew Alex’s vision to the southwest.  “What was that?” Alex asked, pointing.

Terra squinted at where he was pointing.  “A warlock cast a spell, but I can’t tell what from here,” she said.

Caitlyn was also looking in that direction, her eyes sharper than the others.  “Looks like a scoop of some kind.  Made of Fire and Air.”

A green dragon flew over the area of the spell and breathed emerald flame.  Just before hitting the demonic army, the spell diverted the flames into the dwarven line.  Hundreds died in the blaze.

Brahm swore loudly.  “Cycle reserves from here to fill the gap,” the veteran Dwarf shouted into the speaking tube.

<Wing three, rake low.  Help hold the line until the dwarves can fill the gap,> Lord Bahamut’s voice boomed in Alex’s head.

“Telepathy?” he muttered as ten of the thirty dragons in the air swooped low, raking their claws through the demon horde.  Terra looked at him curiously, but he didn’t notice.

“Load  ballistae an’ ready mashers to roll south.  If the lines do break, I want more steel in the air than’s in a bloody forge,” Brahm said into a speaking tube.  He put his ear to a different tube and listened for a moment.  He frowned at what the Dwarf on the other end said and his salt-and-pepper bearded face grew red.  “Yes!  Line the bloody mashers up with the bloody tunnels,” he roared at the speaking tube.  “I do no’ care how long it’ll take to clear the bloody wreckage.”

“We should be down there,” Alex said, his arms crossed on his chest.  “We should be helping them hold.”

Terra shook her head, a feeling of patience coming across the link.  “We are needed here.  If something goes wrong, we will have to respond immediately.  We can be so busy defending the southeastern tunnel that we don’t notice the southwestern is overrun.”  

Alex let out a forceful breath and uncrossed his arms.  As soon as he grabbed the hilt of the Guardian’s Blade, his vision went white.  He became someone else, somewhere else.

She stood on top of Aranfel Keep watching as the demons were slaughtered outside the eastern gate.  The mountains had succeeded in funneling the demonic army.

“Move forces from the western walls to reinforce and help with mop up,” Lord Devin, Lord of Aranfel said.  “The battle goes well, Guardian.

“Good,” Maegan said, nodding.  “So long as they don’t come from the west.”

Lord Devin laughed.  She couldn’t stand the man, so puffed up and full of himself.  “The scouts haven’t reported a single thing from the west since the battle began.  Don’t worry, all is well.”

Alex’s vision cleared slowly.  <It turns out dead scouts don’t give many reports.  I almost died that day.  We were overrun by forces from the west,> Maegan’s voice echoed in Alex’s mind.

Stay out of my head, he snapped as he took his hand from the Guardian’s Blade.  He spun to Brahm and King Harbronn.

“We are going to be attacked from the north,” he said, panic edging in on his voice.

“I do no’ think…” King Harbronn started before Terra’s raised hand cut him off.

“Are you sure?” she asked.  “How do you know?”

“They used the same tactics at Aranfel.  Lull your opponent into a false sense of confidence after making him think he is fighting as hard as he can.  Then, stick a blade in his heart before he can react to your sudden vigor,” Alex said, still shaken by the vision.

Worry thrummed along the link.  “Aranfel was destroyed over five hundred years ago, Alex.  How do you know?”

“Maegan was there.”

“Who’s Maegan?” Caitlyn asked.  

Alex looked Terra in the eyes, pleading her to believe him.  “A Guardian.  Five hundred years ago.”  

The feeling of Terra’s worry intensified, but she nodded her head at his explanation. “Brahm,” she said, turning to face the Dwarf, “I think he’s right.”

“Bloody…” the Captain of the Guard said softly.  “There’s nothin’ in the north tunnels.  We’ve no’ even heard from a scout sayin’ there was as much as a cave rat in the bloody north tunnels since before the…” Brahm trailed off.  The experienced battle commander spun back to the speaking tubes with alacrity.  “Aim as many of the flamin’ ballistae as have a line o’ sight as ye can north.  Get the bloody mashers turned around an’ lined up with the north tunnels.  Ready riders an’ get the bloody Hammer Legion movin’ up the supply tunnels.  We’ll spring a trap o’ our own.”

Caitlyn growled softly and laid her ears back.  “What is it?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know, but something is making a painfully high pitched noise.”

A familiar clatter Alex couldn’t place, and a roar of pain whipped his head around to look south.  He watched as a dragon crashed to the ground and was overwhelmed behind enemy lines.  

<All wings land,> Bahamut sent.  <They are attacking with some kind of handheld machina.  Change and fight on foot.>  Twenty-eight dragons landed and changed into their human forms.  Bahamut gained altitude and began to survey the overall flow of battle.

“Ballistas’re ready.  Mashers’re in position at the supply tunnel mouths, me King.  Riders’re in the supply tunnels movin’ north with the Hammer Legion behind ‘em,” Brahm said.

“Good.  Wait fer the demons to break through the gates then send in the mashers.”

Alex saw a flash of light to the southwest and heard the familiar clatter again.  Rifle fire? he wondered.  Terra must have heard the sound and sensed his confusion.  She was looking over there as well.

“Do you know any spells that sound like a rifle?” he asked.  The sound came again, but it didn’t sound quite like any gun he had heard before.  It was higher pitched, more like a whine, and the muzzle flash looked like camera lens flare.

Terra shook her head.  “No magic that I know of,” she said.  

Alex tried to make out details, but the enemy lines were over a mile away.  He couldn’t make out anything in the surging mass.  He heard Caitlyn’s growl get deeper.  

“Alex,” she said.  “Whatever is making that sound is big.”

“Ye know what it is, Cat?” Brahm asked.

“No,” she said absently.  She cocked her head up at the sound.  “But, it’s getting closer.”

“Seems these demons have a few tricks left,” King Harbronn said.

Brahm nodded to his king and turned to the speaking tube.  “Be ready.  Those bloody demons’re goin’ to come through the north gates any-”  An explosion ripped through the air as the northern gates exploded in gouts of fire and stone.  “Ballistae away.  Get the mashers rollin’.  Send riders to hold the line until the Hammer can get in position fer ambush.”

The twang of massive crossbow strings filled the air.  Alex ran to the north side of the plateau just as the three supply tunnels about a mile north slid open.  What looked like a massive wooden battering ram with a spiked rolling pin came from the mouth of the tunnel.  Each had metal walls on the side and was pushed by about twenty dwarves.  Wheels on the back of the ram held the end up as the dwarves pumped their legs as fast as they could to the three northern tunnel openings.

Ballista bolts filled the air and flew expertly into the mouths of the tunnels, killing rank after rank of the surprised demons.  The barrage was not heavy enough to prevent some of the demons from getting past the blasted opening of the tunnels.

A thrum deep in Alex’s chest drew his attention from the fighting in the north.  He sensed Terra’s confusion and apprehension as she looked around for the source of it as well.  All five of them on the top of the plateau looked about for the source of the sound.  “It’s above us,” Caitlyn said suddenly.

Alex’s eyes shot up, and he saw something black hovering miles above their heads.  That looks like some sort of futuristic airship, he thought, squinting up at it.  He watched as the airship fired twin pulses of bright green energy at Bahamut.  

Luck saved the Dragonlord.  Bahamut turned just in time for the blasts of energy to miss him and punch a massive hole in the wall of the volcano.  A jet of red flame shot from the dragon changeling’s maw as he began to wing toward the maneuvering airship.

<The bottom of the Fyrian ship just opened,> Bahamut sent.  

“Bahamut just said that it was Fyrian,” Alex said.  He hoped Terra didn’t feel how worried he was.  “What does that mean?”

Terra’s face paled.  “It’s from Fyr.  The Realm of Science.  I’m going to try taking it down, who knows what it’s capable of.”  Her face tensed in concentration, and he could feel her focus.  

A few seconds passed, and the airship’s guns glowed green with accumulating energy and fired at the Dragonlord again.  Bahamut managed to roll away from the main body of the pulse of energy, but the corona of the blast seared him.  Smoke rose from his scales, but he still winged closer to the airship.

Disbelief tinged the bond for a moment then went away.  “What’s wrong, Terra?” Alex asked.

“My magic isn’t affecting it.”  A barrage of missiles flew from the top of the airship at Bahamut, but a blast of flame from the mighty red dragon made them explode before they reached him.  “I have an idea,” Terra said.

She waited for the airship’s guns to glow green before they fired and made a curved surface of Fire and Air much like the one the demonic warlock had made.  The airship’s guns blasted another pulse of energy.  Instead of going straight, the twin pulses moved in a tight arc around the top of the ship and blasted holes in the frame.

The ship began to lose altitude, but not before a blast of orange light came from the bottom of it.  Something black fell rapidly from the bottom of the airship as it began a sharp descent toward the Adorac Falls.

That’s not just an airship.  It’s a dropship. “Move away from the center of the plateau.  Now!” Alex shouted.  Everyone just had time to roll to the side when a hundred tons of machinery, weapons, and armor slammed into the plateau, making it crack beneath them.

The whir of machinery and clank of metal plates repositioning from drop position drew Alex’s vision to the fifty-foot-tall machine.  How am I supposed to fight that thing? he thought.  It’s huge!  A transparent cockpit allowed him to see the pilot of the massive bipedal robot.

“You owe me a new cruiser, Nexus,” the pilot said, his voice slightly distorted by the external speakers on the massive machine.  “I’m going to kill your friends, destroy the pathetic army you have fielded, and take you to Azreal for payment.”

Alex stood.  “You won’t touch her.”

The pilot laughed.  “And you are going to stop me, Little Man?  With what?  Your sword?”  A fifteen-foot-long blade flipped out of the arm of the Battlesuit.  It seemed to hum as it mounted into position.  “Mine’s bigger.  You step aside, and I won’t kill you all.  Just the woman.”

Alex drew the thorium bastard sword from the hanger on his back.  He took a step to the left, putting himself firmly between Terra and the machine.  “You will die before you touch her.”

“Alex,” Terra said over the sound of the pilot’s laughter.  “My magic isn’t working on this machina.  I can’t even pick things up.  Something is blocking me from being able to cast spells.”  

Alex felt a flood of energy, of power, enter him.   He felt as if he could leap buildings, stop a train with one hand.  As if he was unstoppable.  “Link works, though,” Terra said. Alex senses sharpened.  He saw swirls on the metal of the Battlesuit he would have missed if he had been less than a foot away.  He felt each hair being blown by the soft breeze.  He smelled the blood permeating the air from the battles taking place over a mile away.  He heard Terra’s soft breathing behind him over the sound of the pilot’s continuing laughter.

Everything seemed to slow down.  The pilot stopped laughing.  “It’s time to die, Little Man.”  The Battlesuit’s arm was a blur it was moving so fast, but to Alex, it was no faster or more dangerous than a swing with a training sword.   He leisurely moved the bastard sword up to block the humming blade.

The immense blade stopped as surely as if it had hit a mountain.  Alex saw the look of alarm cross the pilot’s face.  “What are you?” the pilot said.  The massive blade ground and shrieked as it was held by Alex’s comparatively small sword.  It’s vibrating at an ultra-sonic frequency.  The thorium sword began to dull and chip under the powerful vibration of the Battlesuit’s blade.

Alex put his weight behind heaving the massive blade away.  “Caitlyn, get Brahm, Terra, and Harbronn back.  All they will do is get killed up here.”

“Alex-” Terra began to protest.

“Don’t argue.  I don’t know what I would do…” he trailed off.

“Aw,” the pilot chided, the speaker distorting his voice.  Terra, Caitlyn, and the two dwarves began to reluctantly edge their way to the ramp leading down the plateau.  “You love, her don’t you?  The half-breed freak?  Cute.  After I kill you, little man, I am going to hunt her down.  And, before I take her to Azreal, I am going to rape her, repeatedly, just for the inconvenience you have caused me.”

Alex clenched his jaw in rage.  He dashed forward and tried to hit the right leg of the machine, but it jumped over him.  Jets of flame spun it in the air, and its hundred tons slammed into the ground behind him.  Alex lifted the blade over his head to block the overhead chop he knew was coming.  The weight of the blow made the ground beneath him crack more.  Only the magical energy flowing from Terra kept him from being pulverized under the weight of that blow.  

He heard the thorium sword begin to crack.  He rolled to the side, disengaging the blades, and the Battlesuit’s blade sank into the stone ground like it was a hot knife through butter.  Alex glanced over his shoulder and saw Terra looking back from the top of the ramp.  “Go!” Alex shouted as he rolled out of the way of another overhead chop.  “You can’t cast magic here.  Help on the lines!”  Terra nodded as she ran down the ramp.

Alex turned to face the Battlesuit and barely got his sword up in time to block a back handed swing.  The thorium weapon snapped.  The sonic blade slammed into his chest, knocking him from his feet and making him roll almost to the edge of the plateau.  Alarm from Terra shot through the link.  He tried to keep calm and send her a sense of reassurance.  

“Not so tough now, eh, Little Man?” the pilot taunted as he slowly sauntered the massive machine to him.  Alex coughed as he lifted himself to his hands and knees.  It hurt when he breathed, and one of the plates of his chest piece was laced with a spider’s web of cracks.  He regained his feet just before the machine finished closing with him.  “Any last words?”

“Yeah,” Alex said roughly.  He shook his head to clear it.

“What’s that?” the pilot asked.

“Dragon.”

“What-” the pilot started as eighty tons of scaly red muscle, bone, and rage slammed into the Battlesuit, knocking it down onto its side.  The sound of claws raking at the metallic armor plates filled the air with their painful screech.  Brilliant flame, the color of blood, blackened the transparent cockpit of the Battlesuit.

The roar of flame quickly changed into a roar of pain as the pilot began to hack at Bahamut with the sonic sword.  Spouts of blood gushed from the Dragonlord as he beat his wings to get away from the piercing blade.

<Did what I could, Guardian,> Bahamut sent, pain clear in his tone.  <Up to you.>  The ancient red dragon launched himself from the side of the plateau.

I have no choice, Alex thought as he drew the Guardian’s Blade.  He braced his mind for the onslaught of rage, but everything froze.  The only sound was the beating of his heart and his breath.

<You can’t fight it,> Maegan’s voice echoed in his head.  <If you try to fight it, you will be overwhelmed by the anger.  You must embrace it, feed it, push it on to new heights of hatred, new depths of rage.>

Are you really there? Alex thought.  No answer came.  Motion and sound crashed back in around him.  Red light shown from the blade as it changed shape into the flame engulfed Wrathblade.  He reflexively tried to fight the rage, but, with effort, embraced it instead.

He drew the rage deep into him and fanned the flames of his hatred for the pilot inside the Battlesuit.  He took a deep breath, feeling his anger grow with the blazing pain in his chest.  He said he would kill me and rape Terra!  He said he would give her over to Azreal!  The flames on the Wrathblade grew higher, burned hotter.  

He waited for the marred Battlesuit to stand before he approached it.

The Guardian spoke in a voice that lacked the painful dissonance it had had when the Wrathblade overpowered him.  He pointed the blazing sword at the pilot.  “For bringing war and death here, you will die,” he said in judgment.  The Wrathblade pulsed white in cadence with the Guardian’s words.

The Battlesuit lunged at him, swinging the prodigious sonic sword in a third overhand chop.  He drew more magical energy from Terra.  He caught the blade dispassionately in his open hand.  The force of the blow drove his feet a foot into the cracked stone.  He didn’t notice.

Flames engulfed his entire body as he embraced the cyclone of rage pounding inside of him.  His thorium armor turned blood-red, the cracked chest plate fusing back into one piece.  He brought the Wrathblade over in a slow arc and snapped the sonic sword in half.

The Battlesuit stumbled back a few steps as the pilot tried to put distance between himself and the Guardian.  “Who are you?  What are you?” the pilot asked in shocked disbelief.

The Guardian lifted his feet free of the stone and strode steadily toward the Fyrian machine.  “I am Alex Zane, The Guardian.  Paragon of Earth.  Husband of Terra Duval.  I am her Shield.  I am her Sword.”  

He roared as he swung The Wrathblade at the Battlesuit from twenty feet away.  He fed his anger, his hate, his rage into the swing.  A beam of flame, sharp enough to make a scalpel look dull by comparison, leapt from the tip of The Wrathblade.  

The Fyrian pilot was sliced in half, scalp to groin, milliseconds before the Battlesuit exploded in a tremendous gout of flame.  The Guardian didn’t notice the heat from the flames.  He stood there, the burning rubble suiting his mood.

He felt Terra approaching from behind.  He felt her tentative hope tinged through with fear wrapped in her love for him.  The Guardian released The Wrathblade.  The waves of rage subsided, his armor cooled to its silver color, and the blade reverted to its wooden form.

Alex turned to face her.  “I thought I said to help hold the lines,” he said with a tender smile.

Love bloomed through the link.  He almost lost himself in the perfect bliss of their devotion to each another.  “It’s over,” she said as she crossed the cracked plateau.  “They began to retreat as soon as you destroyed the machina.”  

He stared deep into her eyes.  Her hair still glowed with the light of her wings.  “Good,” he said.  With the danger past, the power from the link fled his body.  He dropped to one knee, feeling every ache and pain acutely.  “I’m exhausted.”

“I can tell.”   She laughed as she helped him stand and walk.

Caitlyn met them at the ramp and put his other arm over her shoulders and together the three left the ruined plateau top behind.

Chapter Thirteen - Adorac Falls

 

Alex groaned.  The bed in Brahm’s guest room wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was far too short for humans.  He had not realized the battle had dragged lat in to the night and was exhausted from using The Wrathblade twice to close together.  He groaned again as he rolled onto his side.  The wooden sword dug into his side, and Alex realized he had fallen asleep with the weapon.

Maegan?  Alex thought, remembering the previous Guardian’s name.  Are you there?

<Yes, Wielder.  How may I aid you?>

Is it true what Terra said?  That the blade will make me go insane?

<I’m sorry, Alex, but she’s right.  The Guardian’s Blade is not a perfect creation, and the longer it’s used, the more damage it will do.>

So there’s no way to stop it?

<There is, but it comes at a terrible price.  The previous Guardians live on in the blade, and it is our memories that are going to drive you mad.>

A glimmer of hope flickered in Alex’s mind.  How can it be stopped, Maegan?

Long seconds passed before Maegan whispered into his mind again.  <It is our memories that are driving you mad, so the only way to save you is for us to destroy ourselves.  As the Voice of Balance, I must gain concurrence with one other voice of the Guardian’s Blade, and once that happens, our half-lives end.>

Oh.  For me to live, what’s left of you must die.

<That’s right, but it’s not just me.  There are eight other sentient voices inside the blade, along with the memories of thousands of others.  It is our function to select the memories that will be of the greatest aid to you and implant them in your mind.  Did you not notice in Starfall Village how quickly you regained mastery of the sword?  That was us.  Countless millennia of  fighting with each of the Guardian’s Blades’s forms reside within us.  Without this information, you will likely fail in your quest.>

After Azreal is dead, and the Nine Realms are safe, will you consider doing it?

<No, Wielder.  The memories would then be lost for the ones who come after you.  I’m sorry, but this is too important for just one man.>

I understand…  Alex heard the door swing open and someone step into the room.

“King Harbronn has requested our presence in three days,” Terra said.  “He said that we are to spend time resting and enjoying the pleasure of his realm.”

His stomach rumbled its displeasure at him not getting up and eating.

“Come on, Alex.  It’s past mid-day, you’ve slept for nearly twelve hours,” Terra said.  “You need to at least get up and get something to eat.  Moving around will help you wake up.”

He groaned again and rolled to face her.  “I’m not hungry.”  His stomach immediately put the lie to those words with another rumble.  She stared at him until he sat up and slid off the opposite side of the bed.  “Don’t look at me in that tone of voice,” he muttered.

Terra laughed and walked around the bed.  She kissed him on the lips and danced away when he tried to wrap his arms around her.  “I’ll see you in the sitting room,” she said, smiling.  “Don’t take too long.”

Alex smiled as she shut the door.  He could feel her love and happiness for him, as well as the slight scratches she had gotten diving away from the Battlesuit.  Her ribs still ached, but they were getting better.  His eyes followed her through the wall as she walked to the table and sat down to wait.

He walked around the small room and put on a white shirt and loose black pants.  Alex brushed his teeth at the washbasin in the room and donned the baldric holding the Guardian’s Blade.  He grabbed the hilt and stood there for a moment, waiting to see if anything would happen.

Alex shrugged and walked into the sitting room.  Terra and Caitlyn, in her human form, both rose.  “Good to see you aren’t dead, Alex,” Caitlyn said.  “I was starting to think after surviving the undead and Fyrian machina you had been choked to death by bed sheets.”

Alex laughed.  “Good to see you too, Cat.”

She frowned at him and gave him an unreadable look.  “I hate being called that.”

“Sorry,” Alex said.  “It won’t happen again, Kitten.”

She darted after him as he dodged around the chairs from her.  Terra laughed at the two of them and caught Alex when he stumbled as he ran past her.  “Let’s get some food in him first, Caitlyn,” Terra said.  “Then we can all play with a good ball of yarn.”

Alex shook with mirth, and Caitlyn thumped Terra on the head.  Her yelp made Alex laugh harder, until he got a good thump too.  He straightened his shirt and walked to his boots by the door.  The women had already put theirs on and were waiting on him.  He put on his and stood by the door, doing his best to look impatient.  

Alex pulled open the door and held it.  “Are you two ever going to be ready?  I’ve been waiting to go look around all day,” he said in mock frustration.  Terra rolled her eyes at him as she walked past, and Caitlyn poked him hard in the stomach.  He grunted and closed the door behind him.

“Where to first?” Caitlyn asked.

“Food,” Alex and Terra said simultaneously.  They looked at each other and laughed.

“The market it is.”

The three walked down the stone hewn passages of The Adorac Citadel, past pedestals with ancient dwarven weapons and dummies wearing the armor of great dwarven heroes.  Terra smiled at the feeling of Alex’s wonder through the link as his eyes roved the storied weapons and armor.

   “We can come back and look at this stuff later, Alex,” she said.  “You really should get some food in you.  I know a few good restaurants in the market, and there are some interesting shops there.”

Alex nodded.  A few minutes passed, and he hadn’t seen anyone Dwarf, human, or changeling in the halls.  “Where is everyone?” he asked.  Terra shrugged.  She and Caitlyn exchanged conspiratorial grins.

“What are you two plotting?” Alex asked as they walked out through the citadel’s northern entrance.

An explosion of shouts and applause hit him as soon as the massive doors closed.  Thousands of people were arrayed at the bottom of the stairs.  Shouts of “Guardian!” and “Nexus!” filled the air.  The cheering went on for some time before Terra raised her hand and called for silence.

“People of the Volcano,” she said, her voice booming over the crowd with magically empowered strength, “thank you all for the well-wishes and congratulations we have received.  Many of you have asked after my husband, Alex Zane, the Guardian.  He is well and is proud to have fought in defense of your land.”

Oh, no, Alex thought.  I know where this is going.  He fought to keep his expression under control.  The crowds cheered at something Terra said.  He felt panic begin to bubble up and did his best to push it down.  He could feel Terra’s amusement.

“Here he is,” she continued, “the man who defeated the Fyrian machina and made the demons run in fear of his might!”  Cheers rose again.

She let the voice amplifying spell dissipate before casting it anew. “Ready?” she asked innocently.  

“I will get you back for this,” he promised.  “I’m ready.”  Alex raised his hand when Terra nodded for him to begin.  The shouts trailed off.  

“My friends, today we have struck a mighty blow against the forces of Hell.”  Cheers rose up, but he continued.  “We have shown this lord of demons, this supposed Overlord, that he is no lord of ours.”  He paused when the cheers went up again.  He held his hand for silence.

“We have shown him that from today, until the end of all days, we will fight.  And, we will win.”  The ground shook with the boom of ten thousand voices raised in the exultant cry of victory.  Terra nodded again as she released the spell.

She took up his hand and walked down the steps with him.  Caitlyn walked in front, helping to open a small path through the throng as they walked.  People congratulated them on the wedding, the victory, and anything else they could think of.  Dwarves and humans all cheered and wished the Guardian and Nexus well.

Shouts followed them as they passed through the far end of the crowd and made their way on foot to the market.  About a quarter mile ahead of them, a number of stone buildings were arrayed in a rough square.

“I hate giving speeches,” Alex said as they walked.  

Terra laughed.  “I couldn’t tell.”  She was silent a moment before continuing.  “I have been thinking, Husband, that although we are married, we know next to nothing about the other’s past.”

“Well, Wife,” he said.  “I guess we will have to remedy that.”

Caitlyn looked over her shoulder at the two of them, a conflicted look on her face.  “I’m going to check on Lord Bahamut,” she said.  “He was injured badly in the fighting.”  

“Sounds good,” Terra said.  “Let him know we hope he has a fast recovery.”  Caitlyn set off to the gondola that ran from the market to the caves that housed the Changelings of the Scale.

“Is she all right?” Alex asked after Caitlyn departed.

“I don’t know,” Terra said.  “Maybe something’s bothering her.  I’ll talk to her about it later.”

Alex shrugged the matter away.  “Why doesn’t someone just heal Bahamut?” he asked.

“It won’t work.  Healing, and a few other spells don’t work on the dragons,” Terra answered.  “The price of being the mightiest beast in the world, I suppose.”

“There is a lot about your world that I don’t know,” he said as they entered the market.  People wished them well as they passed, and they returned the sentiment.

“Don’t worry,” she said as she led him into a two story stone building.  The sign outside named it, “The Weary Traveler.”  She asked the hostess, a dark headed dwarven woman wearing a red silk dress, for a private dining room upstairs.  “I’ll teach you that too.

“This used to be an inn,” Terra said as they followed the hostess up the stairs.  “But now they serve the best boar steak and cave mushroom dishes I have ever had.”  

The private dining room had a table that could seat six and a window that overlooked the market.  Some kind of glowing orange crystal gave illumination to the room.  Terra ordered a glass of water, one of warm mulled wine, and two boar steaks with mushrooms.  The hostess closed the door behind, and Alex wrapped Terra in a warm embrace and kissed her deeply. 

“I’m still going to get you back for the speech,” he said when they parted and sat facing each other next to the window.

Terra laughed, and Alex smiled at the sound.  “Do you really hate talking to a group of people that much?” she asked.

“I would have rather fought the Battlesuit again.”

She snorted.  A knock at the door and a human woman with curly brown hair and another red silk dress entered with their glasses.  “What did you call the Fyrian machina?” Terra asked when the serving woman left.

“A Battlesuit.  That’s what it is.  A large robot that is piloted by a human in the cockpit.  Kinetic sensors as well as pedals control the motion of the suit.  It also uses verbal commands to deploy the weapons systems.”

Terra held her glass to her lips but had not drunk any of the water.  “How do you know all of that?” Terra asked.

Alex opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came out.  “I don’t know,” he said finally.

Terra took a drink of the water and set her glass down on the table.  “The memories of the previous wielders of the Guardian’s Blade.”

He took a deep swallow of the spiced wine.  “How long do I have?” he asked.

She shook her head.  “I’m sorry, Alex.  I don’t know.  You did well controlling the Wrathblade last night, but you are also talking about things that there is no way you could know.  Usually…” she hesitated before continuing.  “Usually the Guardian dies before the madness claims them.”

He took another deep draught of wine.  “Let’s talk about something else.  What’s it like using magic?” he asked.

Terra laughed.  “It’s hard to explain to someone that’s never used it before.”  She sat and pondered the question.  “Using magic is kind of like…  I know.  Close your eyes.”

“What?”

“Close your eyes.  It’ll help me explain.”

“Whatever you say, Crazy,” Alex said as he complied.  He knew Terra was rolling her eyes at him.  “What now?”

“So impatient,” Terra said.  “I’m trying to explain colors to a blind man.  Give me a second to figure out exactly how to start.  All right, focus on my voice.  You can tell where I am from the sound of it, right?”

“Yeah,” Alex said as he reached out a hand and touched her on the cheek.  He felt her soft lips on his fingers as she kissed them.  

“Good,” she said.  “Now put your hand back down.”  She continued when he did.  “Using magic is kind of like seeing without using your eyes.  You sense the energies around you and draw them into yourself.  All practitioners of magic do this without realizing it.  I was taught at a very young age to sense that energy in myself.  Do you want to try?”

Alex laughed.  “I don’t think I have any magical powers, Terra.  But if it would help me understand…”  He heard her chair slide across the floor as she stood.  Her footsteps went around the table, and he felt her warm breath on his ear.

“Take a deep breath and let it out as slow as you can,” she whispered in his ear.  “Good, just like that.  Look deep into yourself.  Far down into your core.  Keep your eyes closed, and gently draw your eyes down in that direction.”  Alex was beginning to lose himself in her voice.

“Good, you are doing it perfectly.  Now breathe back in as slowly as you breathed out.  That’s right.  Deep down in your core is a sphere, and it pulses with light.  The next time you breathe in, tell me what color it is.”

Alex took another slow breath.  “I don’t see anything,” he whispered, lost in the focusing trance.

“That’s all right.  With every breath out, push deeper into your core.  With every breath in, the sphere will pulse with light.  Search far within yourself, my love.  Synchronize your breathing with mine.”

A few slow breaths went by as Alex pushed his consciousness deeper into himself.  At first, he didn’t feel anything, but as time went by, he thought there was something.  Every time he would breathe in, he felt like he could see tendrils of energy flowing into an inky ball at the very center of his being.

The sphere was completely black, and it ate the energy flowing into it with a ravenous hunger.  

“You see it?” Terra asked.  His breathing must have changed.

Alex pushed down closer to the midnight orb.  It was as if there was a black hole deep inside him, devouring everything that came too close.  “I do,” he whispered.

“What color is it?”

He reached out to the ball of energy at his core.  I can touch it.  

Before he could draw any closer to the sphere, a woman’s voice that Alex knew he should recognize screamed in his head.  STOP, ALEX!  THIS ISN’T THE WAY!  YOU CAN’T CONTROL IT!

Gasping for breath, Alex’s eyes shot open.  “I don’t want to do that anymore.”  His head was pounding as he came from the trance.

Terra knelt beside him.  “OK.  We don’t have to continue.”  She studied his face.  “You look pale as a sheet.  What did you see?”

Alex put his hands over his eyes and tried to remember.  “I…”  He shook his head and lowered his hands.  He looked at his wife kneeling at his side, concern etched on her face.  “I don’t remember.  It’s all a fog now.”  He shook his head again to try clearing out the lingering haze, but he couldn’t remember what he had seen.

Terra sat back down in her chair and finished answering his question.  “After I got used to finding that ball of energy, it became a simple matter of pushing the energy from it, manipulating it as needed.  Most people on Dae can learn to use magic; it’s like a muscle they had forgotten how to use.”

“So it gets stronger the more it’s used?” Alex asked.

“Correct.  But, just like some people are stronger than others, some can hold more magical power than others.”

“How are you different as Nexus when it comes to magic?”

Terra took a sip of water.  “I don’t have to draw energy into myself before unleashing it.  All of the raw power of the Realm of Magic is at my fingertips.  It’s just exhausting to try harnessing near limitless power without losing control.”

Alex gulped.  “I can imagine.  Ask me a question.”

“Michael already showed you some of my childhood, so why don’t you tell me about yours?” 

A knock at the door brought the curly-haired serving girl with their two plates of food.  She set one down in front of each of them and asked if they needed anything else.  When they declined, she left.

Alex gathered his thoughts as he cut a bite of food.  “I was born in the mountains of Arkansas.  In the autumn it looks like fireworks have fallen to earth when the trees begin to lose their leaves.  My father told me that my mother died in childbirth.  I never knew her.  My father…  My father was a hard man.”
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“You’re dead, Boy,” Father said.  Twelve-year-old Alex wiped the blood from his mouth.  His father’s reed sword had hit him in the face again.  “Get up.  Do it again.”

Alex shouted as he rushed at his father, swinging the bundled lathe of reeds at his father’s knees.  The middle-aged man nimbly hopped over the swing, and Alex had to roll to the side to keep from getting rapped on the top of the head.  His father gave chase through the dried fallen leaves.  Reds and browns flew by as they ran through the cool, autumnal forest.  The boy made it to a small rise that was clear of trees and spun to face his father.

The boy didn’t see or hear anything around him.  Not one to be caught off guard, he spun in a small circle and made sure the man wasn’t trying to sneak up on him from behind.  Alex waited for a few minutes, not willing to give up the high ground, but grew concerned that the man was setting a trap.  “He won’t catch me,” young Alex muttered, jogging back into the trees.

He prowled through the dried leaves, taking care not to step on any he thought would crackle.  A snapping tree limb brought his head whipping around.  The boy rushed toward the sound, heedless of how loud his footsteps were.

A tree branch under tension whipped around, and hit Alex hard in the chest.  He collapsed to the ground, the breath knocked out of him.  The man walked from around the tree and laid the sword of bundled reeds against the boy’s throat.

“You are dead for a fourth time today, Boy,” his father, Daniel Thomas Zane, said.  The man shook his head, shoulder length gray hair swinging.  Alex rolled onto his stomach and lifted himself to hands and knees.  “Why did you leave the high ground?” his father asked as he stood.

“What was I supposed to do?” Alex asked, his tone bordering on impertinence.  “For all I knew, you went back to the truck and got food and decided to wait me out.  I got no food, and it’s getting cold.”

“I have no food,” his father corrected.  “Good assessment of the situation, but what did you do wrong?” he asked as they walked back to the truck.

“Other than letting you hit me with a tree?” the boy asked sarcastically.  

His father frowned at him and hit him on top of the head with the bundled lathe.  

“I thought you were trying to trap me on that little hill and decided to run.  I ran into the real trap because of that,” Alex said, rubbing the top of his head.

“Good job, dead boy,” his father chided as they climbed into the old beat-up truck.  It rumbled to life when his father turned the key, and they began the half-hour drive down the mountain.  “We need to pick up some groceries.  What have you been studying?” his father asked.

Alex was sure his father knew exactly what he had been studying in the library of text books they had at home.  He just wanted to test Alex’s understanding.  “Philosophy,” the boy said, “and physics.”

Daniel let out a terse laugh.  They bumped over some ruts in the old hunting trail.  “So, I’m raising a scientist, poet, warrior then?”  

Alex rolled his eyes at his father’s sarcasm.  Wish I could hit him on top of the head, the boy thought.  

“Don’t roll your eyes at me, Boy,” his father said without looking over.

“How did you know I rolled my eyes at you?”

The older man laughed again.  “You just told me.  Now tell me what my renaissance man of a son learned today.”

Alex discussed the basics of friction and inertia with his father until the man started to ask him questions on philosophy.  They talked about why people who sacrifice themselves for a greater good are revered by a society as they turned onto the paved road that led into town.

“It would be nice to be known as a hero, even if it costs your life,” Alex said.

“Better to be alive,” his father said.  “Why would you care if people thought you are hero?  You’d be dead.”

“Well, you wouldn’t, but people would be grateful for my sacrifice,” the boy said.

“Why do people risk their lives?  Is it just so they can be known as heroes?”

Alex shook his head.  “Of course not.  While that could be some people’s motivation, it couldn’t possibly be everyone’s.”  He thought for a moment as they stopped at an intersection.  

“People could sacrifice themselves for others for a number of reasons,” Alex continued.  “Take a soldier who jumps on a grenade to save his fellow soldiers’ lives.  Some would do it because they were saving a friend, some would because if he didn’t they would likely all die, and some likely wouldn’t think at all, just react.”

His father nodded.  “Sometimes,” the man said, “there isn’t time to think, and you must act immediately.  Always be ready to live, or die, with the consequences of your actions.”

Alex nodded.  They rode the rest of the way to the store in silence.  He watched the trees roll by as the sun set.  It was dark when they pulled into the small country store’s parking lot.  His father had told him about places where you couldn’t go a few feet without bumping into another person, where neon signs lit the night with their enticing glow.  He hoped to see a place like that some day.

“Wait in the truck,” the older Zane said.  “I’ll only be a few minutes.”

“Yes, Father,” Alex said.  Daniel got out of the truck and walked into the store.  Alex looked at the other vehicles in the parking lot, taking down the details of each like his father had always told him to.

Old man Ripley’s truck, even more beat up than theirs, was parked so that just the back of it showed around the side of the small wood-paneled building.  Alex turned and looked out the driver’s window.

A small car that looked fast was parked a few spaces away.  A little, nervous man was sitting in the driver’s seat.  He rubbed his face and twitched impatiently for the other person who must be inside to come out.  Alex heard a couple cracks like loud fireworks.  A gun, the boy thought.

A young, raven-haired man ran out of the store, holding a small bag in one hand and a revolver in the other.  He jumped into the passenger seat of the small car just as Alex’s father stumbled out of the store holding his side.  The car reversed and peeled out as it flew from the parking lot.  Daniel staggered to the passenger side door and opened it.

Alex saw the bullet wound in his father’s side.  Blood soaked the older man’s shirt from the ribs down.  “Move over, Boy.  You have to drive.”

“But-” Alex started.

“You know how.  I’ve shown you.”

Alex slid over and helped his father climb into the passenger seat.  The boy noticed he had his father’s blood on his hands as he started the truck and backed out.  “We can take you to the doctor,” Alex said.  He hadn’t ever been to a doctor, but his father and his textbooks had told him about them.

“No,” Daniel said.  “The hospital is too far, Alex.  I won’t make it.  We need to go home, I have to give you some things before…” the man trailed off.  “Home.  You know the way.”

Alex drove slowly, being careful to not jostle his father too much on the country roads.  The man began to sweat and slump over to his side.  “Only a few more minutes, Dad.  We’re almost there.”  The truck rumbled up to their small cabin.  Alex jumped out and ran to help his father out of the truck.

Daniel leaned heavily on the boy as they stumbled to the door.  Alex helped his father to the chair in the biggest of the three rooms in the cabin.  “Lights,” his father said.  Blood frothed at the corner of Daniel’s mouth.

Alex flew out of the back of the cabin and turned on the small generator.  He sprinted back inside and turned on the light switch.

“Get my box from under the bed,” his father said.  He coughed up a bit of blood as Alex ran from the room, getting the small strongbox from under his father’s bed and returned to Daniel.  The man tried to lift the lid, but it was firmly closed, and his hands were shaking and covered with blood.  

“Can’t open it,” Daniel mumbled.  “You have to.”

Alex took the box from his father and dug his nails into the small gap between the lid and the box.  He yanked, and it sprang open.  Inside were a number of papers.

“This is my will,” his father said.  “Have a large trust for you.  Bank in Little Rock.”  He lifted a blood soaked hand to his son’s face.  “I’ve been hard, tried to get you ready for it.  Everyone depends on you.  I’m sorry.  Love you, Alex.”

The man’s hand fell to his side.  “Get me ready for what?” Alex asked, but his father didn’t answer.  He closed the box and set it aside.  Tears fell onto his shirt.  “Father,” the boy said, choking on sobs, “I love you.”  Alex stumbled to the phone.  He dialed the operator.

“Directory services,” a woman’s voice said.

“Please,” Alex said.  “Help.”
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“After that, I was put into foster care,” Alex told Terra.  “When I turned eighteen I joined The Marines.”

“I’m so sorry,” Terra said.  She didn’t know how he could feel so much sadness and not cry.  She was having trouble keeping her emotions in check.

Alex pushed the last bite of food around on his plate and shrugged.  “It was a long time ago.”

They sat in silence and drank some more.  The serving woman had brought her a cool pitcher of water and him a smaller pitcher of the spiced wine while he was talking.  “My turn now,” Alex said.  “What were you like as a kid?  What was it like growing up here?”

“My father was the one that wasn’t around when I was young,” she started.  “Angels don’t experience time the same as humans.  What is a year, or two, or a hundred to an immortal being?  I’ve never met him,” she said bitterly.  “For all I know, he is on Bara helping the war effort there. Or dead.”

“Dead?  How do you kill an immortal?”

Terra laughed at the consternation on his face.  “Just like you kill anyone else.  We immortals don’t age.  That’s the only significant difference between half-breeds and people like you.  Some, like full-blooded angels and demons, are more resistant to disease and injury, but other than that, they are just like me.”

“What is Bara?” Alex asked.

“That is the name of the Realm of Good,” Terra explained.  “Angels live there.  On Earth, they call it Heaven.”  She took a drink of water and continued.  “I was raised by my mother, The Grand Sorceress of the Arcane City, but she passed away when I was sixteen.  I’ve been trained my entire life in the complexities of leadership and magic.  

“Being the Nexus didn’t make my life any easier as a half-breed.  It just guaranteed that everyone knew who I was.  The only people who ever saw me as anything more than a freak or oddity while I was growing up were Lenora, my adopted mother, Caitlyn, and Silvia.”  Terra laughed.  “I remember when they were born. I was thirty-three.  They were such cute little balls of fluff.”  

Alex looked confused.  “Hold on, you were thirty-three when they were born?  How old are you?”

“I’m almost fifty-six,” she said with a smirk on her face.

He stood up, shaking his head.  “No, no, no, you told me you were twenty-three after we met.”

Terra laughed.  “Alex, sit down.”  She waited for him to comply.  “I had to tell you that.  You wouldn’t have believed me if I had told you the truth.  When I was twenty-three, I looked like I was just beginning to mature from a child to a woman.  I’ve looked this age since I was forty.  Close your mouth before a fly buzzes in.”

Alex snapped his jaw closed.  “That’s…”

“Impossible?” she finished.  

He nodded.  

She smiled at the confusion and wonder coming across the link.  “Husband, you are married to a half-angel sorceress, in a place that a month ago you didn’t know existed, surrounded by races of people and animals that are straight out of your Realm’s myths and legends.  Your definitions of possible and impossible are going to require a little redefinition.  Are you ready for me to continue?”  Terra took his silence for acquiescence.

“Almost ten years passed, after repeated attempts on my life, I decided that it was time I found a Shield.  After searching for a while, I found Michael.  Well, it was more like he found me.  He was a good man.  He was the champion of the Grand Arena in the Arcane City.  He died closing the gateway behind me when I came to Earth.”

“I saw that,” Alex said.  “In Starfall, he showed me different things you had gone through.”

“What did you see?”

“How people hated you and feared you.  How sad he was when he shattered the arch with you on the other side.  He said something about my empathy would save you, but he didn’t explain it.”

Terra was silent for a moment.  She was guarding her emotions, preventing herself from feeling anything too strongly lest Alex get the wrong idea from what he could feel on the link.  “I wonder what he meant?” she asked.

Alex shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Your turn now,” he said.

“I just asked you about what Michael showed you,” she said. 

“I haven’t thought of another question yet,” Alex told her.  “You can go again.”

“What did you do in The Marines?” she asked.

He rubbed the back of his head.  “Most of that is classified.”  Terra raised an eyebrow in askance.  “It means I can’t talk about it.  But, let’s just say that my father trained me how to fight, and they taught me how to kill.”

“Your turn,” she said.

“How did you find me?” he asked.  “You told me magic, but you also said you weren’t sure I was the right person.”

“The spell would give me a general geographic location.  It wasn’t very accurate.  I was fairly sure it was you when we moved to Seattle, and it indicated there instead of Chicago, but I wanted to wait a while longer before I tried to come back here.  My turn.  Did you ever have anyone you loved before we met?”

“No.  There were a few girls I liked, but it never went past that.  I didn’t think it would be right to try having a family if I died in a firefight.  Why do you call yourself a half-breed?”

“It’s what I am,” Terra said with no emotion in her voice.

“But you say it with such scorn.  It is what you are.  Hating it won’t change it.  Besides, I think your wings are beautiful,” he told her, taking her hand from across the table.

She smiled at him.  “So you have said.”

“Can we walk around some?  I’m about to fall asleep sitting here.”

He was right.  Terra could feel how tired he was.  “Sure.  Where do you want to go?”

“The falls.”  Alex stood.

The owner of The Weary Traveler met them at the bar downstairs when they tried to pay.  The burly Dwarf smiled and wiped his hands on his white apron.  “I can no’ take yer money.  If ye’re ever hungry, come back.  The heroes o’ the volcano do no’ need to pay.”

“Thank you,” Terra said, pressing a few silver coins into his hands.  “For the hostess and serving woman.”

“Fare ye well, me lord and lady,” the proud Dwarf said as they walked out.

Terra led Alex to a gondola almost identical to the one they had ridden the night before.  Whispers of “Nexus” and “Guardian” followed them.  People moved back from the gate when they drew near. The gondola started moving upward toward the plateau.

“I’m surprised that there is public transportation here.  Do you know how it works?” Alex asked.

Terra nodded.  “The volcano is almost five miles across.  There had to be some way to get around quickly.  Before I was born, a Dwarf had the idea to use the hot pressurized air to create a system of gondolas to make travel on the inside of the volcano easier.  The air heats up a boiler that makes steam push a mechanism causing the cables to move.”

“A steam engine?” Alex said wonderingly.  

“Dwarves aren’t only masterful smiths and miners.  They are also ingenious engineers.  There’s also a system of elevators through the residential areas to make travel to the higher cave homes easier.”  A few minutes later they arrived at the top of the plateau in the center of Adorac Volcano and exited the gondola.

The ground that had been shattered and destroyed the previous night was almost completely smooth now.  A group of dwarves wearing grey woolen robes chanted over an area of broken rock.  The rock melded back together while Alex watched.

“That’s cool,” he whispered.  Terra heard his whisper and glanced in the direction he was looking.  She smiled at his limitless wonder and led him over to the dwarves.  They finished their chant as the couple approached.  Each of the dwarves wore a golden pin on his cloak.  It was the book and hammer of the Adorac Academy.

“Alex, this is Dervin Grimm, Maestro and Headmaster of the Adorac Academy.  Maestro, this is Alex Zane, Guardian of the Realm of Balance, my husband,” she said to the eldest Dwarf.

The white-bearded Dwarf bowed his head.  “You do me too much honor, Nexus,” he said in a voice lacking much of the dwarven accent.  “It is a pleasure, Guardian.  If you ever wish to discover the secrets of the stone, please come by the academy.  We have the largest library on Dae since the Arcane City fell, and it is open to you.”

“Thank you,” Alex said.

“Would you like my assistance with finishing, Maestro?” Terra asked.

“Oh, Nexus, you are too generous.  I couldn’t ask that of you, we still have many hours of work ahead of us.”

“It is no problem,” she said.

“I would be honored then,” the ancient Dwarf said.

Terra knelt and placed a hand on the stone plateau.  Alex noticed that just over half of it was still broken.  He studied Terra’s movements.  A few seconds passed, and her hand sank a few inches into the rock.  Pulling it out, the stone rose under her hand as if there was a bubble beneath the surface.  She pushed back down, and a ripple went through the rock as if it were water.  

Alex bounced as the small wave of stone passed under him.  Everywhere it went left flat stone in the ripple’s passing.  In seconds, the plateau was back to what it had been before his fight with the Battlesuit.

“That should do it,” Terra said, brushing pebbles from her hand.  She stood and put her arm around Alex.

“Thank you, Nexus.  You have saved us several more hours of tedious work.  If you have need of us, we shall be at the academy,” Maestro Dervin said, taking his leave.  The five dwarves boarded a gondola headed northwest.

“Shall we?” she asked Alex, leading him to a gondola that ran west to the Adorac Falls.

“Sure,” he said.  “That was nice of you.”

Terra nodded.  “The Maestro taught me after my mother died.  He is a good person.”

Alex smiled at her.  Feelings of his happiness and love flowed across the link.  “What are you thinking, Husband?”  It feels good to say that.

“Just that he isn’t the only good person,” he said as they got onto the gondola.  They were the only ones on it.  She kissed him on the cheek as it descended to the Adorac Falls.

The air near the falls was on the verge of being painfully hot.  Alex began to fan himself.  When it didn’t help at all, he stopped.  Terra snickered behind her hand.  “What?” he asked.

“Were you expecting it to be cool over here?  It is a waterfall into a lake of molten lava.”

Alex laughed.  “I wasn’t quite sure what I was expecting.”  The lava poured from a cave opening two-hundred feet wide high above their heads.  A white bridge of a material he couldn’t identify spanned the massive lake of molten stone.  He walked a few steps closer and put a foot on the bridge.  The air was hotter above the lake, but the bridge didn’t feel any warmer through his boot than the stone had.

“Why did you want to come here?” Terra asked.

“I’m not sure,” Alex said.  “I just wanted to see it from closer up.”  Terra watched as he lowered his hand to the Guardian’s Blade.  

“What are you doing?” she asked as Alex walked toward the falls.  He didn’t answer or look back.  He kept walking over the lake of fire.  

“Alex!” she shouted.  She tried to pull him back to her with a mesh of Air, but the spell dissipated when it touched him.  He was almost to the lavafall. 

“Alex, stop!  This isn’t ordinary lava. I can’t divert the flow.  You’ll die!”  She threw all she had at the flowing magma, but it absorbed everything.  She tried to run to him on the bridge, but the heat pushed her back.

Terra felt white hot anger on the link.  Alex was holding The Wrathblade out to his side.  He swung it up, and the flow parted.  He walked through the gap, and it closed behind him.  She felt the anger fade as he released The Wrathblade.
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<Welcome, Guardian,> a whispered voice echoed in his mind, sounding like crystal chimes.  <I have waited long for you.  So long.>  

Alex floated in absolute darkness.  He tried to get his bearings, but he was afloat in a sea of nothing, void of all sensation.  “Where am I?” he shouted.  His voice sounded flat in the emptiness.

<Here,> the voice sent ponderously.  <At the place.>

That’s no help, he thought.  “What place?”

<The place I have waited.>

“Who are you?”

<I had a name, once, but it is gone.  Gone with so much else.  I am The One Who Waits now.  And I wait in the place that isn’t.>

This isn’t making any sense, Alex thought.  He could feel Terra’s fear and concern for him, but he couldn’t place her location relative to himself.  “Where is Terra?” he demanded.  “What did you do with her?”

<Her?  There is no her.  Only you and I.  You came to me here in the place I have been waiting.  She must be in the Other Place,> The One Who Waits sent, this time, along with an image of trees and sunlight, caves and water.

“What are you?” Alex asked.

A glowing orange crystal, no bigger than his little finger, floated in front of his eyes.  <Hello.  This is all of me that remains.  I have waited so long.>

“Waited for what?”

The crystal spun around him in a tight circle.  <For you, Guardian,> the small crystal sent and chimed.  Its light changed in intensity as it chimed.

“Why have you been waiting for me?”

<The end of all things is coming, Guardian.> An image of barren wastelands, everything dead and gone.  <You must stop it.  You must keep the balance as I tasked you at your birth.>  An image of a crying baby held in a man’s arms-his father’s arms.

Alex swallowed.  “My father had never been here.  He would have told me.”

<You are right, but wrong,> The One Who Waits chimed.  <This is the place I wait.  It touches all places.>  An image of the nine connected circles of the Nine Realms.  <But it comes to an end.  You are here close to the end of me.>  The sun setting, then eternal night.

Alex was beginning to make sense of how the mental communication worked.  It wasn’t sending him words, but images, and his brain was working to decipher them, change them to speech.  “What am I supposed to do?” he asked.

<Stop everything from ending.>  An explosion contained, then an eternal sunset.

Alex shook his head.  He didn’t like the implications of either image.  “How?”

<You must save your her in the Other Place.>  A vision of Terra.  <You must stop the one who brings the end of all things.  You must restore the Other Place.>  Darkness receding before the oncoming dawn.

Alex began to feel frustrated.  “I’m already fighting Azreal.  I’m doing those things.  Did you bring me here to tell me to do the things I’m already doing?”

<No.>

“Then tell me what I should do!”

<What you do is not wrong, but it is not right.  You must see the thing you aren’t and do it too.>

“That doesn’t make any sense!  What am I not seeing?”

<The end is near, Guardian.  I cannot stay.  My end approaches,> The One Who Waits sent.  The light in the small orange crystal began to fade.

“But you didn’t tell me anything!”

<Look beneath the surface.>  Turmoil under still waters.  <The darkness is guided.  Look for the hand that...>  The light died in the tiny crystal.  The darkness cracked around him.  The tink, tink of the now lifeless crystal against the stone floor drew Alex’s eyes down.

He bent over and picked it up.  The crystal was warm to the touch but no longer glowed with an inner light.  “I don’t understand,” he said quietly to the dead stone.  Using the link, he felt Terra far behind him.  He turned to look that way, but the sheet of lava blocked her from his sight.

“Where am I, and how do I get out of here?” Alex muttered.  I can’t get out that way.  I’ll have to find another.  He studied his surroundings and saw a metal rod with a bulb of glass on the ground near his feet.  He picked it up and the bulb began to glow.

He didn’t see any exit in the small cave.  There was a dwarven suit of plate mail made from a glossy black metal he was unfamiliar with.  It had a golden inlaid border around every piece. The black metal felt strange, cool to the touch despite the heat and slick under his fingers.  

Next to the suit of armor was a massive war hammer of the same black metal.  Maybe this is unrefined thorium.  He reached out to it, but before his hand touched, a blast of hot wind issued into the shallow cave.

He turned to see Terra and Brahm rush across the last few steps of the bridge.  The Dwarf wore his plate mail and carried a large two-handed axe.  “It didn’t take you long to save me,” Alex said with a smile as he walked to them.  He felt her concern mixed with anger.

“Why did you walk across the bridge?” Terra demanded.  “You could have died.”

“Walk across the bridge?” he echoed.  “Last I remember I was telling you I wasn’t sure why I wanted to come here, then I’m talking to this thing.”  He held up the dead crystal.

“Ye were talkin’ to a rock?” Brahm asked.  Alex felt Terra’s curiosity as she held out her hand.  

She held the small crystal up to her eyes and looked at it closely.  “What did the Life Warden tell you?”

Brahm stifled a gasp and walked to the back of the cave.

“The crystal called itself The One Who Waits.  It said it had been waiting a long time for me and that the destruction of everything approaches, and I must stop the one who brings the end.  To look beneath the surface.  None of it made any sense.  And, what is a Life Warden?”

Terra handed The One Who Waits back to him.  “A Life Warden is what exists on Aria, the Realm of Life.  They gather souls to be born again in the Soul Forge.  At least, that’s all anyone knows about them.  You can’t go there.  No one has been to Aria and returned.  Not that I’ve ever heard.”

“Boy, do ye have any idea what it is ye’ve found here?”

Alex turned to look at the Dwarf.  Brahm faced the suit of armor and the war hammer.  “No, but it looks like it would fit you better than me.”

“This do be the Hammer o’ Kings, wielded by the Brahm, first o’ me Stone name.  An’ this’s his armor.”

Terra sensed Alex’s confusion.  “I’ll explain how dwarves get their names later.”  He nodded.  “We have to take those artifacts with us,” she said.  “Do you need help carrying them?”

“No,” the Dwarf said.  “Watch.”  He touched the hammer to the suit of armor and said something Alex didn’t understand.  For a moment the armor seemed to quiver, then it folded in on itself into a circular amulet.  The whole process took less than two seconds.  The Dwarf reverently lifted the amulet and placed it in his pocket, under his armor.  He cradled the massive war hammer in his arms as if it were a baby.  “I’m ready.”

They walked out of the cave and Terra parted the lavafall.  “You are lucky, Alex,” she said.  “I don’t know what happened, but no one has ever been able to affect this lava with magic before.”  

“I think The One Who Waits was keeping people from doing anything to it.”

“Well, I tried for hours before going to find help.  I ran into Brahm at the citadel.  He said he would come with me to the academy, but I decided to come back and try again first.  You’ve been gone for hours.  It is past sunset outside the volcano.”

Alex shrugged.  “I don’t know, Terra.  Not much of this is making any sense to me.  I could have sworn I was talking to the crystal guy for only a few minutes.”

“I understand,” she said.  “Let’s get back to the Citadel.  I’m sure Brahm will want to meet with King Harbronn now.  He won’t object to us going to his rooms and getting some rest.”

Brahm nodded, still wrapped up in his examination of the war hammer as they walked to the gondola.

 

The night Alex and Terra had returned from the falls they found that their things had been moved to a room with a larger bed and a smaller sitting area for just the two of them.  

The next two days passed in relative bliss.  The newlywed couple enjoyed a longer honeymoon than they thought possible.  They were stolen days of happiness in the midst of turmoil.  

The two awoke early the morning they were to meet with King Harbronn.  “You should wear your armor,” Terra said.  “It is customary for men to wear battle regalia when meeting with the king of the dwarves.”

“You never did tell me how dwarves get their names,” Alex said as he began strapping the greaves on over his boots.  

Terra sat in front of the small mirror they had in the bedroom and brushed her red hair.  She wore a white silk dress trimmed in green.  “Dwarves don’t have children like the rest of the races here on Dae.  They are born from the stone in the Temple of the Mother, just south of the falls.”

“Born from the stone?” he asked, clearly confused.

“That’s all I’ve heard.  The dwarves don’t let anyone that isn’t a Dwarf observe the ceremony.  When the baby dwarves are born, they are assigned to one of the nine clans, given that clan’s name as their surname, and given a birth name.  It is by this name they are addressed until they are deemed old enough to choose a Stone name.

“Engraved on the walls of the Temple of the Mother, are thousands upon thousands of Stone names.  When a Dwarf dies, he is given to the stone,” Terra continued as she set down the brush.  “The Clerics of the Mother, the dwarven priestesses, then fill the engraved name with red paint.  After a young Dwarf is deemed mature enough by the patron of his clan, he goes to the temple and chooses his Stone name, the name he will be called until he is given back to the stone.

“Some names are considered more honorable to hold than others because of the history of the dwarves who held it before.  The only other thing I really know about it is that when every name is taken there are no more dwarven children born of the stone,” she finished as she stood and helped Alex put on his chest plates.

“Why do dwarves get married if they can’t have children?” Alex asked.

“Only married couples are given children to raise, so that if one of the parents should fall in battle, the young Dwarf would not be left an orphan,” she said as he picked up his helmet.  “You can leave that here, it is not considered polite to enter the Hall of Kings with your head covered.”

“Anything else I should know?” Alex asked irritably.

“More than I could have fit into three days, and definitely more than I could fit into an hour,” Terra said with a smile.  “Only address King Harbronn as King while in the throne room, not ‘my King,’ ‘King Harbronn,’ or anything other than simply ‘King.’  It would be a severe breach of custom.”

“Why?” he asked.  “That sounds foolish.”

Terra laughed.  She felt his consternation become more acute.  “I’m not laughing at you, Alex.  I think it is foolish too, but some customs are stronger than law, and Dwarves have more customs than most.  If humans lived for five hundred years at a time, you would likely develop some strange customs too.”

He shrugged as he slid the Guardian’s Blade into its scabbard.  “I guess.”  He spun in a circle.  “How do I look?”

Terra smiled at him.  “Handsome, my knight in shining armor.” She ran her hands through his hair and pulled him down for a kiss.  She never thought she would be able to feel this way again.  In all her years, Terra had never thought she would be able to find love once, much less twice.

They parted when someone knocked on the door. Terra grabbed the pouch with the Eyes of the Stars and stood by the bedroom door.  Alex walked from the bedroom and opened the door to the hallway.  “Morning Caitlyn,” he said.  “How are you?”

The changeling was in her human form and wearing the green dress she favored.  Her long black hair was back in a braid.   “Morning.  I thought I would accompany the two of you when you meet with Harbronn,” she said.

“All right,” Alex said.  “We were just about to meet with Brahm outside the throne room.  We haven’t seen you since you left us at the market.  Where have you been?”

Caitlyn’s fair cheeks blushed slightly.  “I’ve been giving the two of you some time alone.  It wouldn’t be right, me being around all the time right after you were married.”

“Oh,” Alex said.  “Well, thank you.  How’s Lord Bahamut?” he asked.

 “He’s well.  Still confined to his rooms, but dragons heal quickly.”

“That’s good,” Alex said.  “He saved our lives with his charge.”

They met Brahm outside the throne room.  The massive gold doors were embossed with the nine gemmed crown of the dwarven kings.  The Dwarf looked Alex up and down and nodded his head.  “Ye’re ready?” he asked Terra.

She nodded, and Brahm pushed open the heavy golden doors.  They walked into the throne room.

Larger than life stone statues of past kings lined either side of the cavernous room.  Three massive chandeliers of glowing white crystal gave the room bright illumination.  Alex’s and Brahm’s armor clanked as the four walked the distance to where King Harbronn sat on the Stone Throne.

The king wore his thorium and gold armor.  The Crown of Dwarven Kings sat on his head with the ruby of his clan facing forward.  The elder Dwarf had a pensive look on his face as they drew near.  The Stone Throne looked to have been carved from the floor.  It was all sharp right angles with no padding or adornment at all.  Four wooden chairs stood around the king, one at his side, the others in front of him.

“King,” Brahm said in official tones, “it do be me honor to bring before ye, Terra Duval, The Nexus, Alex Zane, The Guardian, and Caitlyn Shadowpaw, Warden o’ the Forest, sister o’ Silvia Shadowpaw, leader o’ the Changelings o’ the Fang.”  The king studied the three of them as the captain of the guard took his seat.

After Brahm sat, Harbronn beckoned for the three of them to be seated.  Terra took the center seat with Alex to her right and Caitlyn to her left.  “King,” she said, “I would like to start by thanking you for allowing us time to rest and enjoy a short honeymoon.”

The dwarven king nodded.  “Ye’re welcome, Nexus.  It do me heart well to see ye this day.  As the Guardian said, it do be a mighty blow we have struck against the shadow.  With many more to come.  What is it ye need o’ me?”

She opened the cloth sack and handed one of the orange spheres to the dwarven king.  “This is an Eye of the Stars,” she said.  “It is a replacement to the Crystals of Davinir that were destroyed before the Arcane City fell.  If I may attune you?”

The dwarven king nodded again.  Terra placed a hand on the Dwarf’s head and one over the Eye in his hand.  The air thrummed with power.  A few seconds passed then the sound stopped.  She removed her hands and sat back down.  Alex flinched.  The Eye had changed to a blood-red color.  “So now what?” King Harbronn asked.  His voice also came from the small bag that held the three remaining Eyes.

“Now we talk,” Silvia said through the Eye.  

Harbronn’s grey eyebrows rose.  “Mistress Shadowpaw, it’s been a very long time since we’ve talked,” the king said.

“Indeed it has, King.  As you can see, the Nexus has returned with the Guardian.  The Changelings of the Fang, and the elven nation march to war alongside them.  How do you stand?”

King Harbronn roared with laughter.  “Blunt as ever, Silvia,” he said after a moment.  “I can no’ speak fer the Changeling o’ the Scale, but the dwarves’ll march with ye.  I’m confident Bahamut’ll fly with us,” he said.  “How soon, Nexus?”

Terra smiled.  “Very.  A couple months at most.  We travel next to the Pillars of Dawn to summon the pixies and The Wing to our side.”

“After we see if the sprites can be called to war,” Alex said.  King Harbronn and Brahm both looked at him as if he were daft.

“That’s a foolish notion, boy,” Brahm said.  “Sprites’ll sooner kill ye then look at ye.”

“We don’t have the forces otherwise,” the Guardian pressed.  “We must try.  Everyone is needed.”

The king nodded.  “Difficult times lie ahead.  Everyone’s needed indeed.  I can offer ye supplies fer yer journey through the Wraith Marshes.  Not much fer eatin’ there.”

“Thank you, King,” Alex said.

“If there do be nothin’ else-” King Harbronn started to say before Brahm cut him off.

The grizzled Dwarf quickly stood from his chair and dropped to a knee before his king.  “King, I’d ask fer yer leave to travel with them, as a guard and advisor to the Nexus and the Guardian.  Me second can take over plannin’ and supplyin’ fer the war.”

The king looked down at his Captain of the Guard, his face resuming the pensive cast he had had before they came in.  “Is this truly what ye wish to do, Brahm?”

Brahm lifted his eyes and looked into those of his long time friend.  “Yes, it is.”  

The king nodded.  “Ye’ve been a loyal friend and captain fer longer than I do remember.  But, ye may only do this thing if you take with ye the Hammer o’ Kings, so that all may know that yer words carry the weight o’ me crown behind ‘em.  An’ the armor o’ Brahm.”  

“King,” the kneeling Dwarf said.  “I do no’ be worthy to wear the armor o’ the Brahm.”

He smiled at his friend.  “Yer worthy o’ the armor an’ much more.  Ye do honor to yer name.”  King Harbronn stood.  The others rose to their feet as well.  “Go now in peace, ‘til we return to the stone.”

“Until we return to the stone,” Terra said.  The group of four left the throne room.  She stopped as the doors closed behind them.  “Gather everything we will need for three weeks in the Marsh,” she said.  “We leave in the morning.”

Chapter Fourteen -  The Harbinger of the End

 

<You have done well thus far, Azreal,> the Great Lord whispered in Azreal’s mind.  <Do not fail us now.>

The acrid fog that filled Ignia, the Realm of Death, made the Demon Lord’s throat constrict.  He ignored the discomfort.  “Never, Great Lord,” Azreal said.  “I know well the price of failure.”  Eternal torment without the relief of death.

<Good.  All will be consumed.  Death shall reign, my harbinger.>

The end of all things, Azreal thought.  No more good, no more evil, just nothingness.  “Indeed,” he said.  “You have granted me great power, Great Lord.  I shall use it to destroy these fools that attempt to defy us.”

Azreal had seen the destruction the Great Lord had wrought upon the ones who had defied him.  The end of all things, the Overlord thought again.  No more killing, no more pain.  He shuddered in fear at the thought.  Better to be the hammer of gods than a nail.  He knew the end would come with or without him, and it was more enjoyable to ride the wave of destruction than be crushed by it.

<Go now, and show these mortals what it means to incur our wrath.>

Azreal nodded as he turned from the Great Lord.  His black cloak made the fog swirl around his feet.  His decision to serve the Great Lord was a simple one.  Why battle purposelessly against the other Demon Lords when he could serve in ushering in the end?  The forces of good could not stop it.  They could win battle after battle, war after war, and all would stay the same.  

The Great Lord only needed a single victory, and all would disappear in a cleansing blossom of fire and chaos.

Azreal approached the portal back to Dae.  The golden gateway to the Realm of Magic opened, and he stepped through into the Focus Room of the Obsidian Tower.  Reaver stood behind the Obsidian Throne.

Azreal crossed the unadorned black stone room that stood near the peak of the tower.  He glanced to his left and saw the glowing green light coming up the stairwell.  The Extraction Chamber must be near capacity for it to glow with such intensity.  The Overlord of Hell sat on the throne and shuddered in ecstasy as the life forces being drained by the pods in the room below were funneled into him by the Obsidian Throne.

“Have you found them?” Azreal asked in the guttural language of Hell.

Reaver walked around and stood before his master.  “Yes, Dark One.  They were in Adorac Volcano.  I dispatched Fyrian mercenaries to capture them, but they failed.  Three days ago, they left the volcano and haven’t been heard of since.”

“You lost them!” Azreal roared as he shot to his feet, his limp blood-red hair swinging.  The twelve-foot-tall demon cowered under the baleful glare of the Demon Lord that was half his height.  The Overlord of Hell backhanded the demon, sending it flying twenty feet across the room to slam into the wall.  In the span of a blink, Azreal crossed the span and loomed over Reaver.

“Why should I spare you?” Azreal asked the demon.

“I know where they will be, Dark Lord.  They went from Starfall to Adorac.  They must be rallying the remaining forces here for a desperate strike.  They must next be going to the Pillars of Dawn.”

“It seems you live another day,” Azreal said.  “Send an army to Highwind Point.  The Nexus needs to understand exactly what it means to defy the Harbinger of the End.”

“What if they go to the World Tree in the Wraith Marshes?”

Azreal shook his head.  “I doubt the Nexus would do something so foolish.  But, send a force with magical inversion amulets and shards of the tower.  It is past time we dealt with the sprites.”

Chapter Fifteen - A Gift of Things Forgotten

 

After four days underground, three days in the valleys of the Adorac Mountains, and a week slogging through the fetid Wraith Marshes, all four members of the party were exhausted.  That, paired with the constant oppressive heat and dampness, was beginning to rub their nerves raw.  

“I thought it was supposed to be winter,” Alex grumbled as he swatted at a fly on his arm.

“Aye, me too,” Brahm agreed.  “It’s always too bloody hot in the blasted marshes.  Ye should come here in the summer, Lad.  Ye’ll swear ye were in a sauna.”

There were no good places to make camp in the marsh.  Most of it was trackless, only broken by massive tree roots that they used as roads as long as they went east.  Some roots were easy to traverse; others were so bad, the four were better off trudging through the water.

Terra lost her footing on a slick root and fell toward the water, a good fifty feet below.  Alex dove forward to catch her, but he was too late.

“Terra!” he shouted.  

She caught herself on a cushion of air just before her feet touched the water.  He glared as she floated back up to the root.

“You need to be more careful.  What would have happened if you hit your head before you fell?” Alex asked.

Terra sighed.  He felt her annoyance on the link.  “Then I’m sure you would have dived in and saved me,” she said.

Alex clenched his jaw.  “Just be more careful.”

Terra glared back at him.  “More careful of what?” she demanded to be told.  Caitlyn and Brahm exchanged surreptitious nods and kept walking, putting some distance between themselves and the fighting couple.  “Was I running and dancing on the slick root?”

“No, but if something happened to you then I don’t know what I would do.”

Alex had been treating her more and more as if she were a delicate flower as the days passed, and it infuriated her.  Terra grabbed his arm as he turned to follow the other two.  He pivoted back to her, his face blank.  She did her best to ignore his negative emotions coming across the link.  “I’m not made of glass, Alex.  I can take care of myself.  There are things here that can kill you if you aren’t wary.  I’m safer here than you are.”

Alex let out a deep breath, and Terra felt his anger slowly fade.  “Sorry.  This place just has me on edge.  I feel like something is watching us.”

Terra nodded.  She knew they were being watched.  The couple caught up to their two friends.  Terra looked around for a moment.  “We are nearing the center of the swamp.  We’ll be at the World Tree soon.”

“How can you tell?” Caitlyn asked as she padded along on all four.

“These trees are older,” Terra said.  “Their roots wider.  And the World Tree has a dampening effect on my magic.  It gets stronger the closer we get.”  She felt Alex’s sense of caution bloom when she stopped talking.  “Don’t worry, I’m still far from defenseless.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” he said.  They walked in relative silence for a few minutes before Alex spoke again.  “Where does the energy for magic come from?”  Terra pointed at Caitlyn.  “It comes from Caitlyn?” he asked.

The changeling laughed.  “Not just from me.  All changelings generate elemental energy.”

“How?”

Caitlyn shrugged her front shoulders.  “We just do.  Each race of changelings creates a different kind of energy.”

“Like air, fire, water, and earth?”

“That’s right,” Caitlyn said

“What kind of energy do you make?”

Caitlyn laughed again.  “I’ve never been asked that before.  What kind do you think I make?”

“I have no idea,” Alex said.  

“Everyone drifts toward an area that is strong with their kind of energy, so think about where each race of changelings lives,” Caitlyn said, pointing him in the right direction.

“Umm…  Well, Starfall is in a forest, so my instincts say earth, but the Changelings of the Scale live underground.”

“Are you sure they live underground?” Caitlyn asked over her shoulder.

“Am I sure?  We just came from there, they live in a… volcano,” Alex said.

“I think he’s startin’ to get it,” Brahm joked.  Terra laughed.

“Ok, so Changelings of the Scale are obviously fire.  That makes the Changelings of the Fang earth.  If I had to guess, I would say the Changelings of the Wing are air, and the Claw water.”

“That’s right!” Caitlyn said.  “Good job, Alex.”

“But I still don’t understand how they make elemental energy,” Alex said.

“Luna blessed them with the ability,” Terra said.  

“Luna?  Is that one the big moon or the little one?”

“They are both what remains of Luna,” Caitlyn instructed.  “The story goes that in order to protect Dae from a horrible evil, a powerful being called Luna sacrificed herself to give the beings of our world the power to protect themselves.”

“If she was so powerful that she could affect an entire planet, why didn’t she just stop the ‘horrible evil’ herself?” Alex asked.

“No one knows, and it’s been a hotly debated topic for as long as anyone can remember.  But whatever it was must have been incredibly powerful for her to sacrifice herself.”  Alex thought on the story, and Caitlyn moved away to scout for a place to camp.

“What would happen if a race of changelings was completely killed?” Alex asked, his voice soft with the weight of the question.

Brahm looked to Terra.  She was silent for a few minutes before answering.  “There is another story of a fifth race of changelings.  They were unlike the other four races.  These changelings were spirit beasts.”

“What’s a spirit beast?”

“A spirit beast do be a beast like most others, but they exist half here, in our world, an’ half in the Void,” Brahm explained.

“Do I need to keep asking questions?” Alex asked.  “Or are you two just going to start teaching me without me having to?”

Terra laughed.  “Sorry, Alex, sometimes I forget how much you don’t know.  The Void is the space between the planes.  Or outside of them, no one is really sure.  Some called it the Spirit World, and that’s where the name for the spirit beasts came from.”

“So what kind of magic did they have?  And what happened to it when they died?”

“Well,” Terra began, “keep in mind this is only a story.  It was said that the Spirit Changelings used to create an energy that wove through the other four.  It was a part of magic, but was separate from the other elements.  It was called spirit magic.

“When the Spirit Changelings died off, spirit magic disappeared.  Some think that due to its disassociated nature from the other magics, it didn’t affect Dae, and others think it’s just a story.  But, I know one thing.”

“What’s that?” Alex asked.  

“It would explain why the Wraith Marshes smell like rot all of the time.  The Spirit Changelings used to live here, in the story, and they maintained the marsh.  But now that they are gone, it has become overcome with death.  Only the World Tree keeps the marsh from turning into a boundless swamp.”

“So this part of the world is dying because they are all gone,” Alex said.

Terra shrugged.  “Maybe.  Like I said, it’s a story with no way of proving it one way or another.”

They walked for a few more hours, and night began to fall.  “I saw a good place to camp ahead,” Caitlyn said as she returned.  “Only another fifteen minutes walking, jump to another root, then that root touches down into a dry patch of ground.  I still don’t see any animals larger than these bloodsucking bugs.” 

Alex nodded and beckoned for her to lead the way.  True to her word, in about a quarter hour they came upon a root that ran under the one they were walking on.  Caitlyn nimbly hopped down, landing on all four, her tail stuck out for balance.  Brahm followed much less gracefully, thudding down the ten foot drop.  Caitlyn helped steady the Dwarf.

After he slid down, Alex turned to help Terra.  She handed down the packs of food, armor, and equipment, then followed with his help.  They distributed the packs back out among them and continued on.  A few more minutes walk and they were down on solid ground.

The darkness was now full, but Terra cast a few globes of light, illuminating the camp with a soft white glow.  The simple spell taxed her more than she thought it should, even this close to the World Tree.  The feeling of being watched was stronger than it had been before.

“Should we make a fire?” Alex asked.  

“No,” Brahm said.  “The sprites do no’ take kindly to fire near their tree.  This is folly, me boy.  They could help us, kill us, or ignore us, an’ each do be as likely as the last.”

“I agree with Brahm,” Caitlyn said.  “We have enough supplies to go north and make it to the Pillars of Dawn.  I don’t think we should go farther into the Wraith Marsh.”

“We’ve come too far to turn away now,” Alex said.  “And, we need them.  It’s simple numbers.  We don’t have enough.”  Without warning, the lights Terra had summoned winked out.  “I can’t see,” he said.

“I didn’t dispel them,” Terra said.  A second of hesitation.  “Something is blocking me from being able to cast spells.”

Alex drew the Guardian’s Blade, and he heard Brahm lift the war hammer free of its hanger.  Flickers of orange torchlight bobbed by a few hundred yards away.  A minute passed and the balls of light winked back into existence.  “That was odd,” Caitlyn said.  Terra nodded.  Weapons were put away, and they continued setting camp.

“What do sprites look like?” Alex asked as he took a bite of the dried meat they had brought.  When silence met his question, he looked up at the three staring at him.  Or at something behind him.

He spun, drawing his blade.  A vaguely human-shaped shimmering light no bigger than his hand floated in front of his face.  “Like that,” Brahm said.

“You must help us, dark one,” a soft sighing voice said.  “They carry shards of darkness.  We cannot touch them.  You are our only hope, dark one.  Please, they bring fire.  Ygg is in danger.”  The sprite darted away.  “Follow.”  It darted further away, deeper into the marsh.

The four looked to one another and nodded.  They hoisted their packs, drew their weapons, and darted after the tiny sprite.  “Alex,” Terra called.  “You can’t unleash the Wrathblade here.  I don’t know what is going on, but if they see fire, they may attack you.  My magic is blocked again.”

Alex acknowledged her statement as they ran.  The sprite shrieked in fear and pain when they entered a clearing bathed in flame.  Halfmen and Daemen were setting everything on fire.  Sprites spun and whirred trying to kill the invaders, but every time they came close to the monsters they were pushed back.

Three shocked Halfmen and two Daemen stood still for a second of surprise.  Alex darted in and punched one of the Halfmen in the throat, the cartilage of its windpipe cracking.  “Terra,” he shouted as he snatched the axe from its weakened fingers and threw it to her so she would have something to defend herself. 

Brahm said the word of power that activated the armor contained in the amulet.  The Armor of Kings enclosed the stout Dwarf in the blink of an eye, and he charged into the melee, crushing a Daemon’s black armor with a mighty blow.

Caitlyn launched herself like a black missile.  She ripped out the throat of a Halfman.  Using the gurgling monster as a springboard, she landed on the back of an armored Daemon.  It collapsed to the ground under her hundred odd pounds of muscle.  She raked the back of its neck with inch-long claws, severing part of its spinal column.

Terra caught the long-handled axe and spun it in her hands like a staff.  She moved with the grace of a dancer and swung the axe level with the throat of a Halfman.  Blood spurted a foot into the air, and the decapitated corpse collapsed.  In seconds, it was over.

“Hurry, dark one,” the sprites all called.  “They are nearing Ygg.”

The four followed a flood of sprites in a myriad of colors deeper into the marsh.  They leapt over smaller roots and splashed through ankle deep water.  Caitlyn ran near the front with the leading sprites.  They stopped in front of the largest tree in the marsh.  

“The World Tree,” Caitlyn said, as they turned left and ran around the trunk in a wide circuit.  

A group of twenty Halfmen and Daemen waded through the water toward them.  At seeing the massive group, the Halfmen hesitated, but the Daemen forced them onward.  Excited at the prospect of the coming slaughter, the forces of Hell screeched in delight.  They thought twenty against four was in their favor.

Alex drew the Guardian’s Blade and in a flash of red light unleashed the Wrathblade.  The hate blossomed, but he forced it into a cold rage.  No flames licked the blade, but he felt none of the power from the blade he had in the past.

The fifteen Halfmen charged up the sloping embankment.  They were cut down, but not before the remaining five Daemen slipped past them and began to rush toward the World Tree.  Each held a shard of crystal so dark it seemed to absorb the light cast by the hundreds of floating sprites.

Caitlyn hamstrung one as it tried to dart past.  Brahm cleaved the skull open of the second with a leaping strike.  Alex cut the legs out from under the third and ducked low when Terra shouted.  Her thrown axe hurtled through the air, tumbling end over end, until it firmly embedded itself in the fourth Daemon’s spine.

The last Daemon drew its arm back to drive the obsidian shard into the World Tree.  Sprites screeched.  Alex fell onto his side as Caitlyn used him to launch herself through the air.  The Daemon’s eyes darted up as she landed on all four perpendicular to the ground on the ancient tree.  It never had a chance to scream before her jaws clamped around its throat.

With a twist of her head, Caitlyn snapped the Daemon’s neck.  Alex and Brahm finished off the two injured Daemen.  Sprites whirled around Caitlyn, whispering to her their thanks.

A sprite the same light-red color as the first one that had talked to Alex floated to him.  “Thank you, dark one.”

“You’re welcome,” he said.  “Why do you call me that?”

The sprite made a sound that could only be confusion before it floated away to be near Caitlyn.  The mass of sprites spun around her faster before lifting into the air.  The sprites seemed to compress into a pulsating ball.  “What do be happenin’?” Brahm asked.

Caitlyn looked at the three of them in confusion.  “I have no idea.  They were whirling around me saying they must thank me for saving Ygg.  I think that’s what they call the World Tree.  They said they must give me a gift for saving them.  They said they would return to me what had been forgotten.”

Terra’s eyes opened wide, and she opened her mouth to shout warning, but it was too late.  A line of sprites shot from the ball floating above their heads, piercing Caitlyn from her head to her tail.

The changeling screamed in pain.  Alex and Brahm lifted their weapons up to a defensive position, but Terra held them back.  The screaming increased in pitch as more and more broke from the circle, thickening the flow piercing the panther.  “It’s too late now,” Terra said.  “We are in their realm.  They could kill us with barely a thought.  Whatever they do to her, we have to accept.  I hope the gain is worth the cost.”

Caitlyn’s screaming fell off as the last of the sprites from the ball passed through her.  The changeling collapsed, and they rushed to her.  “Caitlyn,” Alex said as he fell to his knees beside her.  “Are you all right?”  

“I’m on fire,” the changeling rasped.  “All of me.”  Terra heard bone and sinew snap.  Caitlyn was changing forms, but not back to human.  The three fell back from her as the changes went on.

Her bones grew longer; her legs more heavily muscled.  Razor sharp spines of bone elongated through her back along her vertebrae.  Caitlyn’s head grew larger, the incisors grew to over a foot in length.  She screamed again.  Her paws enlarged, and eight-inch long claws erupted from them.  Her fur lengthened and grew shaggier.  The changes stopped.

Caitlyn panted and stumbled to all four paws.  Now twelve feet long from her nose to the base of her tail, she stood eye-level with Alex.  “What, did they, do to me?” she panted.

Alex studied her.  Caitlyn looked like the cross between a panther, porcupine, and saber-toothed tiger.  He led her to the water, and the light from the thousand sprites cast her changed visage back to her.  She flinched at the sight.  Caitlyn stepped away from the water and with downcast eyes said,  “I look terrifying.  Feral.”

Alex stood in front of her.  He placed a hand to either side of her head and lifted her eyes.   “You are still Caitlyn.  I’m not scared of you,” he said with a gentle smile.

“It do no’ look like I can call ye Cat, Caitlyn,” Brahm said.  “Ye may try eatin’ me if I make ye mad.”

Caitlyn grinned a toothy panther’s grin.  “Bah,” she said in a close approximation of the Dwarf’s gruff voice, “ye’re too tough fer eatin’.”

The four of them laughed as the sprites spun back around them.  “It is good you are pleased with the gift,” they said as one.  “And now, dark one, what is it that brings you to our land?”

“Dark one?” Terra said.  Alex could feel and shared her confusion.

“Him,” they said, a few breaking off from the enclosing circle to spin around Alex.  

He looked down at his fair skin in continued confusion.  Alex glanced at his wife and shook his head.  Terra shrugged.  The sprites repeated their question.

“Your world is in danger,” the Guardian said.  “The mortal races march to war.  I ask that you come with us to fight off the blight that has struck your lands.”

The sprites stopped spinning as he talked.  Once he finished they began to flicker, having a sort of non-verbal conversation.  Slowly, the sprites stopped flickering, save two on opposite ends of the enclosing circle.  Those two flashed at each other for minutes before the sprites spoke again.  “We must confer with Ygg.  You will wait.”

The sprites flew into the air and glided into the World Tree.  The ancient tree began to glow as more and more sprites from all over the Wraith Marsh flew toward it, some moving so fast they appeared as nothing more than a streak of light before disappearing into the tree.  Hundreds of thousands of sprites flew to the World Tree.

“I had no idea there were so many,” Terra said.

“Me either,” Caitlyn said.  The painful crack of sinew and bone began anew as Caitlyn changed back into her human form.  Alex heard her whimper from the pain of the new transformation that had been forced upon her.

“What was keeping the sprites from killing the Halfmen and Daemen?” Alex asked.

Terra rummaged through one of the corpses.  What she found turned her stomach.  She held an obsidian shard up for all to see.  “This is the same thing the Halfman used to subdue me, but this one is much larger.”

Alex nodded.  The sprites stopped appearing and bands of color began to flow up from the roots of the tree all the way up the mile-high trunk to the leaves high above.  The flowing lights continued for some time until at last a single red sprite floated from the bark.  It hovered near the tree.  The four of them walked to it.

“We will come, but we do not know when to come,” it said in a soft, sighing voice.

Alex reached in his pack and pulled out an Eye of the Stars.  “We can tell you with this,” he said.

The sprite floated around his hand.  “Ancient magic from Outside,” it said.  “We can make this work, but it will take time.”  A knot opened on the trunk of the World Tree.  “Place the crystal in Ygg.”

Alex put the Eye into the trunk of the tree.  The knot closed when he removed his hand.  The lights traveling up the trunk sped up.  “We will come,” the sprite said.  “Now rest; you will be safe here.”
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The sun had just begun to peek over the horizon when Caitlyn awoke.  The stone was cold beneath her hands as she lifted herself to a sitting position.  Stone? she thought.  She stood and took stock of their surroundings.  

Pillars of pale yellow stone thrust into the sky around them.  The Wraith Marsh ended just a few hundred yards to the south.  We are in the Pillars of Dawn.  The sprites must have brought us here while we slept.  She faced the rising sun and basked in the warmth of it.

Caitlyn heard movement behind her.  She recognized the footfalls and breathing as Alex.  He walked over to her making little noise so he wouldn’t wake the others.  He put his right arm across her shoulders and gave her an affectionate squeeze.

A flutter of emotion began at his touch.  They stood there enjoying the sunrise for a few minutes before Alex spoke.  “How are you holding up, Caitlyn?” he whispered in her ear.

She turned her head to look at him and was shocked by how close Alex was.  The sunlight reflected in his green eyes.  She could see flecks of gold in the iris.  She could feel his warm breath on her cheek.  

“I don’t know.  I… I’m scared, Alex,” she said.  “The sprites… they did something to me, more than giving me that monstrous form.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not sure.  I just… feel different.  It’s hard to explain.”

“Don’t worry,” Alex said as he turned his head back to the rising sun.  He took a deep breath and smiled.  “I’ll be here, if you need to talk.”  He gave her another reassuring squeeze.  

“I know,” Caitlyn said.  She studied Alex’s sun-bathed silhouette.    

His brown hair had blonde highlights, she noticed for the first time.  How can he always be so confident?  He had a dusting of stubble on his chin, cheeks, and upper lip.  Just being near him makes me feel better.  His still-smiling lips were a soft pink.  I wonder what it would be like to kiss him.  

Caitlyn blushed at the stray thought.  She stepped away from him and turned back to the camp.  Her shoulders were still warm where his arm had been.  Caitlyn shook her head.  “I think it’s time we wake the others and get a move on,” she said.

“Sounds good to me.”

Caitlyn awoke Terra as Alex roused Brahm.  “Pillars o’ Dawn,” the Dwarf said.  “How’d we bloody well get here?”

“The sprites”--Terra yawned--”must have carried us.”

“Aye, an’ it seems they’ve left us a present,” he said as he pulled a burlap bag over to his side.  He pulled open the sack as everyone looked on.  “Bah,” he said as he tossed it to Alex.

Alex reached into the bag and pulled out a gray mushroom.  He nibbled on it.  “Doesn’t taste bad,” he said.

 “I hate bloody ‘shrooms,” Brahm said.

Caitlyn raised an eyebrow at him.  “I thought all dwarves loved mushrooms.  Your people cultivate them like any other crop.”

“Aye,” Brahm said.  “When you got flamin’ wet caves, ye grow bloody ‘shrooms, but it do no’ mean that I love the bloody disgustin’ things.”

Terra laughed.  “You have the roughest language of any Dwarf I’ve met, Brahm.”

“Why thank ye, Nexus,” he said with a perfunctory bow.  “It do me honor to hear ye speak o’ me so highly.”

She laughed again.  “Please, call me Terra.  We’ve journeyed together for weeks now and will for weeks more.”

“As ye say, Terra.  I’m sure Highwind Point’s north o’ here if me brain’s not gettin’ addled in me old age.”

Terra nodded.  “But, I think we should head northwest.  I’m not sure how far east we are, if we head that way,” she said pointing northwest, “then we should find the road, and it will lead us to Highwind Point.  I would hate for us to travel for a week only to pass it and be forced to backtrack.”

Alex nodded his assent.  He wore the black leather jerkin and pants that Terra had given him in Starfall.  He saw Brahm rubbing the amulet around his neck.  “How were the first Stone names chosen, Brahm?” he asked as he shouldered his pack and brought up the rear of the party.  Caitlyn listened with interest.  She had wondered the same thing when she was younger.

“They’re the names o’ the dwarves that discovered Adorac Volcano an’ mined it out.  Brahm, the first Brahm, was the king o’ the dwarves then.  He was a mighty warrior an’ a just leader.  His name hadn’t been chosen fer a long time.”  Brahm lifted the amulet and studied it.

“When I was just known as ‘Boy Ironfist,’ me ma’ and da’ would tell me stories o’ the foundin’ o’ the volcano, and how King Brahm cleared the mountain o’ its vicious inhabitants, lava spiders.”  Brahm lowered the amulet and lifted the large war hammer.  “This’s the very weapon he used to crush the queen o’ the lava spiders, a big one named Firespinner.

“His victory gave us a new home.  His was the first Stone name to be recorded.  Since then, there’d been no Brahms of note, certainly none to measure up to ‘im.  I chose me Stone name because I wanted to have great adventures like the Brahm.  Wish I knew then what I know now.  Adventures’re nothin’ but runnin’ round, tryin’ not to get killed.  Better to be home, feet in front of yer fire, with yer woman there with ye.”

“Were you ever married?” Alex asked.

“I was,” the Dwarf said quietly.

“What happened?”

“Delly, Mother cradle her, died o’ a wastin’ sickness while I was off havin’ adventures,” he said.  

“I’m sorry,” Alex said.

They continued to walk northeast in silence.

Chapter Sixteen - Leave None Alive

 

“No, Lord, please stop,” the old man begged.  “We don’t know anything!”

Azreal laughed as he pulled out a few more inches of the old matriarch’s intestines.  The feel of the woman’s warm slick blood on his fingers almost drove the Demon Lord to distraction.   “Know anything?” he chided.  “I never assumed you did.”  The crone shrieked anew as he pulled out a few more inches.

“Then why?” the old man asked, his eyes rolling wildly as he tried to look anywhere but at the ruined form of his wife.

“Because, old fool.  I’m punishing you for what you were going to do.”  A few more inches.  More screams.  “The Nexus and Guardian are coming.  You were going to help them overthrow me.”  

Azreal felt a snag as he reached the end of the woman’s innards.  And here come the most beautiful screams, he thought as he yanked viciously.  The top of the intestinal tract separated from the bottom of the woman’s stomach.  He shuddered with ecstasy as the woman screamed louder than any he had heard before.  It was a wonder the old mother had survived to this point.

With a swift slice of the knife, he severed the bottom of the intestines from her body.  Her screams were so loud, they drowned out the thousands of shouts coming from outside the stone house.  He tied the ends together and draped the intestines around the neck of the old man.  

The old man’s gaze was blank and stared far into the distance.  “A pity,” the Overlord said.  “It seems your mind has snapped.”  Azreal wove a spell around the man’s head.  The toxic tendrils of persuasion slid insidiously into the man’s brain.  “But, you will listen and remember my words.  The Nexus has caused this with her continued defiance.  None should have died here this day.  It is hers and the Guardian’s fault.  Your wife would be alive.  Your children would be alive.  Your grand-children would be alive.  But they aren’t, because of those two.  You will wait for them here, and when they arrive tell them who did this.  Do you understand?”

The old man nodded, the grotesque necklace swinging back and forth.

“Wait in here until sunrise, then come out and wander around your home until they come.  It would be… regrettable if you died before they arrive.”

The old man nodded again.  Azreal released the web of force and left the stone hovel without looking back.  He strode through the destroyed ruins of the town, taking pleasure at the chaos.  In a flutter of leather wings, an imp landed next to him as he walked.  “Dark Lord,” it said, the screeching voice scraping on Azreal’s nerves.

“What?” Azreal asked, his patience with the tiny demon already stretched to its limit.

“Reaver reports a number of Silverwings not in their berths.  A large number of changelings are away.  They were supposed to return tonight.”

The Overlord’s hands twitched, and it took all his willpower to not kill the imp for the news it brought.  He wanted all of them killed.  He wanted to send a message to the Nexus.  Crush her.  The two-foot tall demon saw his expression darken and began to cringe in fear.  

“Tell Reaver I want them found and slaughtered.”  The imp nodded and skittered a few steps before leaping into flight.

Azreal walked around the ruined town at the top of the pillar.  Blood and body parts littered the street.  Buildings had burned out and collapsed, strewing stones across the narrow alleys.  Smoke and embers filled the air.  He was pleased.

The Overlord of Hell entered the square he assumed had been used for festivals and gatherings.  Reaver had done as he asked and separated all of the survivors into groups by age.

“Why do we not simply lie here in wait for the Nexus?” his lieutenant asked in deep tones.

“We could have them at any time.  We do not need to wait for them.  They will come to us.  And how much more delicious will it be to see their spirits crushed when they do?”

The twelve-foot tall demon crossed his four arms over his chest.  “Much more.”  Reaver turned to face the corralled masses.  “We have organized them as you asked, Dark Lord,” Reaver rumbled.  “What would you have us do with them?”

Azreal, Overlord of Hell, Harbinger of the End, looked at the groups, his eyes lingering on the small children holding infants and babies.  He watched with a smile as a young boy was beaten with a whip for trying to protect his smaller sibling.  “Start with the children.  Leave none alive”.

Chapter Seventeen - The Massacre at Highwind Point

 

“Something isn’t right,” Alex said.  They had been walking for a week through the winding paths of the Pillars of Dawn, when he lost count of the number of spires that gave the area its name.  It was as if something had poked its finger up through the ground thousands of times.

“What’s no’ right, me boy?” Brahm asked.  The Dwarf and man had grown to be fast friends over the last three weeks of travel.  They discussed battle tactics and what they thought was the proper allocation of forces in different situations.  Most of what Alex said was either outrageous or surprisingly insightful.  Brahm had scoffed at some of Alex’s ideas but was forced to admit they had a certain outlandish merit.

“That’s Highwind Point?” Alex asked, pointing to the top of the massive pillar they were waited at the base of.  Highwind Point loomed over the other pillars.  It was easily two miles high.  The path to the top wound around the pillar in a steep spiral.  It could be seen from a few days travel away and was over two miles long, riddled with a complex system of caves and tunnels throughout.

“Yes,” Terra said.  Her morning sickness had come back, and she wasn’t feeling well.  Only having bread, salted pork, and the gray mushrooms the sprites had given them to eat didn’t help.

“Why haven’t we seen anyone?  Why hasn’t anyone shown up to even see if we are hostile?”

Brahm shrugged.  “The pillar be high, an’ the sightlines good.  They could’ve seen us comin’ with their big ‘scopes.  We’ll know more when the cat comes back.”

Caitlyn stumbled around the bend on the pillar in her human form.  She called her other form primal and had not changed into it since they left the Wraith Marshes.  It shocked Terra and Brahm that she was still able to turn into her original body.  They had never heard of a changeling able to change from their birth form to anything other than their human form.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked when he saw tears running down her cheeks.  Caitlyn collapsed into his arms and cried, her face buried in his chest.  Alex looked to Terra with concern as he stroked the weeping woman’s hair.  “It’s all right, Caitlyn,” he soothed.  “You are safe now.  We’re all here for you.”

A few moments passed before Caitlyn could stop crying.  “I went part of the way up the pillar to Highwind Point, and I didn’t hear or see anything.  So, I decided to go the rest of the way up…” she trailed off and tears welled up again in her golden eyes.  

“And?” Terra asked.

“The children,” she choked out.  “They’re…  I can’t… It’s… You have to...  Follow.”

The three that hadn’t gone up exchanged glances and followed the changeling.  She wouldn’t say anything as they went up the steep climb.  About two-thirds of the way up, the smell of blood and rot hit them like a hammer.  The last third was climbed at a run.

They froze as they came level with the top.  It took a moment for their minds to comprehend the macabre sight.   Brahm swore, and Terra vomited noisily.  

“Who could do this?” Alex asked quietly in disbelief.  He stumbled toward the nearest of the hundreds of spikes planted in the ground to either side of the road.  Flies buzzed around the infant’s corpse that had been impaled upon the top.  He felt something deep inside himself begin to swell as he drew near it.  Tears welled in his eyes at the stolen life.  

He reached out a pair of shaking hands, and as carefully as he could, he lifted the baby girl off of the spike.  The force inside himself grew stronger.  “Who could do this?” he whispered as he slumped to his knees.  He knew the answer.  “I WILL KILL HIM!” Alex screamed as he felt something inside himself snap.

A roar of wordless rage accompanied the flow of unknown power Alex felt running through him.  Life had been stolen from this child, and it wasn’t fair.  It must be undone.  His howl grew louder as he pushed as much of this energy into the ruined form small enough to fit in his hands.  His sword screamed warning, but he ignored it.

“He’s going to kill himself!” he heard a woman shout over his screams as his vision began to darken.  Alex became light-headed but fought through it.  He would fix this.  He must.

Something crashed into him.  Alex slammed onto the ground face first.  He cradled the baby carefully beneath himself, keeping it from further harm.  It must be undone.  Strong hands grabbed his hair and bashed his face against the ground.  His vision blurred; the power in him disappeared.

He stopped yelling and shook his head.  He rolled over onto his side, the rotting infant’s corpse still in his hands.  “Why?” Alex asked.

“Azreal wanted to send us a message.”  Terra looked at the tiny body in his hands.  She knelt next to him and gently took the girl from him.  “I’m so sorry,” she told the baby.  “I’m sorry you had to die for something you knew nothing about.”  Tears dripped to the bloody stone ground.  

She looked at the hundreds of corpses of infants and children lining the road to the center of the town.  “We’ll search for survivors.  There may be one or two,” she said as she placed the corpse on the ground.  “Then we will gather the dead and burn them as is their custom.”  She stood and held her hand out for Alex to help him stand.  He nodded and took her hand.

The four walked down the road to the center of town.  The impaled corpses grew older the farther they walked.  Some of them were human, some pixie, and a large number were the baby bird forms of the Changelings of the Wing.  None were more than a handful of years old.  The smell grew worse with each step, but they forced themselves to continue.  

The center of the town looked as if thousands had been run through a meat grinder.  Whole bodies were rare.  Most had been gnawed on by sharp teeth.  It seemed only one group of people had not been completely ripped limb from limb.

The pregnant women had been rounded up into a small building at the side of the square.  Spears had been run through their stomachs.  Alex felt Terra’s rage like a burning sun.  He wished he could feel anything other than numb disbelief.  Nothing he had ever seen or been told could have prepared him for this.

They walked back out of the building to find a pale, bony old man wearing brown leather with feathers sewn on it staring at them with empty black eyes.  The four rushed to him.  He raised his right hand and pointed at them.  “They killed us.  All of us.  Because of you,” he said pointing at Terra.  His hand drifted over to point at Alex.  “And you.”  He collapsed in the dried blood and died.

Terra sadly shook her head.  “No, Winglord Steelfeather.  Not because of us.”  Brahm knelt to see if he could help the leader of the Changelings of the Wing.  “It’s no use,” Terra said.  “The spell Azreal used killed him after he gave us his message.”

“I’ve go’ to see if I can help,” Brahm said gruffly.  “There’s been too much death here already.”

Terra looked around.  Alex felt her rage grow with every turn of her head.  “Don’t let this crush you, Alex,” she said, anger clear in her voice.  “He’s done this before.  Five years ago.  Every town he swept through was like this.”  She clenched her fists.  He could feel the pain on her palms from her fingernails.  “Every person dead is one more reason he will die,” she said in grim commitment.

Alex nodded and forced himself to feed his sadness into the glimmering flame that was his rage.  Slowly, he began to feel again.  The strange power did not come, and he couldn’t sense it at all.

“Seems like it was three or four days ago from the amount of decay,” she said, looking around.

The others nodded.  They had all seen more death in their lives than anyone should have to.

“Alex and I will begin to gather the dead,” Terra said.  “Brahm, go with Caitlyn and search for any survivors.  Be careful, Azreal may have left behind an ambush force.”  The two set off.

The husband and wife walked back to the entrance of the town.  Terra lifted the baby from ground.  Alex pulled another down from a spike.  “Let’s put them in the center of the town,” she said.  He nodded.  The sun began its downward descent from high before they talked again.  Alex carried a small child as Terra carried an eaglet.  They were the last ones from the spikes.

“We need to talk about what you tried to do, Alex,” she said as they set the small corpses with the rest.

Seven hundred thirty four, Alex thought, finishing the count. Over seven hundred children slaughtered…  He looked at her, the hatred clear on his face.  “Seven hundred, Terra.  He had seven hundred children killed.”  He looked around at all the bodies in the center.  “Seven hundred children, and tens of thousands of others.”

“Millions can be laid at his feet,” she said.  “He will pay for his crimes.  But, we need to talk about this.”

“We have more work to do,” Alex said as he walked to the charnel, which held the dead pregnant women.  She followed him, talking as they walked.

“You could have died, Alex.  You could have drained yourself dry.  Death can’t be healed.”

“I know,” he said softly.  He touched the Guardian’s Blade before she could ask.

“I didn’t recognize the energy you were using.  Brahm didn’t even know what you were doing, but he can’t see magical power since he has none.  Alex, you are a wizard.  You have to be careful.  You could kill yourself trying to do something you aren’t capable of.”

“If I was a wizard, would I be able to feel this magical power you are talking about?”  Terra said he would.  He searched himself for it, but he found nothing.  “I don’t feel anything.”

“What happened?”

Alex shrugged.  He bent down to lift a pixie that had been run through.  The spear had been driven in with such force that it protruded from her back.  “I don’t know.  It was just suddenly there.  It screamed for release.  I felt like I could bring that little girl back to life.”  He turned and walked out of the room, carrying the woman.  Terra lifted five of them on beds of Air and floated them out behind him.  “I failed.”

“Alex, I’m so sorry,” Terra said.  “It isn’t possible.  You didn’t fail.”

He put the dead pixie woman next to one of the baby pixie corpses.  He shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter.  Whatever power I felt is gone now.  I won’t try playing God again.”  Terra put a gentle hand on his back.

Caitlyn and Brahm returned.  “There’s no’ a single living thing except fer the bloody flies.”  Terra nodded.  The four continued to move bodies until well after dark.  There were too many to carry them all in one day.  Not willing to sleep near so much death, the four went walked back down the pillar to wash in the nearby river, eat a silent dinner, and sleep.
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For four days, they collected bodies and placed them in the center of Highwind Point.  They overflowed into the buildings that bordered it.  A heavy rain had fallen the night before, cleansing the ground of blood.  The four arranged the bodies in as close a perfect circle radiating out from the exact center of the town they could.  They stood outside the ring of corpses as the sky began to lighten on the fifth day since their arrival.  

“After the pyre, are we going to use that Silverwing to fly to the Changelings of the Claw in the Icethrone Castle?” Alex asked as they waited on sunrise.  While checking the tunnels below for bodies, Brahm and Caitlyn had discovered a massive dock that opened into the air.  All of the berths were empty save one.  The end berth held a ship lashed in place on wooden supports.

Terra nodded.  “I should be able to use the control device and pilot it there.”

“Should?” Brahm and Alex asked simultaneously.  Terra glanced at them.  

“I didn’t mean…” Alex said at the same time Brahm said, “I do no’ think crashin’ would be fun.”

“We’ll talk about that later,” she said as the sun began to peak above the horizon.  Facing the rising sun across the square, she began the funeral rites of the Changelings of the Wing.  

“It is said that the first changelings were born from the tears of the moon,” she recited.  “The moon looked down on the land and was sad to see so many animals hurting one another.  She decided to give them the gift of wisdom and charge each of them with a duty.”  Shimmers of heat began to rise in front of them as she used her powers as Nexus to draw heat from everything around.  

“Luna charged the great bears who became the Changelings of the Claw with the protection of the icy tundra and seas north of the Great Range.  She charged the hunting cats who became the Changelings of the Fang with the protection of all the land south of the Great Range.  To the dragons that became the Changelings of the Scale, the deep bowels of this world.  Last, she charged the great birds in the sky with the protection of the firmament, the place she makes her home.”  Steam rose as the heat grew enough to begin flashing the rainwater into vapor.

“And now, we go to her.  To be with Luna for all time.  Home in the sky.”  The air grew hot enough to ignite, and a massive whirlwind of flame, over a quarter mile wide, roared into life.  The blazing heat almost drove them back in pain, but they stood their ground, honoring the fallen with their steadfastness.  Brahm began to sing a dwarven lament in a mournful baritone.

“The Hammer falls, 

and all things end.

Forge the blade, 

and start again.

My friends rest here, 

among the dead.

Unto the breach, 

we all were led.”

The heat grew, forcing them back a step they wished not to give.  Stone melted and earth cracked under the great pillar of flame.  Brahm sang louder, his gravelly deep voice gaining force with each word.

“The Hammer falls, 

the fire burns low.

Forge the blade, 

pump the bellow.

Fear not the night, 

nor the shadow.

Unto the breach,

we all must go.”

Stone and sand and earth burned white hot and melted to glass.  The flames blazed.  The shape of them changed, and something began to rise from the red hot earth.  Brahm sang at the top of his lungs.

“The Hammer falls,

the sparks leap high.

Forge the blade,

fear no’ to die.

Last duty calls,

but do no’ cry.

Yer names live on,

in Mother’s eye.”

The sun had just come free of the horizon as Brahm finished the dirge.  The inferno began to lessen.  The shape that had risen in the whirlwind was difficult to make out through the slackening flames.  The blaze spun its way into the sky.  Everyone but Terra gasped at what was left behind.

A glass eagle looked up toward the sky with its wings wrapped protectively around an empty nest.  The huge statue glowed orange from the heat of its creation.  The ground around the statue was a glowing bowl from the glass having been sucked up to make the statue.  Waves of heat made the twenty-foot tall eagle shimmer in the early morning light.

Caitlyn walked to the very edge of the vast searing bowl of glass and held out her hands.  A soft hissing sound issued from the statue and the ground surrounding.  Everything began to cool.  Glass clarified, and the heat waves stopped.  She stood for a few moments longer then collapsed to a knee.

Alex ran to her and helped her stand.  “Are you all right?” he asked.

Caitlyn nodded weakly.  “Just tired.  Never put a preservation on something so large,” she panted.  “But now, as long as no one dispels it, you could hit the statue or the bowl with a sledgehammer, and it will not chip.  The elements will not wear it down.  It will always look as perfect as it does now.”

He patted her on the shoulder.  “That sounds difficult.  I thought you said you didn’t have much magical power.”

“Putting a preservation on something was the only thing I ever excelled at.”  Her eyes took on a distant cast.  “I’m stronger now after… what the sprites did to me.”

“I want to see it closer,” Alex said as he stepped down into the glass bowl.  Its rippling texture, like rounded steps, made walking easy.  He heard the click on steps behind him and knew the other three followed.  The walk up the center rise the statue was on proved a little more difficult due to the steep angle, but together they all made it up to the small flat circle that was the base of the sculpture.

The detail and sense of vitality Terra had been able to instill upon the eagle was amazing.  Alex ran his fingers along one of the wings.  He could feel the individual fibers on each feather.  He put his arm around her.  

“This is amazing,” he whispered.

“I just did what I could.  These people deserved better than this.”

He nodded.  “If we had been here…”

“Then we would’ve died with ‘em,” Brahm said.  “Four would’ve made no’ one burnin’ lick o’ difference.”

Alex let out a frustrated breath.  “I know.  I just wish there was something we could have done.”  He walked to the front of the statue.  The eagle’s wings wrapped protectively around a small, empty nest of glass.  “What’s supposed to go here?”

Terra reached into the bag at her waist and pulled out an Eye of the Stars.  She placed it in the nest.  It clinked softly when she set it down.  The air hummed for a few moments.  The Eye turned the same shade of blue as the sky.  She stepped back.  

“What did you do?” Alex asked.  

“I cast a spell that will prevent anyone that isn’t a Changeling of the Wing from touching it.  And the first one that does will have it attuned to him.”

“What if a demon, or something else gets hold of it?” he asked.

“They will die.  Very painfully. It will repulse anything from this realm, and kill anything that isn’t from it.”

“If you could do this, why didn’t you earlier?  Like when we were still in Starfall?” he asked in exasperation.

“Three reasons,” she said.  “First, I had only attuned one there, and I wasn’t sure how the process would differ between each people.  Second, I’m not entirely sure this will work.  Third, it has been a long time since I was around any Changelings of the Wing, and I’m only pretty sure I got the initial part of the attunement right.  I’ve invested it with enough power to complete the process, but if I was off in the beginning it won’t be enough to make it work.  

“The Eye will shatter if it isn’t able to attune correctly.  This is a shot in the dark.  I’m not even sure there are any of the Wing left.  But if there are, they deserve at least a chance at revenge.”  Alex and Caitlyn nodded their agreement. 

“That they do,” Brahm said.  “A fleet o’ blasted Silverwings goin’ against the Obsidian Tower would’ve made the battle a mite bit easier.  A number o’ them were no’ in their berths.  Some could’ve made it out.”

“I hope so.  Let’s get ready to go,” she said as she turned away from the statue and navigated down the rise.

“Ok,” Alex said.  “Can you tell me what exactly a Silverwing is now?  Other than it flies with magic?”

“Brahm, you’ve actually flown on one.  Will you explain it to him?  I’m going to be sick if I keep talking,” Terra said.  Her morning sickness had returned with a vengeance since they arrived and was not willing to pass again.

“Sure,” the grizzled Dwarf said.  He lowered his voice so just Alex could hear.  “Alrigh’, the first thing ye need to be knowin’ ‘bout the blasted Silverwings is the durned things’re just like boats.  ‘Cept instead o’ bein’ on water, the flamin’ things fly.  And none too smooth either.  Flamin’ things buck and kick more than a wild horse.”

That doesn’t sound so bad, Alex thought.  Sounds a lot like a boat.  Brahm continued.

“So, there ye are, holdin’ on fer yer flamin’ life, when suddenly, the person usin’ the bleedin’ control device loses their blasted concentration, and ye drop five hun’erd feet through the air.  Just about now yer startin’ to think that maybe this weren’t such a good idea, but one o’ the three other blasted people that’re with ye just to use the bloody control device catch the ship, and the flamin’ thing doesn’t softly level out.  No, the durned thing just stops fallin’, and ye get to kiss the deck all hard like.”  

They climbed out of the bowl and walked toward the tunnel down to the Silverwing berths.

“Wait, you said four people are supposed to be onboard to use the controller?” Alex asked.

“Yeah, and no’ a bloody one o’ ‘em are worth more than yer own two legs.  Bloody Changelings o’ the Wing, Mother cradle ‘em.  They built the durned things so they could trade with the flamin’ lands across the bloody ocean.  Nothin’ gets ye’ from place to place faster than a flamin’ Silverwing, but ye have a right interestin’ time gettin’ there.”

Terra must have felt Alex’s growing sense of concern, because she looked at the two of them.  “Why are you trying to terrify my husband, Brahm?”

He’s not trying, Alex thought.  He’s succeeding.

“I’m just tellin’ yer husband ‘bout me own trip on a bloody Silverwing.  An’ that yer supposed to have four people to pilot the flamin’ thing.  An’ that they have years of experience doin’ nothin’ but pilotin’ the blasted thing.”  Alex groaned.

Caitlyn laughed softly behind them.  She had heard the entire exchange.  “You aren’t afraid of flying are you?” she asked as they entered the tunnels.

Alex gritted his teeth.  “Terrified,” he said through clenched jaws.

“Really?” Terra asked.  He nodded.  “Speeches, flying, is the Guardian afraid of anything else?”

“Spiders,” he muttered.

Caitlyn laughed.  “You are afraid of spiders, talking to large groups, and flying through the air, but you aren’t afraid of engaging in single combat with machina that is almost ten times larger than you are?”

“No, I’m afraid of that too.  But, at least when you kill one of those it stays dead.”

“When ye kill a spider it stays dead,” Brahm pointed out.

Alex shuddered.  “Not always.”

“What are you talking about?” Terra asked.  She could feel his revulsion.  They entered the open-air Silverwing berths.

“One time, I think I was six or seven, I saw a spider walking on the kitchen floor.  They didn’t scare me yet.  So, I stepped on it with my shoe.  When I lifted my foot, hundreds of little baby spiders came out of it.  I’ve never been more terrified than I was at that moment.”  He shuddered again.  “I’ll never forget it.”

“That’s one o’ the most disgustin’ things I’ve ever heard,” Brahm said.  The Dwarf exchanged mirthful glances with the two women.  “But, yer seriously ‘fraid o’ spiders?”  

They all burst into laughter.  Alex glared at them.  Terra suddenly stopped laughing and burped.  He watched as she put her hand to her mouth and fought down the urge to vomit.

“Serves you right,” Alex said.  They stopped at the last vessel in its berth.  She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  A few moments passed, and she opened them.

“This is it,” Caitlyn said as she walked to the brow that went from the deck of the vessel to the finger pier that ran alongside.  They followed her onboard.

The Guardian looked around in confusion.  “There aren’t any sails or rigging.  There aren’t even masts.”

“Why’d there be masts when ye don’t need sails?” Brahm asked.  “I told ye, me boy, this ol’ girl flies by magic.  Terra’s our sails, our wind too fer that matter.”

Alex turned to his wife, a pitifully concealed smirk on his face.  “Terra, I just wanted to tell you something.  You are the wind in my sails.”

She rolled her eyes at him.  “Aren’t you cute?” she said sarcastically.  He nodded enthusiastically.  Terra snorted a laugh and shook her head.  She walked past him to a large blue sphere that floated a few feet above the quarterdeck.  The Nexus placed a hand to either side of the waist high control device, and the ship hummed to life.

Mooring lines stretched and wood creaked against sudden strain.  She took her hands off the sphere just before the lines began to part.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I wasn’t expecting it to be that responsive.  Caitlyn, will you make sure the stores are firmly lashed down below?  Will you two cast off the lines?”

The three newly-dubbed deckhands bustled about their tasks readying to get underway.  They reported tasks complete, and Terra placed her hands back on the blue sphere.  The ship rose gently.  They slid out of the berth and into open air.  As soon as the stern was clear of the top of the cavernous opening, they shot into the air as if they were launched from a crossbow.

Alex, Brahm, and Caitlyn shouted as they were pushed against the deck.  Terra gritted her teeth in concentration.  Their ascent slowed, and they rose above the top of Highwind Point.

The sun was well on its rise.  The bowl of glass around the massive eagle statue reflected the light, making the eagle shine like the sun.  They leveled off and began flying a northwesterly course.  

The gentle breeze ruffled his dark brown hair as Alex looked about in confusion.  “Why is this called a Silverwing?” he asked.  “I don’t see a single thing made of silver on it.”

Brahm grunted.  Alex wasn’t sure if it was agreement or indigestion.  “Terra, the boy can no’ figure out why the ship be called a Silverwing.  Mayhap ye can show him this bird’s wings?”

The breeze blew Terra’s hair out behind her, the brilliant morning light setting her red locks aflame.  She grinned.  Alex didn’t need the link to tell she was having fun.  “Go to the rails and hold on tight, my love.  I’ll show you the fabled speed of the Silverwings.”

He walked to the portside rails and held fast.  “Ready!” he called.  The breeze picked up.  It quickly went from gentle to strong to fast to what it felt like sticking your head out of car window going down the interstate.

A brilliant bubble of white energy sparkled into existence around the skin of the ship cutting off the wind.  Wings of silver light stretched out to either side of the flying ship.  Ground zipped by underneath them at a prodigious rate.  

Alex grinned, sadness of the morning fading.  But he would never forget the carnage of the last four days.  His eyes flicked to the left, and the Guardian caught one last glimpse of the glass eagle.  His hands tightened on the rail.  And I’ll make sure Azreal never forgets it either.

Chapter Eighteen - Cut Off

 

Azreal walked down the row of pods in the Extraction Chamber.  Doctor Moore, who had invented the diabolical machinery, walked alongside him.  Beings both mundane and magical filled each of the large pods, which cast a sickly pale-green light.  

“Everything goes as scheduled, Dark Lord,” the man said in a dour tone.  “The pods are draining the energy from the primitives as expected.  Some last longer in the pods than others.  Those that are able to tap into the primal energies of this Realm last the longest.”

“Good,” the Demon Lord said.  “I must admit, I had doubts when you first approached me with your proposal.”

“You thought the Realm of Science neutral?” the Fyrian scientist asked.

“And it is.  But look what you’ve been able to do with these prototypes.”  Azreal glanced down at the short scientist.  “But you are not the Realm of Science,” he growled.  “You are just one man.”

“I am more than enough.”  Doctor Moore touched one of the pods as he passed.  “When we install the next generation of pods in the other Obsidian Towers, the rate of life force siphoning will be exponentially increased.  All for you, my Dark Lord.”  

“When will you begin production in the Realm of Order?”

“As soon as you command, Overlord.  I can have it ready to begin extraction from the prisoners there in as little as a month and operating at full capacity within three.”

Azreal reached the end of the chamber, and turned back to look on the pods.  “Do it.  You will have anything you need.”  The seedy man hesitated before leaving.  “Is there something else?”

“Almost all of the prisoners have been drained.  If we are not able to keep a steady flow of them into the Extraction Pods, the gel will lose its ability to draw the life energy from new inhabitants.”

Azreal grimaced.  He knew he should have kept some of the stronger Changelings of the Wing alive, but once the screams started…  The Overlord almost lost himself in the sweetness of the memory.  Fear and pain and death echoed in his ears.  “I will see that you do not want for prisoners,” he said as he began to walk up the spiral staircase to the Obsidian Throne.

“Thank you, Dark Lord,” the scientist’s voice echoed from below.

Azreal crossed the room silently and ascended more stairs to the very peak of the Obsidian Tower.  Wind whipped his sanguine hair and black cloak about.  Reaver stood with his back to the stairs overlooking the chaotic army surrounding the base of the tower.  “Report,” Azreal snapped at his lieutenant.

The tall demon turned to face him.  “There has been no sign of the remaining Silverwings or the Changelings of the Wing.  I have dispatched Efreet from Gile to search the skies, but I do not think they will find anything.  Before they were killed, some of the changelings said that the Winglord’s youngest son, Aeryn, was the pilot of an expedition across the sea, but that he should have returned already.  I suspect his vessels crashed or were otherwise destroyed.

“The dwarves and the Scale have sealed all the approaches to Adorac Volcano.  We are not able to get in nor can they get out.  The only opening to the volcano is through the top, but the dragons ferociously defend it.  We have the entire Forest of Souls surrounded, and the elves and the Fang trapped within.  But our forces are either ambushed or turned away when we try to enter.”

Azreal clenched his fists in frustration.  “You do not give me good news, Reaver.  I ordered them annihilated, and the strongest among them brought here for extraction.  You are quickly building a history of failure.”

“I was saving the best news for last.  The barbarians of the north and the Changelings of the Claw have marched a considerable force from the Icethrone Castle.  They make for the Gap of Druun in the Great Range to try cutting off the army we sent against them there instead of the open tundra.  I dispatched a larger force to take the Icethrone and cut them off from behind.”

“Good,” Azreal said.  “Grind them to dust.”

Chapter Nineteen - A Hard Landing

 

“Terra!” Alex shouted over the rush of icy wind.  Still on her knees, hands clenched on the control device, Terra muttered mindlessly, her gaze distant and unfocused.  “Babe, you have to concentrate!”  

Three days of no sleep had exhausted Terra.  Had she found a body of water large enough, she might have been able to set the Silverwing down so she could rest.  Instead, Terra had only managed a fitful doze while remaining just awake enough to use the required magic to keep them aloft.  A storm of freezing rain and howling winds had risen up to batter them.  The cold air sapped the rest of her strength, leaving them to plummet toward the frozen tundra below.

“It be no good, boy.  Pull ‘er away and strap yerselves in!  We’re goin’ down hard!” Brahm shouted over the roaring gale. He and Caitlyn were belted into two of the eight chairs on either side of the helm.

Alex leaned in closer to her.  “Cold…  So cold,” she muttered deliriously.  “Can’t… Can’t keep… Air.”

He looked to Caitlyn.  “Can you fly this thing?” he shouted.

Caitlyn shook her head.  “She tried showing me how, but it’s too complex.  I couldn’t figure it out.”

Alex swore under his breath.  “Terra, I know you’re cold and tired, but you have to concentrate.  We’ll all die if you can’t level us out.  Come on, Beautiful, you can do it.”

Her head turned toward Alex in a daze.  Unfocused eyes looked through him.  She smiled wanly.  “Such a wizard.  Always there when I need you.”

Alex put his hands on either side of her face.  Her cheeks were freezing.  “Terra, you’re in shock.  Listen to my voice.  C’mon, Babe, you can do it.  Listen to me and focus.”

“Alex,” Caitlyn yelled.  “The ground is really close.  We only have seconds!”

He threw his arms around his wife.  “In case we die,” he said in her ear, “I want to tell you I love you.  And I wish we could have seen our baby.”  She stiffened under his arms.  He thought he heard her say something.  The Silverwing began to level out, but it was too little too late.

The bottom of the ship slammed into the unyielding tundra.  Alex lost his hold on Terra in the impact.  He flew from the ship to slam shoulder-first onto the icy ground.  His collarbone snapped.  A searing heat shot through his chest.  He rolled over the break and blacked out from the pain.  Something landing wet and heavy next him brought Alex back to consciousness.  The Guardian opened his eyes to see a stanchion driven into the ground a couple inches from his face.  

Controlling his breathing to steady his racing heart and clutching his arm to his chest, Alex struggled to his feet.  He half-ran, half-stumbled to the bulk of the wreckage.  His wet clothing stiffened as it began to freeze solid. 

 Brahm was helping Caitlyn stand.  The changeling held her left arm.  “Where’s Terra!” Alex shouted over the storm.  Brahm pointed to the opposite side of the Silverwing’s ruined hull.  Alex ran around the wreckage and let out a sigh of relief.

Terra knelt, still holding the control device on the remains of the quarterdeck.  The magic she had used just before the crash had protected her.  Alex crouched beside her.  “Terra,” he said, leaning close so she heard him.  “You did it.  We’re down.”

Blank eyes looked at him.  “Did we make it?” she asked.  She collapsed onto the splintered planks of the wreckage.  

Brahm rushed over and picked Terra up.  Caitlyn followed a few steps behind.  “We have to get out o’ this storm.  We’ll die o’ exposure,” the Dwarf said.

Alex glanced around.  The back of the Silverwing had broken off cleanly and was leaning at an angle about a hundred feet away.  It looked as if one of the compartments for holding supplies still was in one piece.  He pointed, and they stumbled toward it.

“Are you all right?” Alex asked as they drew near the closed door.  

Caitlyn nodded, saying she had struck her elbow on a spar and thought it was just bruised.  She asked him the same question.  

“I think my collarbone is broken,” he said.

They stopped by the back of the vessel.  It swayed back and forth in the wind.  This is going to collapse soon.  We need some kind of shelter.  “If you do the same thing you did with the statue at Highwind will this be safe to enter?” Alex shouted over the wind and driving rain.

“A preservation?” she shouted.  After a few seconds of contemplation, she nodded.  “We’ll have to leave the door open so we can get in and out though.”  Alex walked over and held the door open.  Caitlyn began to cast the spell.  The wind picked up, and the poorly balanced wreckage tipped toward them.

Alex shouted and rolled away, pain lancing through him.  The aft end of the vessel never touched the ground.  He looked back and saw a broken board less than an inch from Caitlyn’s face.  The now stable shelter leaned at a wild angle.  She had finished the spell just before it crushed them all.  The door had closed some, but they all managed the tight squeeze through.  Alex thought it fortunate that at least Brahm remained uninjured.

Alex shivered as he checked on Terra, each movement making his collarbone scream in pain.  Being passed through the doorway from Brahm to Caitlyn, she had been scraped, but otherwise was not injured.  “She’s freezing,” he said.  “Can we have a fire in here?”

“On it,” Caitlyn said.  She held her hands out and a ball of fire sprang into existence.  Drafts came in through the walls that had separated some in the crash, but the air still warmed with some speed.  In relatively short order, the four stopped shivering and began to tend wounds.

Brahm inspected Caitlyn’s elbow and declared it not broken.  A massive bruise was already beginning to rise though and swelling would make it stiff, but there was nothing they could do about it.  Alex’s collarbone was a different matter on both accounts.

“It’s definitely broken, but I think I may be able to heal it,” Caitlyn said.  “I’m stronger now, and that was what always held me back from being able to heal people in the past.”  Alex nodded his assent for her to try.  She released the spell that sustained the ball of fire and crouched next to him.  She placed her hands over the break.  

He took a deep breath and clenched his jaw.  He groaned as his bone moved into position and set itself.  Caitlyn gasped in sudden pain and yanked her hands away.  She was panted heavily.  “What’s wrong?” Alex asked.  His collarbone still ached, but it felt as if it had been healing for several weeks.

Caitlyn winced as she pulled the neckline of her dress over to expose her collarbone.  A bruise covered the area where his break had been.  “I don’t understand.  I’m in my human form.”  She regarded him for a second then shook her head.  “I’m sorry, Alex, but what the sprites did to me must have changed me somehow.  If I had healed you more, my collarbone would have broken.  As it is, it’s like we both broke that bone a while ago.”

He lifted his arm experimentally.  It still hurt a little, and it would easily break again, but it was much better.  “It doesn’t hurt as much.  You did what you could.  Thank you, Caitlyn.”  She nodded.

“Do this food be safe to eat, Cat?” Brahm asked.  “I do no think we’ll be able to find our packs in the wreckage and’ll be needin’ supplies.”

She shook her head.  “It can’t be eaten now.  When it’s time to go, I’ll remove the preservation.  This will collapse, and we’ll have to cut through the top to get to the food and heavier clothing we brought for the cold.”  Terra stirred, and they all looked at her.  She muttered something unintelligible and stilled.

“We’ll have to wait here for at least a day for her to recover,” Alex said.  “When the rain lessens, I’ll go outside and look for our packs.  They’ll have some food at least.”
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A day and a half passed, and the rain continued to drum down.  Terra still slept, and everyone was concerned for her well-being.  She had warmed but was unresponsive to lights and sound.  They had more than enough water to drink and were able to trickle some into her mouth, but there was no food.  Weak and shaking, Alex made the decision to go out into the driving rain and wind to look for their packs.  “I’ll bring back anything I find,” he said.

“I’m going with you,” Caitlyn said.  “It is safer for us to stay together in groups.  There are things up here in the tundra that can easily kill us.  Yeti, and the like.”  Alex nodded.  She turned to Brahm.  “It won’t be safe to sustain a magical fire I can’t see.  I have to let the spell fade, or it could flare up.”  

“Don’t ye worry ‘bout me an’ Terra.  We’ll be safe in here.”

Alex kissed Terra on the forehead, and they squeezed out through the cracked door.  The fire flickered then disappeared as Caitlyn stopped feeding magical energy into it.  Brahm moved over to where Terra lay in the corner between the floor and wall and began to hum softly while he waited for them to return.  After a few minutes, the air grew chill.  He took off his cloak and put it over Terra.  He began to rub his arms and sing a smithing song as if trying to evoke warm memories of the forge.  His soft baritone filled the small room.

“Blow after blow ye rain down,

	Turn the steel round and round.

Blow after blow ye rain down,

	Sparks reach high an’ hit the ground.

Pump and pump the bellows,

	Forge the blade ‘til it glows.

Pump and pump the bellows,

	Don’t singe the hair in yer nose.

Blow after blow ye rain down,

	Blade takes form, sharp an’ sound.

Blow after blow ye rain down,

	Wipe the sweat off yer brow.

Quench the blade with a mighty hiss,

	Ye’ll ne’er be hotter than this.

Quench the blade with a mighty hiss,

	Think o’ yer lass yer gonna kiss.

Grind the blade, make it sharp,

	Instrument fine an’ keen.

Grind the blade, make it sharp,

	Secrets from the steel ye glean.

Swing yer blade with fiery might,

	Ye’ll be drawin’ blood tonight.

Swing yer blade with fiery might,

	Do it strong, an’ do it right.”

“Where are we?” Terra muttered.  Her voice just about made Brahm jump out of his skin.

“Ye’re awake!  We’re in the back o’ the ship.  It was no’ damaged in the crash, aside from bein’ ripped from the rest of the bloody Silverwing.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.  “I was so tired…”

“I’m not fer blamin’ ye.  Ye did all ye could an’ more.  It’ll be a week or more walk from here, but ye’ve still saved us five times that from what it would’ve taken on foot.  We’re all alive.  Caitlyn’s with Alex out searchin’ fer our packs to get some food.”

She sensed Alex nearby, that his collarbone was injured, and that he was cold and tired, but he wasn’t afraid or angry, so she was confident he was safe.  “How long have I been asleep?”

“Fer ‘bout a day an’ a half.”

“You have a beautiful singing voice,” Terra said.  She smiled at him faintly.  

“That’s what me wife would say.  She used to come to the forge to listen to me singin’.  It was the only time she’d ever hear me singin’.”  Brahm’s downcast eyes seemed lost in memory.  “Wish I’d sung fer ‘er more.  Wish I’d done a lot o’ things.”

Terra nodded.  She could understand the sentiment.  “What things do you wish you had done, Brahm?”

The Dwarf looked at her pensively.  “It’s no’ something I like talkin’ ‘bout.”

“I don’t mean to pry,” she said.  “If you don’t want to talk about it.”

“It’s alrigh’, Terra.  I’ve held it in fer a long time.  Let me think o’ how to start.”  The burly Dwarf shivered, and she handed him the cloak he had draped over her.  He wrapped it around himself.  “Did ye know that I’ve been to the other Realms?”  Terra shook her head.  “All o’ ‘em but Life and Death.  

“It happened ‘bout thirty years ago.  Delly, me wife, was deathly sick, but somethin’ was goin’ on in the Realm o’ Chaos, an’ I never could turn down an ‘adventure’.”  He spat the word out.  “Have ye ever been to Gile?”  She shook her head again.  “It be an odd place.  Always enshrouded in an impenetrable fog.  Ye can barely see more than ten feet in front o’ ye…”
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“Now lash yerselves tight.  If ye get separated from the group, we’ll ne’er be able to find ye,” Brahm told the other four dwarves with him.  Things unseen, sometimes large, sometimes small, moved in the thick fog.  A building, from Caine by the look, appeared to the left of them, lingered for a few seconds then disappeared.  Chaos reigned on Gile, and only a strong force of will could hold a place still for long.   

Harbronn had told them they were to learn if the rumors of a Demon Lord on Gile were true.  Brahm had handpicked his four most experienced dwarves to accompany him.  Delly was sick and begged him not to go, but the grizzled Dwarf had been itching for something to do other than grow old and fat.  

“Now be careful ye do no’ think o’ anything that’d get us all killed, ‘cause ye may make it appear in this blasted place.”  He heard gulps behind him as he led the way through the fog.  Walking wasn’t necessary for travel in the Realm of Chaos, but it made it easier for him to focus on arriving at the Efreet’s Palace.  They walked for some time with buildings from each of the Nine Realms appearing and disappearing along their path.  Brahm grew more and more annoyed with each step.  They had passed a forge seven times and the same inn four.  He spun on the four dwarves with him.

“Ye morons empty yer heads, shouldn’t be hard fer ye.  Ye’re keepin’ us from showin’ up at the bleedin’ palace like we need to!  Or else, I’m going to take Maestro Dervin with me an’ leave the lot o’ ye here.”  The three dwarves other than the aged Maestro apologized and nodded their heads.  Dervin smirked at him.  He turned back and continued on.

Within seconds, the palace loomed up in front of them.  They rushed inside before it could disappear.  “Amazin’ how that works,” Brahm muttered.  An efreet floated up to them.  A being of elemental energy and chaos, it resembled a wrap of bandages around an invisible vaguely human shape.  At least, that’s what most of them looked like.  He had seen efreet with four arms, some shaped like spiders, and some with no definable shape, just a mass of floating energy.

“For what does a party of dwarves come to the Efreet Palace?  A long way from home, you all are,” it whispered in a sighing voice.

“We be seekin’ information,” Brahm said.

“And the gift is?”  Efreet never accepted a trade for anything.  A gift was required, and they decided if the request would be granted.  Either way, they kept the gift.  

Brahm held a sack full of crystals charged with elemental energy out to the efreet.  It snatched the sack from his hand greedily.  He hated dealing with the efreet, but they knew everything that went on in the Realm of Chaos.  It plucked the largest crystal from the sack and drained the energy from it.  The shining blue stone went grey.

“For what information do you ask?  The answers to three questions, you have been granted.”

“We’ve been hearin’ there is a Demon Lord here on Gile.  I ask to know everythin’ ye do on the matter,” he said carefully.  Efreet were capricious and would look for any way they could to twist a request.

The efreet glided around them.  Brahm made sure to keep it in front of him.  “There is no Demon Lord here,” it wheezed with laughter.  The Dwarf swore silently.  Efreet did not lie, but they could bend the truth as if it were made out of the most supple cloth.  Its laughter gave away that he was close to a correct question.

“I ask to know everythin’ ye know ‘bout any powerful demons that are on Gile.”

The efreet stopped circling them.  “There is a very powerful demon here,” it sighed.  “A Demon Lady by the name of Odessa.  From times immemorial the Demon Lords and Ladies have reigned over Hell…”  The efreet continued for some time telling them everything it knew about Odessa, Demon Lords and Ladies, and powerful demons in general in the hopes that they would lose interest, but Brahm was as patient as a stone.  It hesitated before finishing its tale.  “Odessa is running from the Realm of Evil, for a new Overlord rises.  She hides from him here.  He hunts for all of the High Demons.  Hunts for them, and kills them.  He hunts her specifically…” it trailed off and fell silent.

 “I asked ye everythin’ ye knew, Efreet,” Brahm said.

“Not allowed.  Her gift from us was to tell none why she is being hunted.  She wanted us to also tell none she was here, but her gift was not enough.”

Brahm turned to Maestro Grimm.  “What do ye think, Dervin?  Should we ask this Lady Demon why she is no’ in Hell where she belongs?”  The Maestro thought for a minute before nodding.

“Your third request?” the efreet asked as Brahm turned back to it.  It asked many more times trying to push him to ask his question without thinking it completely through.

“I ask that ye show us the way to Odessa now, in a way that we can follow ye, the easiest way fer dwarves ye know, without tryin’ to leave us behind, an’ without any other efreet tryin’ to block our way.”

“Very well,” it snapped at his restricting request.  It floated away, and they followed.  After a few minutes of walking down corridors that seemed to warp into different shapes and colors, they arrived at a circular door.  “We have arrived,” it sighed.  “They wait for you within.”

“They?” Brahm said as the efreet floated away, ignoring his question.  “Bloody efreet.”  He looked to the four other dwarves with him.  “Be ready fer anythin’.”  He knocked on the door.  There was no answer.  He pushed the door open carefully and glanced around the sitting room.  A black fire crackled in the fireplace, and all of the chairs were empty.

“Anyone home?” Brahm called.  A tall, muscular human with long brown hair held back in a pony tail walked into the sitting room and stared at the dwarves in surprise.  He drew a large sword from behind his shoulder and charged them.  Brahm hefted his battle axe and set himself to chop low at the tall man.

“Wait!” a woman’s voice shouted.  The man stopped mid-stride a couple of paces away from the dwarves.  A pale woman walked through the same door the man had come from.  Her blood-red hair was strikingly beautiful on her milky white skin.  “Did my brother send you?” she asked.

“I do no’ know yer brother, milady,” Brahm said, surprised at the demon’s beauty.  “Ye’re the Demon Lady Odessa?”

Her eyes seemed to probe his mind.  She studied him for a moment before nodding.  “If my brother didn’t send you, then how do you know my name, master…?”

“Brahm Ironfist.  Me king heard of a Demon Lord on Gile.  He sent us to see what we could.”

The human spun to her.  Brahm could have sworn the look on his face was love and concern.  “I’m sorry, Odessa.  I thought we would be safe here,” he said in a deep voice.  She held up a hand to silence him, and she walked to one of the chairs by the fire giving the Dwarf a second to study her profile.

“Yer brother’s huntin’ ye ‘cause o’ yer baby?” Brahm asked.  Her eyes snapped to him, and the human lifted his sword again.  “Either ye’re gettin’ fat, not a killable offense, or yer pregnancy is startin’ to show.  I take it yer brother did no’ approve o’ ye lovin’ a human an’ decided to deal with it as a Demon Lord sees fit?”

She sat on the chair and beckoned the human over.  “Don’t worry, Tom,” she said softly.  “We’ll find another place.”  The human, Tom, sheathed the greatsword and stood behind her protectively.  She looked back at the group of dwarves still standing in the doorway and hall.  “Come in and close the door.  You can untie yourselves from one another.  You won’t go drifting off inside the palace.”  She waited for them to comply.  

“Please sit, Master Ironfist,” Odessa bade.  Brahm sat in the chair across from her.  “You are very perceptive.  My twin brother, Azreal, has become the new Overlord of Hell.  He now works to destroy the other Demon Lords and unite Hell under one leader.  Why, I do not know.  I was among the first he tried to kill, and he has tried many times in the last twenty years.”

“All right,” Brahm said studying her eyes just as she studied his.  Her eyes captivated him.  All demon eyes were a solid color with no pupil or white, but he had never seen one with such a stunning shade of green.  “Why’re ye tellin’ me all this?  It do no’ be in most demon’s natures to be kind.”

She nodded.  “True.  Most aren’t.  That is just another reason why I’ve forsaken my people and my birthright.  I want to be safe and live my life with Tom and our child,” she said as she placed her hand over her belly.  “Azreal must be stopped.  Just as Life cannot exist without Death, Evil cannot exist without Good.  I think he plans to destroy the Realm of Good once and for all.”

“That’s madness!” Maestro Grimm exclaimed.  “It would destroy everything.  Reality would unravel.  Everything would end.”

Odessa nodded again.  “That is why he must be stopped.  I think he intends to marshal an army and use it to assault Bara and destroy the Libram of Fate.  I’m not sure though.  He could just as easily be planning to destroy Dae or Caine.  Or maybe he has found some way to open a gateway to Aria.  I just don’t know.  But know this, Azreal is coming, and he must be stopped.”  

An explosion made the Efreet Palace shudder.  Tom drew his sword, and those seated shot to their feet.  “What the bloody…” Brahm muttered.  A second explosion, closer this time.

“It seems we are leaving sooner rather than later, my love,” Odessa told Tom.  She turned to Brahm.  “I’ve trusted you, Master Ironfist.  Do you trust me?”  A second’s hesitation, and Brahm nodded.  She lifted an alabaster amulet on a fine golden chain from beneath her dress.  A thump in the air, and a golden portal opened up beside her.  “Your people still live in Adorac Volcano, correct?”

Brahm nodded.  

“Good, this will take you a few days travel from there.  Tell your king what you have heard here.”

He motioned the other four dwarves through the portal.  He waited to speak until they were all four through.  “Ye’ll be alrigh’ here?” Brahm asked as a stronger explosion made the palace shake harder.  Dust fell from the ceiling.  “Ye can come too, an’ tell ‘im yerself.”

She shook her head.  “If he found me here, he would find me there.  I must stay on the move.  Fare well, Master Ironfist.”

“Ye too, Lady Odessa.”  

“Looks like we’ll have to change our names again,” Tom said as the portal closed.
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“A few days’ journey, an’ we were back in the Volcano.  I went to see King Harbronn an’ told ‘im the truth o’ things.  When I arrived in the throne room, he told me that Delly had succumbed to ‘er illness.  I cursed the world.  Cursed ‘im fer sendin’ me.  Cursed meself fer goin’.  The Maestro heard what happened and told the king everythin’ that’d been said in Gile.  We armed ourselves fer war, but when twenty years went by with nothin’, we stood down.  If only we had waited longer, we would’ve been ready.”

Terra was silent the entire time he talked.  “I’m sorry, Brahm.  I really am.  But, your warning did save lives.  More were ready because of you.  Even if it was just a few more weapons, a few more sets of armor.”  She paused and thought for a moment.  “I’ve never heard of a demon that had forsaken her people before.”

“Nor had I,” Brahm said.  “She was beautiful.  Ye could almost forget she was a demon.  That human loved her.  But to ‘im, I’m sure she could’ve had horns, and he’d no’ have cared.”

“Who has horns?” Alex asked as he squeezed through the door.  “Good morning, my beautiful wife.  You were beginning to worry us.”

“Brahm was just telling me a story to pass the time,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  I’m better now.  A day or two more, and I’ll be back to normal.  I don’t think I have enough energy to light a candle.”  Her stomach grumbled.  

He smiled at the sound and grabbed the pack being pushed through the doorway to him.  “Well, at least we won’t starve to death, and Caitlyn’s been doing a good job of keeping us dry and warm.”  The changeling slid easily through the gap and stood behind him.  The space was small, and four people made it very cramped.  

“I’m glad to see you’re doing better, Terra,” she said more warmly than she looked.  Caitlyn shivered as she summoned a ball of fire.  “It’s dark outside, but we were able to find some food.”

 

[image:  ]

 

Two more nights passed with the four eating sparingly from what little they had.  The rain had still not lessened on their fourth morning in the cramped hold.  “We have to get out of here,” Terra said after they ate breakfast.  “We’re almost out of food.”

Alex appraised her.  “Are you sure?  We have enough food for another day, maybe two if we stretch it out.”  Brahm groaned at the suggestion.  He was used to eating much larger portions than they had been able to part with.

“I’m sure.  It’ll do us no good to stay here any longer.  I’m so rested that I’ll go insane if we remain here.”

“Whatever you say.” Alex began gathering up what little things they had left.  “Are you going to be able to open up the storeroom once this place collapses?”

Terra snorted a laugh.  “Easily,” she said as she squeezed out through the door.  

Alex wasn’t sure if it was his imagination, but he thought he could see her belly sticking out.  She had been flat-stomached before she got pregnant.  Well, Alex thought, that’s what happens when women get pregnant.  Was I expecting something different?  He waited for Caitlyn and Brahm to exit and followed them out.

Cold wind whipped their cloaks about.  The rain fell on an enormous, invisible umbrella above them as they walked a couple hundred feet from the ruined stern of the ship.  Terra winked at him when he looked at her questioningly.  Caitlyn held her hands out, and after a few seconds, their temporary refuge collapsed.  

They climbed onto the fallen hulk and walked to where the storeroom should have been beneath them.  A chunk of wood a few feet wide went flying as it was magically ripped aside.  Alex climbed down into the hole, his nearly healed collarbone aching.  He handed a few sacks of dried meat and vegetables up and climbed out.  

They searched the wreckage for the other three packs but were unable to find them.  It was only by pure luck that the one they had found was Terra’s and that the remaining Eye was still in it.  Alex hoped their luck held out for some time more.

“That should be enough for a week or so.  There also have to be things to hunt,” he said.

Caitlyn nodded.  “There are.  But some of them hunt you too.”

“At least it’ll be fair,” Alex joked.

“Fair be more interestin’,” the Dwarf said gruffly.  “More dangerous too.  Though some wild boar would be delicious, an’ they’re some o’ the most… interestin’ I’ve hunted.”

“Any of you ever hunt a ten foot yeti before?” Terra asked.  They all shook their heads.  “Well, they are most likely already hunting us.  Let’s keep things from being too interesting.”
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Five days passed, and the rain still drummed down.  Every day Terra created the giant floating umbrella above them, and every night she created a large earthen tent from the ground to shelter them.  Alex monitored her closely to make sure she wasn’t pushing herself too hard.  

“We are going to need to find you a doctor or a mid-wife when we get to the castle,” he said that night.  Terra was using her magic to lift two large rectangles of earth and set them together to make a tent.

“I’m fine, Alex.  I use magic every night to make sure everything is going as it should be.  There’s nothing to worry about.  I’m fine; baby’s fine.”  Terra set the two pieces in place and yawned.  She felt concern spike along the link and sighed.  “We need to talk,” she said as she led him away from Brahm and Caitlyn setting their things down in the tent.  The changeling started to stand to follow them, but she stayed when Terra shook her head.

They walked about fifty feet from the tent.  Ugh, she thought, I don’t feel well.  Terra took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  The crisp air steadied her stomach.  Rain drummed down on the barrier above them.  

“What do you need to tell me?” Alex asked when she stopped walking and faced him.

“I love you,” she said.

He smiled at her in the twilight’s gloom.  “I love you too.  Is everything OK?”

Terra nodded.  “Alex, I don’t want you to worry about me so much.  I know it’s a hard thing to ask,” she said quickly when he opened his mouth to interrupt.  “I pushed myself harder than I should have while we were on the Silverwing.  We should have spent more time looking for a place to land so I could rest.  Because I didn’t, we’ve lost time.”

Sad eyes looked to him.  She was worried.  “What if the same thing has happened at Icethrone Castle because we were too late?” Terra asked.  “What if I’ve failed everyone because I wasn’t strong enough?”

Alex ran his hand through his brown hair.  It was getting longer, she noticed.  “I’ll try to do better, Terra, but you’re right.  It’s hard for me not to worry about you and the baby.  I will try though.”  He wrapped her in a warm embrace.  “These bears and barbarians are supposed to be the most ferocious warriors on this entire world, right?”  She nodded against his cheek.  “I don’t think they’ll be dealt with so easily.”  

Alex put his hands on her shoulders and held her at arm’s length.  His green eyes searched hers.  “You did everything you could to get us as far as you did.  Brahm told me you cut how long it would take us to get there down to a fifth.  You didn’t fail anyone.  You did more than anyone could ask, and if anyone says otherwise, I’ll beat ‘em up.”  

Terra laughed and shook her head.  He had a knack for making her feel better.  “Thank you, Alex.  No matter how bad things seem, you are always able to brighten them up.”  She wrapped her arms around him and held him close.  

Alex lifted her chin and smiled.  He started to lean in to kiss her when his eyes shot up, looking above her head.  “Get down,” Caitlyn shouted from behind him just as he started to dive to the side.  A large black shadow sailed over them.  Caitlyn had changed into her primal form.  A near-human roar of pain accompanied the crunching slam of the changeling knocking the white yeti to the rain-soaked ground.

Terra shot to her feet and illuminated the area with a ball of brilliant white light above them.  They were surrounded by a large band of at least thirty huge, snowy-furred bi-pedal monsters.  The one on the ground stopped roaring and started gurgling as its throat was ripped out.  Caitlyn roared over her kill.  The yetis charged as Alex drew the Guardian’s Blade.  

Bellows and more roars filled the air from nearby; the yetis ran from the sound, now ignoring the people they had surrounded.  Too confused to unleash the Wrathblade, Alex stood protectively in front of Terra.  Caitlyn changed back into her panther form and stood beside them.

“What would make that many run like that?” he asked as the monsters disappeared into the night.

Alex felt Terra’s anger rise.  “There’s only one thing yetis fear more than fire,” she said.  “Bears.”
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Brahm’s hammer dripped gore onto the soaked and soiled earth.  “I do no’ think…”  The others didn’t find out what the rest of his sentence was going to be as they were surrounded by the hulking forms of armored bears.  Alex tried to take a quick count in the darkness.  There were more than fifty.  A large polar bear wearing spiked platemail stepped out of the pack and stood before them.  

“What brings a man, woman, Dwarf, and kitten,” he said with a sneer, “up to the north?”

Terra stepped forward.  “I am the Nexus, and I would speak with your chieftain.”

The Bear eyed her up and down.  “Sure you are, lass.  Maybe you have the King of the Dwarves with you too!”  Laughter roared from all those around.  She clenched her jaws tightly.  Alex could feel her quivering rage.  “Is that you, little digger?  Are you the storied Dwarf king?”

Brahm began to take a step forward but was restrained by Terra’s hand on his chest.  “You would like proof I am who I say, cub?”  Her insult caused an abrupt halt to the laughter.  Terra’s clenched fists shook at her sides.

She seems angrier than she should be, Alex thought.  He groaned when he realized what was happening.  He tightened his grip on the Guardian’s Blade, unsure of how this would all end.  Mood swings…

“You will not speak to me so disrespectfully, Woman.”  The Bear started to take a step toward her.  Its paw never touched the ground.  Terra lifted her arms, and every one of The Bears floated a few feet into the air.  Her wings shot out behind her, their blue light almost blinding in the sudden gloom as the light above winked out.

She crossed the few feet to The Bear that had been talking.  Reaching up and grabbing either side of the helmeted head, she pulled The Bear’s head down to eye level.  “I am the Nexus, and you will not speak so disrespectfully to me, Bear,” she roared from inches away.  The Bear gulped in unmistakable fear at the rage in her eyes.  “I am here to see your leader, Chieftain Rageclaw, and you will take me to him now.”  Her voice dropped down to a deathly whisper.  “Do you understand?”

The Bear nodded, and she dropped them all to the ground none too softly.  “If you will follow me, Nexus,” it said in a cowed voice.  The polar bear stood still until she nodded.  It turned to lead the way.  Alex waited for The Bears to put some distance between them before talking to her.  

“What was up with that, Terra?  You were so angry I thought you would just kill them all.”

“The thought crossed my mind,” she said, venom dripping from her voice.  She was so angry that he thought she might try.

“What’s wrong?”

“They never came,” she said.  The glow from her wings gave Alex just enough light to make out the fire in her eyes.

“Who never came where?”

Her enraged hazel eyes met his confused green.  “The Arcane City.  After the siege began, we called for aid from all of the peoples of Dae.  They all came to our aid.  Except for the Changelings of the Claw.”  Her clenched fists shook.  “And I intend to find out why.”

Alex nodded.  Not mood swings then, he thought.  “I understand.”

“I don’t know if we could have held,” she said.  “But we could have finished the evacuation with their aid.  Thousands died needlessly because they did not answer our call.  Michael would still be alive…”  The aching pain of loss swirled beneath the blazing rage screaming across the link from her.  

Alex did his best to keep his emotions under control so she wouldn’t sense them.  How am I supposed to measure up to him, a dead man that she feels the loss of as sharp as a knife through her heart?

A woman’s voice whispered in his head.  <You can’t.> He lifted his hand away from the Guardian’s Blade, but he hadn’t been touching it.

Maegan?  he wondered.

<I was Maegan once,> she whispered in his mind.  <No longer.  I was chosen as the Voice of Balance, one of the nine.  You shall also be chosen when the blade passes to another.>

Why are you in my head?

She laughed softly.  <That was the first thing I asked,> she said.  <Being the Guardian is no easy task, wielder.  To be swordbearer means that you must always strive for balance.  Not only in the worlds we live in, but in yourself.>

“So?” Alex asked.  Terra looked at him curiously, but he didn’t notice.

<You do well thus far, wielder, but greater trials come.  You must be willing to sacrifice all for the charge that has been placed upon you.>

“Yeah, I got that,” he muttered.  “I’ve put my life on the line more than once, you should know that.”

<It is known,> the Voice of Balance said.  <But you selfishly risk your life.>

“Selfishly?” the Guardian echoed.  Anger seeped into his voice.  “How do you risk your life for others selfishly?”

<You can’t let personal entanglements tie you down,> she scolded.  <If you do, then you’ll push yourself too far trying to save them.  You aren’t here for a single person but the universe.  To risk everything for one person is selfishness.  You fear to let someone you care about die and put millions, billions on the line.  You can’t-- >

“Stop talking,” he growled.  She continued to harangue him.  “Shut up!” he roared.  “Those entanglements are people I care about, and I will place them above everything else every time!”  A painfully loud silence settled both in his mind and outside it.  Everyone stood still and stared at him.

“Alex,” Terra whispered.  She looked at the polar bear.  “Keep going.”  The Bears kept walking.  Brahm and Caitlyn followed, giving the two of them some distance.  He could feel her concern on the link like it was a palpable thing.  “It’s getting worse, isn’t it?”

He nodded.  “Before when it talked, it wasn’t talking to me.  In Adorac, it was like I was seeing through another person’s eyes.  This time though…  She was talking to me.  Said I was being selfish by risking my life for you.  Maegan said that the Guardian had to be above one person, that I had to live for everything.”

Terra walked in silent contemplation.  It seemed her anger had subsided.  “She’s right.  You are more important than any one person.  It’s your job to restore balance to the world.  To all the Nine Realms.  If you die protecting Caitlyn or Brahm or me, then we have died anyway.”

He shook his head vehemently.  “I refuse that, Terra.  I will not let any of you die.  Not without giving my life first.”  He looked at her, a relentless strength in his eyes.  “‘My life before a drop of your blood is spilled.’  That was my oath, and I will not break it.  Not for you, not for me, and not for some bodiless voice in a sword.”

She nodded.  Terra knew there was no way to make him see the truth.  She just wished it didn’t have to be true.

Chapter Twenty - Everyone is Needed

 

The rain stopped when they made camp with the bears that night.  The next morning, it snowed.  Strong flurries covered the ground with pristine white powder.  Padding through the snow wasn’t difficult for Caitlyn in her birth form.  She didn’t want anyone to know of the primal strength that resided inside of her.

The power of it scared her.  She had never felt so able to do anything in her life.  It was as if there were no limits when she was in the terrifying form the sprites had forced upon her.  The seductive attractiveness of that strength made her lie awake at night.  

Alex and Terra walked side by side shivering.  Brahm trudged along through the deepening snow without complaint.  Caitlyn had gained a kind of begrudging respect for the Dwarf.  He was a stalwart fighter and a good friend to her and the others.  She spied the Icethrone Castle through the snow and picked up her pace to walk beside her odd group of friends.

“They only respect strength,” Terra said.  “We will have to convince them to come with us.  It likely won’t be easy.”

Alex grabbed the hilt of the Guardian’s Blade.  “We’ll show them just how strong we are,” he said.  “They’ll have no choice but to answer our questions and follow us.”

“They do have no respect fer magic, lad,” Brahm said gruffly.  He always sounded like he was in a grump.  “If ye want to show ‘em strength, it’ll be with yer arms an’ fists.”

“He’s right,” Terra said, nodding.  They walked in silence for a time.  The rising battlements of the castle rose high above them before Dain Strongpaw, the polar bear that had been leading them since the day before, spoke up.

“Welcome to Icethrone Castle, Nexus.  The fortress of the north stands open to you,” he said as he led them through the open gate.  This place is aptly named, Caitlyn thought.  The entire place is made of ice.  She sensed a very powerful preservation cast over the entire place.  Even with her increased magical power, she wasn’t sure if she would have been able to break it.  She wasn’t sure if Terra could, and she was the most powerful sorceress Caitlyn knew of anywhere.

The dimensions of the castle were huge, having been made to accommodate large bears walking in wide columns.  She saw bears of every size and type.  Small brown and black bears, young cubs rolling about wrestling with their mothers looking on, large polar bears and huge grizzlies crashing into each other in contests of strength.  All of the humans she saw were tall with large muscles and blond or brown hair.  Barbarians, she thought.  

The shortest of them were as tall as Alex and had muscles larger than his, but most of them lacked the definition he had in his arms.   She looked from him to the male barbarians.  They seemed to lumber about.  He moved with a fluid grace.  It seemed that they would rely on their large muscles in battle, planting themselves and meeting the enemy head on.  She knew from experience that he could flow across a battle like a reaping whirlwind.  He fights like a hunting cat, she thought proudly.  Terra is lucky to have such a strong man to sire her child.  She felt an inexplicable emotion flutter through her.

Before she could examine that emotion, a giant of a man, taller and with bigger muscles than any of the other barbarians she had seen, stepped in front of Alex and stopped.  The barbarian eyed Alex head to foot.  “Watch yourself, little man,” the huge man sneered.  Anger flared in her at the slight.  She dug her claws into the snow.

Fat snowflakes fell in his hair as the Guardian regarded the big man.  Alex showed no more emotion than he would eyeing a stump in his path.  “Move,” he ordered.

The barbarian roared in laughter.  “Why don’t you make-”  The end of his sentence was cut off when Alex slammed the hilt of his sword into the big man’s middle.  The barbarian bent over with a wheeze.  An uppercut flattened his nose against his face and laid him out on his back.  The humans watching the exchange all erupted in laughter.

The large man lifted himself up on an elbow and shook his head in a daze.  “Looks to me like he’s big enough to make you move!” one of the women shouted.  The laughter grew louder.  Alex looked at Terra and shrugged.  He offered his hand.  The man took it and stood.

Blood gushed from the barbarian’s nose.  “Well met, stranger!  The name’s Erik.”

“Alex,” he said, a little confused.  The man nodded respectfully and walked back to his friends.  They still roared with laughter and patted Erik on the back.

“It’s like I said, boy.  This lot do only respect the strength o’ fists an’ arms.”  Brahm looked at the group of laughing barbarians.  “I think ye made a friend, an’ a good reputation already.”  

“Crazy people,” Alex muttered under his breath as they kept following Dain.  Caitlyn laughed to herself as she padded along.  

They walked through the open air of the castle passages before drawing to a stop in front of two massive doors.  She couldn’t tell if they had giant claw marks engraved in them, or if one of the residents had clawed them in a rage.  Dain pushed them open.  Snow fell in the courtyard.  

The largest grizzly bear she had ever seen paced back and forth in front of a throne of ice as clear as glass.  The Bear wore a set of unadorned plate from head to paws and was missing his left eye.  The pacing stopped, and he looked at them.  “Nexus,” the grizzly rumbled.  He did not sound pleased.

Terra nodded curtly.  “Chieftain Rageclaw,” she said displeasure clear in her voice as well.  “I have come to call on you once again.  And this time you will answer.”

“We have no care for the affairs of those below the Great Range.  We have troubles of our own here.  The Gap of Druun is being overrun by demons and the undead.  We are harassed by efreet in the sky, and we do not march at your command.”

The Nexus strode up to the leader of the Changelings of the Claw.  “I am calling you to account, Chieftain.  You were summoned for the defense of the Realm before.  I now call you again.  If you do not answer the call, you will be replaced.”

Rageclaw snorted at her.  “Strike me down with your magic, woman.  You will not leave the castle alive.  Only the strong survive in this place.  Now leave and do not return.”

Terra glared at the giant bear.  “How did a whimpering cub like you end up leader of this noble race?”

  This will end in blood, Caitlyn thought.  Alex must have had the same thought because he placed a hand on the hilt of his sword.  

The great bear lifted a paw to swipe at her.  He hesitated and lowered the paw back to the snow covered ground.  “I have been leader of this clan for years.  An honor only gained through battle of tooth and claw.  Something you do not have nor understand.”  

“You claim to know honor?” Terra said with balled fists.  Her voice quaked with rage.  “You dare say that I know it not?  Where were you and the Claw when the demons swarmed around the Arcane City?  Where were you and the Claw when they flooded over its walls?  Where were you and the Claw when defenseless children died at the gnashing teeth of undead monstrosities?  I know honor, Chieftain.  I wish I could say the same of you.”

She turned from The Bear and walked toward them.  Rageclaw breathed heavily, fighting hard to not fly into a rage.  “Let’s go,” Terra said.  “The Chieftain has made his decision.  I hope we don’t all die because of his folly.”

“Are you sure?” Brahm and Alex asked at the same time.  She nodded.  The three of them turned to leave, but Caitlyn stood her ground.  There has to be something we can do, she thought.

Alex looked over his shoulder to her.  “Caitlyn?” he called.

She made her decision.  “I challenge for leadership of the Changelings of the Claw,” Caitlyn said, her voice strong despite the quaking in her heart.

The armor plated bear regarded her with his one good eye.  “That is not a challenge lightly made, Fangsister,” he said.  “You are not one of the Claw.  You are less than a fifth my size.  Your bravery is commendable, but it is a battle to the death.  I would crush you with little effort.  It wouldn’t be fair.”

She heard the crunch of snow behind her.  She recognized the sound of Alex’s footsteps, his scent filled her nose.  He knelt beside her and placed a gentle hand on her black furred shoulders.  “Caitlyn,” he whispered.  “You don’t have to do this.  We will make do without them if we must.”

“I appreciate your concern, Alex.  But you are wrong.  We do need them.  You said that yourself, back in Starfall and again with the sprites.  Everyone is needed.”  She looked him in the eyes.  She thought the green of his eyes was the most beautiful color she had seen.  I think I love him, she thought, then shook her head.  Her heart thudded in her chest.  “Just like you are Terra’s Shield, I am both of yours.  I will do my best to carry out your will.  It is my duty.  I owe you that and more.”  

He took a deep breath and let it out.  “I understand,” he said.  He studied Chieftain Rageclaw for a moment.  “He will expect you to come from his left side because of his eye.”  He squinted his eyes.  The great bear watched them still.  “He only has straps across his belly holding the plates on, if you get beneath him… It’ll be dangerous getting underneath his bulk, but his armor looks good and covers most of his body.”

Caitlyn nodded.  Those were her thoughts exactly.  “Alex,” she said drawing his gaze back to her.  “If I do this, I’m going to do it as me.  Not the monster the sprites have cursed me with.”  He opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off.  “You don’t know what it’s like.  I feel like I can do anything when I’m like that.  Like nothing can stop me.”

“I know what it’s like,” he said.  “But that other form is part of you now no matter how you got it.  If you think you may not make it, don’t hold back.”  He looked at the Clawlord again.  “He won’t.”  Alex leaned in closer and dropped his voice so low only her cat ears could hear.  His warm breath tickled the sensitive skin of her ear.   “Stay fast.  Don’t let him pin you down.  Hit him where he doesn’t expect it.  And remember, your collarbone isn’t better from when you healed me yet.”  She nodded again.  

He stood and walked back to his wife.  The same curious emotion from earlier coursed through Caitlyn.  Jealousy?  I am happy for them, she told herself firmly.  He is married to Terra.  Let it go.  She faced the Chieftain of the Changelings of the Claw.

“I challenge you for the leadership of the Claw.  You said it was in a battle of honor with tooth and claw.  I have all three.”

“I do not doubt your honor, but there is no backing down from this.  Once we begin, it will not end until one of us is dead.”

“Are you trying to back down from my challenge?” she taunted.

“I do not, little Fangsister.  I merely try to save you from yourself.”

“I do not need saving, Clawlord.”

Fat flakes of snow floated to the ground.  The assembled crowds stood in expectant silence.  Fog curled from the heated breaths of the two combatants.  A hush fell over the open-air throne room.

“What is your name?” Chieftain Rageclaw asked.

“I am Caitlyn Shadowpaw, sister of Silvia Shadowpaw.”

The Clawlord regarded her.  “You are the sister of the Fanglady?”

“I am.  What of it?”

“Nothing.  I just wanted to know who was foolishly throwing her life away.”

She snorted.  “Don’t count your catch before it’s in your teeth, Chieftain.”

“Very well,” he said.  “Let’s begin.”  With surprising speed, he charged toward her.  The ground trembled under the weight of his charge.  As he drew near, Caitlyn made as if she was going to dart around his blind side.  He lifted his right forepaw to swipe at her.  She nimbly rolled beneath the raised arm and clawed at the straps holding his armor in place.  He slammed his paw back down trying to pin her.  It was a narrow miss.

She was only able to scrape the aged leather strapping.  I have to be faster than that.  The Clawlord charged her again.  She feinted left before darting right again.  He lifted his right paw and swiped at her a second time, but the blow came at the wrong angle, and she dodged.  She didn’t try getting under him to claw at the strap again.

A third charge was met with a third feint.  This time he anticipated her dodge to his right side and lifted his left paw to swipe at her.  She figured he was going to expect her to try darting to his good side again and charged left instead.  She got under the swing before he knew what was happening.  She managed to rake his belly and sever one of the straps, but two more still held the massive back plate in place.

“Clever and quick,” he said with a tone of respect.  “Just what I’ve come to expect from the Fang.”

Maybe I can make him lose his concentration.  “Brutish and slow.  Just what I’ve always heard of the Claw.”

The Chieftain bellowed in rage and rushed her.  A hail of blows had her dodging back and forth.  Caitlyn tried to find an opening but was unable to get through the onslaught.  He swiped high with his right.  She rolled under.  Low with his left.  A short hop carried her over.  A snap of his jaws was met with a swipe of her claws from the air.  Three angry red tracks appeared on his sensitive nose.

Before she landed, Rageclaw charged forward again, knocking her from the air.  She scrambled to her feet, but he was there.  She dashed left trying to move around him.  His claws tore a shallow gash in her right hindquarter.  Caitlyn felt warm blood begin to flow down her skin, matting her fur.  She dismissed the injury as unimportant and raked at the exposed flesh between the plates on his right side.

Claws met fur and skin as she ripped open a shallow wound along his ribs.  He tried to roll over onto his back and crush her, but she nimbly jumped back.  She darted back in and climbed onto his stomach.  Caitlyn severed the back strap with her hind legs and jumped away before he could score a hit.  Rageclaw rolled back onto his legs and faced her.  Blood dripped from his stomach, and two of the three straps swung free.  

“Going for my armor?” he sneered.  “Let me help you.”  He stood on his back legs and sliced off the remaining strap himself.  The heavy plate fell from his back and crashed to the ground.  He ripped off the straps from all his armor.  Each piece clanged to the ground.  The only one he didn’t remove was the helmet.  “I lost my eye when I took leadership.  I won’t risk another just because some kitten thinks she can fight like one of the big boys.”

Stay calm.  Don’t let him get to you.  “Why would I want to fight like one of the big boys?” she chided.  “It looks like this kitten is winning.”  She heard Terra laugh behind her.  Caitlyn smiled at the sound echoing through the silent courtyard throne room.  She whisked her tail back and forth as if she were playing with her sister when they were children.

He charged again and began to lift his right paw when he drew close.  Caitlyn prepared to dodge under the blow, but faster than she was expecting, Rageclaw shifted his weight and swung with his left.  The blow caught her on the right side.  Bear claws tore vicious furrows across her ribs.  She rolled through the snow under the weight of the blow.  He snorted at her as she tried to get up.  Blood gushed from her side, staining the virginal snow red.

“This is over, little Fangsister.  I will show mercy and let you flee with your life.”

Caitlyn hissed at his insult and charged him head on.  Not expecting the sudden ferocity, he was surprised.  She used the split second to slide under him and rake at his stomach.  When he tried to crush her under his bulk, she darted aside and leapt on top of him ripping flesh from his neck and back.  He rolled, and she jumped off.  Blood pumped from both panther and bear.  

The chieftain charged her, driving her back under a flurry of swings.  She gave ground freely, stepping back and dodging as she could.  She was about to plant her legs for a leap when her weakened right hind leg set down on something cold and hard that slid from beneath her.  His armor.  She saw the blow coming but could do nothing to dodge.

Claws ripped searing pain into her as yet uninjured left side.  She slid through the snow under the unstoppable force of his blow.  The massive bear slowly hulked toward her.  She tried to stand, but her legs wouldn’t do what she told them to.

“We have to stop this,” Terra said from just a few feet away.

Alex shook his head.  “We can’t.  This is her fight.  She knew the stakes.  If we interfere, she would never forgive us.”

“But…” she started.

Brahm cut her off.  “The lad’s right.  This’s a matter o’ honor, Nexus.  Caitlyn’s a warrior’s heart.  She’ll no’ give up.”

Terra nodded.  “You two are right,” she said softly.  “She won’t lose.  She doesn’t know how.”

Damn right I won’t, Caitlyn thought, emboldened by her friends’ trust.  She tried to stand again.  With effort, she did.

“This is your last chance, Kitten.  I don’t want to kill the sister of the Fanglady.  But don’t confuse unwillingness with inability.”  

Blood matted her sides, and Caitlyn wobbled on unsteady paws.  Her breath came in labored gasps.  Torn muscles screamed in pain.  

She never even considered the offer.  “I’m not done yet,” Caitlyn said with grim determination.  

The changeling focused her mind on the primal form that had been forced upon her by the sprites.  Her body throbbed as blood flowed into muscles.  She felt sinew snap and reform.  Bones creak and crack as they enlarged.  She screamed as foot long spines grew from her back.  The giant bear took a step back in surprise and fear.  Her jaw snapped loudly as it broke and grew longer.  She felt teeth lengthen in her mouth.

The transformation ended and steam rose from her body.  Her breathing was still labored, and blood still poured from her sides, but she now stood as tall as The Bear and looked him square in the eye.  She stepped toward Chieftain Rageclaw.  He stepped back in spite of himself.

“What are you?” he whispered.

“I am Caitlyn Shadowpaw, Sister of the Fanglady, Warden of the Forest, protector and friend of the Guardian and the Nexus.  And I enforce their will.”  She strode toward him.  Every step forward she took, he took one back.  “They have called the Changelings of the Claw and the northmen to arms.  And they will march to war.  With or without you.”  With a roar the likes of which had not been heard on the Realm of Magic since eons forgotten, she charged the Clawlord.

Black fur slammed into brown, and both combatants thrashed and tumbled upon the hard packed snow.  Teeth gnashed and claws flashed red.  Rivulets of scarlet traced paths in the trampled snow and ice.  Roars of pain and rage filled the air.  As suddenly as the renewed fighting started, it stopped.  Panting, Caitlyn stood over a heavily bleeding chieftain, her serrated maw around his throat.

“Finish it,” Rageclaw said.  Her jaws tightened, and she tasted the salty, warm slickness of his blood as her teeth pierced his skin.  Caitlyn released the bite.  He glared at her.  “Finish it!” he roared.

“No.”  Caitlyn looked him in the eye.  Snow fell lazily around them.  She lifted her head and looked at everyone watching in rapt silence.  She met Alex’s eyes.  He nodded.  “Everyone is needed.  My only order as Clawlord is this: the north now marches to war.  We will push back Azreal’s forces and kill the Overlord of Hell.  I return the title of Clawlord to you, Chieftain Rageclaw.  I no longer have need of it.”  She walked toward Alex, changing into her birth form as she did.  She heard the crunch of snow behind her as Chieftain Rageclaw surged to his feet.  She spun to face him, but her legs failed as her strength ebbed.  Caitlyn collapsed and could do nothing to stop the death looming before her.

Just before the enraged bear descended on her, the Guardian appeared between them.  The Wrathblade burned white hot.  Its searing heat melted the snow in a large circle around the three of them.  Steam rose from the ground.  Alex leveled the sword at the huge bear.  Flames licked into the air.  

“Don’t make me kill you after Caitlyn spared your life, Chieftain,” he said.  The silence of the onlookers and the rage in his voice made his soft words carry.  The Guardian stood in judgment, his voice full of righteous wrath.  “She faced you in honorable combat although you wore armor and were many times her size.  You saw that she could have removed the advantages you had over her at any time, but she chose to face you in the form of her birth.  

“Only when she knew there was no other way, she unleashed the form of her primal ancestors.  The form that all others have forgotten since Luna gave the protection of this world to the Changelings.  She has defeated you and shown more honor than you have in your entire life.  Stand down, and carry out her bidding.  All other paths lead to ruin.”

The great bear bowed his head.  “It will be as you say, Guardian.”
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One week passed while wounds were bandaged and forces marshaled. As the army marched from Icethrone Castle, Alex had asked why the women and children came too.

“In the north, everyone fights.  And when the north marches to war, everyone has a task, and none are left behind,” was Clawlord Rageclaw’s response.

 Both parts of the statement were true, they had learned.  Every child responsible enough to be given a task to carry out was assigned a job.  Small hands carried unfletched arrowshafts to have feathers placed on them.  Small feet ran with messages from one end of the camp to another.  Those not old enough were taught by the eldest children.  Men and women tended to weapons and armor.  

A week of travel and the army arrived at the Gap of Druun in the Great Range.  The sounds of battle echoed along the mountain passes, speeding the army’s march.  They entered through the western gate and were immediately taken to the garrison commander.  Fat snowflakes filled the air.

“The name’s Grey.  It’s the biggest army I’ve ever seen,” the garrison commander, a large brown bear, told them.

“Show me,” Terra ordered.  Grey led them to a keep in the center of the garrison.  A spiraling ramp wound around the outside of the keep and took them to the top.  A roiling black mass flowed over the mountain passes to the east.  Alex stood beside Brahm as they studied the demonic army beyond the wall.  He could feel Terra’s determination build.

“That force’s over a hundred thousand strong,” Brahm appraised.  “An’ that do no’ count what I can no’ see.”

An older barbarian with white hair strode up the ramp behind them.  A white scar cut across his mouth.  He spoke slowly in a deep voice.  “My scouts said there is at least three times that number.  A massive host of demons and undead.  We are pinned in here.  Ligon Stormbringer, Nexus.  I command the northmen.”

“How are your men holding up in the siege?” she asked.

“Supplies are holding well, and so far we have defended the passes to keep them from getting behind us.  The demons arrived over three weeks ago.  Attacks come at all times, and the screams of captives go long into the night.  They won’t admit it, but every one of the ten thousand here is nearing exhaustion.”

She nodded.  “We bring twenty thousand of the Claw, and over forty thousand of your brethren, Elder Stormbringer.  Rotate your men into our encampment to the west.  They will have warm meals and be away from the sounds of battle for a short time.  We will break this siege.  We are marching to war.”

The thickly muscled man nodded to her.  “Thank you, Nexus.”  He turned to leave, but before he made it to the ramp he turned back.  “I was told my nephew died defending the Arcane City.”

Michael’s uncle, Alex thought.  Terra nodded.  “He died with his weapon held high and a smile on lips.  He died so that I could find the Guardian.  Alex Zane, my husband.”

The old man studied Alex from head to toe.  He couldn’t help but feel as if he were being compared to the dead man again.  “Well met, Guardian.  My nephew died protecting the woman you love.  See that you carry on his charge.”

Alex clenched his jaw and nodded.  “I am sworn to it already.”  Ligon Stormbringer nodded and walked down the ramp.  Terra must have sensed Alex’s anger and put a hand on his arm.  A horn’s warning blast turned them back to the east.  The horde began to charge toward the gates.

“Do we have any forces outside the wall?” Terra asked.

Grey shook his head.  “We don’t send out scouts anymore.  The men return, but not as they were.  The undead infect them first, then the necrosis makes them turn.”

She looked at Caitlyn.  The changeling was in her human form.  She wore a thick white cloak to ward off the cold mountain air.  “Are you ready?”  Caitlyn nodded.  “Take out any that make it past.  Don’t cast at them directly, throw things.”

“I’m going to the wall,” she answered.  She turned to Grey.  “Bring me as many arrows and bolts as you can spare.”  Caitlyn walked down the ramp with the garrison commander.

Alex stood with Terra and Brahm atop the keep.  “I’ll do more good on the bloody wall with the cat,” Brahm said.  He said the power word for the Armor of Kings, and his body was enclosed in the glossy black plate.  He followed after the two descending the ramp.

Battle horns sounded again.  “Alone at last,” Alex said with mock sultriness.  Terra snorted a laugh and rolled her eyes before facing the wall.  A highland steppe occupied the valley between the mountains that funneled the enemy forces to the east gate.  “Show them who they now face,” Alex said, his tone echoing her feelings of grim determination.  She smirked as her wings spread out behind her.

“It’s past time these demons learned to fear us,” she said.  Terra lifted her arms slowly as if trying to move a great weight.  Her muscles tensed, and her face tightened under the strain.  The earth beyond the wall began to ripple.  The charge slowed.  Her open hands lined up with the mountains to either side of the steppe.  She clenched her fists.

The mountains collapsed in on themselves.  The rippling ground stilled.  The charge accelerated.  They were only a few hundred feet from the walls.  A barrage of arrows flew from the wall as archers and Caitlyn let fly.  Magically thrown arrows and bolts passed through two or three undead before coming to a stop.  Terra opened her hands and snapped them down.

The mountains exploded in deafening gouts of rock, flame, and ash.  Tremendous boulders rained down on the horde as lava poured from the ruined mountains.  The ground collapsed beneath the attacking army and was filled with the fiery molten rock.  Alex’s mouth hung open in shock as he regarded his wife.  She sagged in sudden exhaustion but stubbornly held her feet.  

“That was just… wow,” he said.

Terra panted.  “I’ve never moved so much earth before.”  She pointed to the destruction.  “Remember when you asked me if all I could do was make three little balls of fire, water, and earth float around on a bed of air?  And I said that was like a drop of water compared to an ocean?”  He nodded numbly.  “There’s the ocean,” she said with smug satisfaction.  

“Why didn’t you just do that in Adorac?” Alex asked.

Terra stepped over to him and kissed him on the cheek.  She slipped an arm around her husband and leaned on him.  “The lines were too close together.  I could have brought down the entire volcano on our heads.”  She studied the eastern approach to the stronghold.  “That should hold them off for at least a day.  I’m tired.  Can we find a place to rest?” she asked.  He nodded again and led her slowly down the ramp.  A roaring chant of “Nexus” filled the air as they walked down the keep.

Her assessment of how long they had to rest was far from accurate.  Only a few hours later, the blare of horns brought her awake.  Alex stood over her.  He was already dressed and slipping the baldric that held the Guardian’s Blade over his head.  The two of them rushed from the little room in a house near the keep.  They sprinted to the top.  

“They’re coming from the west and will be here in an hour.” Grey said.  He peered in that direction with a spyglass.  “It seems they can use portal magic.  We’ve already begun pulling everyone in from that side.  Our scouts that were out in that direction said there’s at least two hundred thousand on that side as well.”

 “We won’t be able to break this bloody siege.  No’ with what we have here.  Ye’ll get too tired to destroy attacks.  An’ we’ll run out o’ mountains,” Brahm said, muttering the last part.

Terra agreed with his assessment.  “This will not be the Arcane City all over again,” she swore as she pulled out the last Eye.  She had decided to not give it over to Chieftain Rageclaw, in part because she was going to be travelling with him and partly because she didn’t trust him.  Caitlyn looked at her questioningly before nodding her agreement.  “Silvia, Harbronn, we need you.  Are you there?”

A few seconds of silence passed before a response came.  “Aye, this be Harbronn.”

“I’m here as well,” Silvia said.

“We are pinned down in the Gap of Druun.  The fortress is under siege by almost half a million demons and undead.  We need help.”

King Harbronn swore.  “I don’t know if there is much we can even do together against such a large force, Terra,” Silvia said softly.

“I know,” the Nexus said.  “But, they are split in half.  Half to the east, and half to the west.  If you left as soon as you could, how long would it take you to get here?”

“We are surrounded here,” Silvia said, “but we have a bit of a surprise for them.  King Harbronn has been having his miners dig a massive tunnel all the way from Adorac Mountain to the Forest of Souls.  It will be done in a few days.  Also, the Changelings of the Scale have been flying around and picking up any Daein they find.  There were a surprising number not far south of the Adorac Mountains led by a man named Darren who claims he was in the Arcane City when it fell.  Our forces have more than doubled.  Just here in Starfall we have over seventy thousand men-at-arms.”

Harbronn picked up where she left off.  “We’ve over fifty thousand here in the mountain.  The tunnel can be ready in three days.  I’ve all o’ me people already moved as far down as is safe while it’s still bein’ dug.  It’ll take another three days to get all o’ ‘em moved into Starfall.”

Six days, Alex thought.  He touched the Eye in Terra’s hand.  It felt warm, just like the Celestial Eye in Starfall.  “How long will it take you to get here after your forces are joined?” he asked.

“A week,” Silvia told them the same time Harbronn said, “Ten days.”

Alex took his hand from the Eye.  “Two weeks is a long time under siege.”

“We have no other options,” Terra told him.  She addressed the two leaders.  “Get here as soon as you can.  We will hold.”
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Eleven days passed with hours of exhausted preparation and repairs interspersed with minutes of terror.  Once, the walls were scaled and fighting fell back into the fortress.  Alex and Brahm, each leading a large group of defenders, hunted down and killed the demons, but stores of food burned that night.  Rations were reduced.  Children did their best to remain strong for their younger siblings.  The barbarians and Changelings of the Claw had no spellcasters among their ranks, leaving Terra and Caitlyn to deal with the enemy’s magical onslaught.  They quickly stopped slinging attacks at the demonic and undead horde and focused on defense. 

The sun rose on the twelfth morning to good news.  The rescuing army entered the Great Range and should reach them a couple of hours before sunset.  The defenders readied themselves to wage a furious offensive.  Their force of seventy thousand had dwindled to sixty, but the news of the impending rescue raised morale.  The enemy forces were daunting with around two-hundred thousand to either side.

“We only need to hold out for a while longer,” Caitlyn said as she went around trying to bolster spirits.  She had taken to staying in her human form as much as possible so that she wouldn’t have to change before being able to defend against another magical attack.  “A host of humans, elves, dwarves, and Changelings of the Fang and Scale are drawing near.  We will be safe soon.”  Eyes brightened and weak smiles followed in her wake.

Alex put a hand on her shoulder.  “They respect you,” he said.  

She smiled up at him.  I can’t have these feelings for him.  I should tell him how I feel.  She shook her head.  If I did, then Alex would ask me to leave.  I don’t think he would want me around anymore.  

Caitlyn felt like she had grown closer to Alex since the siege began.  He was with her when he wasn’t with Terra.  But he viewed her as more of a little sister and joked with her about what it would have been like to have one.  Nevertheless, she enjoyed his company and owed him her life.  And she loved him.  She didn’t know how to reconcile her sisterhood with Terra and her love for Alex.  

Battle horns sounded again, and they rushed off toward the keep.  Terra and Brahm waited for them at the top.  “Both sides are coming again,” Terra said, exhaustion plain in her voice.  She looked as tired as Caitlyn felt.  

My heart is betraying my friend and my sister, Caitlyn thought.  No, I haven’t acted on anything.  I’m not hurting anyone with my feelings… Except myself.

“I’ll get the east.  You get the west,” Terra said.  She nodded and faced west.

Caitlyn looked over her shoulder at her friends.  As usual, Terra had given herself the harder task.  The rising sun made it difficult for Terra to see what the enemy warlocks were doing, but she was determined to not fail.  Caitlyn agreed with her assessment though.  In addition to being the Nexus, Terra had more innate magical power than she did.  She was also a much more experienced sorceress.

The horns stopped as people finished moving into position.  Each archer received the last of the arrows, four or five each.  

The attack opened with a blast of lightning from the enemy lines.  Instead of just having the lightning crash against a shield of water and air, a taxing spell, Caitlyn threw some mist into the air in front of the wall as Terra had shown her.  The lightning coursed along the droplets and harmlessly struck the ground.  

A flurry of snow met a fireball instead of ripping it apart from the inside.  A gust of wind blew a cloud of poisonous gas back into the enemy lines.  The magical battle continued as it had for some time.  

“At least they seem tired too,” Terra said.  Caitlyn nodded.  Both of the women had come close to their breaking points in the recent days, and they neared the limits of their magical abilities.  Fortunately, the enemy’s magical attacks lacked the ferocity of the days prior.

The enemy forces reached the western wall and began to scale it.  “We are going to the west.  Shout for us if you need us,” Alex said as he and Brahm ran down the ramp.  The two men had been gone for a few minutes before Caitlyn decided she would tell Terra her feelings.

“Terra, can we talk?” Caitlyn asked as she diverted a thrown boulder on a scoop of air.

The woman grunted as she did something difficult.  “Now?”

Caitlyn shrugged.  “Yeah, considering we all may die in the next few weeks, I would like to tell you now.”

“What’s on your mind?” Terra asked through gritted teeth.  The changeling glanced over her shoulder and saw several different bolts of lightning all blast into the clouds above.  The thunder reverberated in her chest.

“I…” she started to say.  Both a boulder and fireball sailed toward the wall.  She saw another warlock beginning to cast a lightning bolt.  She tore the boulder from the grip of energy the demon had on it and hurled it at the fireball the same time she threw snow into the air.  The exploding sphere made a large geyser of steam absorbing the blast of lightning.

“You what?” Terra asked.

“I don’t think this is the right time after all,” Caitlyn shouted over a rolling peal of thunder.

“You can’t say you want to talk about something.”  The Nexus stopped speaking as she dealt with a heavy volley on her side.  “Then decide you don’t want to talk about it.”

“But…” the changeling said.  She lifted one of the large stones behind them and hurled it toward one of the demon warlocks.  

“Caitlyn, I love you like a sister.  What’s wrong?”

The demons had gotten used to them not fighting back, and the stone struck home.  She let out a sigh of relief and took a deep breath.  “I love Alex,” she said the same time some thunder covered her words.

“What?” Terra shouted.  

“I love Alex,” she said again, this time her words were drowned out by the nearby explosion of a fireball.

“You have to speak up!  I can’t hear you!”

“I’m in love with your husband!” Caitlyn shouted into absolute silence.

Terra spun to face her.  “You’re in love with Alex?” she asked in shocked tones.

Caitlyn faced her.  “I’m sorry, Terra.  It’s not something I meant to happen.”  A sudden blast of pure energy came flying in from behind her friend.  The changeling countered by flinging it back into the enemy lines.  Terra did the same with an attack from behind her.  “I just… love... him.”

Terra looked at her with sadness on her face.  “You know he doesn’t feel that way about you, right?  Alex is a good man, and he may not ever.  He will always think of you like a sister, just like I do.”  Again thunder pealed behind her as Terra countered a lightning bolt over her shoulder.  

“I know,” Caitlyn said meekly.  A fireball fizzled when it collided with a ball of water from the clouds above.  She looked back to her friend.  “Alex is strong.  He’s smart and speaks his mind.  He’s dedicated and never backs down from doing what’s right.  And he is absolutely, irrefutably in love with you.  I love all of those things about him.”

“Caitlyn…” Terra whispered.

“I had to tell you.  I’m sorry.  I’ll leave as soon as this siege is over.  I’ll return to my people and fight alongside them.”

“You don’t have to do that, little sister.  Just…  If anything happens to me, you take care of him, do you understand?”  Caitlyn’s half-angel, half-human adopted sister smiled at her, but her eyes were steel.

“I understand.  But nothing will happen to you,” Caitlyn said.  It was that moment they both realized the enemy spellcasters had stopped bombarding them.

A man’s laughter came from just out of sight on the ramp.  Blood red hair came into view as he walked around the keep.  “I beg to differ,” he said as he climbed to the top.  Completely black eyes looked out from his pale-white face.

“Azreal,” Terra gasped.  Caitlyn felt the blood drain from her face.  The two women threw everything they had at the Demon Lord, but they were too tired, and the siege had drained their energy, both mundane and magical.  He batted aside their spells as if they were no more than bothersome insects.  Terra began to gather her power as Nexus into a devastating beam of focused energy.

The Paragon of Hell flew forward and stabbed a midnight black crystal into the Nexus’s arm.  She screamed in pain as the spell she had been casting collapsed in on itself.  “Oh,” Azreal mocked, “we can’t have any of that, Half-breed.”  He hurled another one of the crystals at Caitlyn’s chest.

The changeling barely managed to dodge enough for it not to pierce her heart.  It caught her in the shoulder instead.  The obsidian shard blocked Caitlyn’s waning magical power.  Her bones began to snap as she changed into her primal form.  She screamed as she was wrapped in a too-tight web of telekinetic force.  She was trapped halfway between her human and animal forms.

“And you must be the big cat.  Pity there’s only room for one today.  But, I am a merciful lord,” he said with a sneer.  “I’ll leave you to tell your forbidden love that you were unable to protect his wife.”

Azreal stepped up to a trembling Terra.  She also struggled against an invisible web of force.  He stepped behind her and put a hand over her stomach.  He licked her cheek.  

“Oh, the fun we are going to have,” he whispered in Terra’s ear as his nightmare-black eyes bored into Caitlyn’s golden ones.  He pulled out a small metallic sphere and hurled it onto the ground at their feet.  In an explosion of light and electricity, they disappeared.

The web of force trapping Caitlyn vanished as soon as they teleported.  She quickly changed back into her human form and ripped the crystal from her shoulder.  Blood pumped from the wound as she cast the spell for voice amplification.  “Alex!” she screamed.  Horns blared far to the east.  The reinforcements must be arriving, she thought bitterly.  

The Guardian must have already been running toward the keep.  He was there in seconds.  The Wrathblade burned white hot in his hands.

“Where’s Terra?” he demanded.  “I can’t tell where she is.  She’s hurt and scared.”  Caitlyn couldn’t make her voice work.  “Where is she?”

“Azreal.  He took her.  They just disappeared.”

The Guardian roared in baleful rage.  The Wrathblade blazed like the sun.  He looked down at her.  She thought his eyes looked solid green in the radiant glare of his sword.  He took a step to the east and vanished.  Caitlyn leapt to her feet and ran to the crenellated edge of the keep.  

Alex stood beyond the wall.  Impossible, she thought.  There is no way he could have covered so much ground that quickly. He stood over a quarter mile away in the middle of a roiling horde of thousands.  His sword shone like a supernova amidst the darkness.  Everything seemed dimmer in the blade’s blinding brilliance.  

With a terrifying shout she could easily hear from so far away, he struck.  Flames leapt from the tip of the Wrathblade.  Demons and undead vanished in wide swaths around him.  The Guardian’s enemies simply ceased to exist in the wake of his fury.  Black ash filled the air.  In seconds, he killed thousands.  The remaining forces fled into the blades and bows of the coming reinforcements.  Alex didn’t give chase; he turned and walked toward the gates.

Caitlyn ran to the gate as fast as she could.  Buildings and faces blurred past as she sprinted to the east.  She heard Brahm call after her, but she flew past him.  His heavy footfalls picked up behind her as he followed.  They met the Guardian as the portcullis rose.  He watched the iron bars lift before him, the point of his wooden sword dragging on the ground behind him.

“We’ll get ‘er back, Alex,” Brahm said sympathetically.

A tear ran down the Guardian’s cheek, creating a clean track of skin through the black and gray ashes that covered his face.  “She’s in pain,” Alex said.  “She is getting weaker by the second.  I don’t know if she can wait for us to get there.”

“She’s strong,” Caitlyn said.  “She’ll be all right.”  He nodded.  Alex teetered and started to collapse.  She darted forward and caught him.

“I think there’re things we do no’ know abou’ our friend,” Brahm said behind her.  Caitlyn nodded.
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“This is madness,” Brahm said.  The Dwarf eyed the tent where they gathered.  The large command tent help a big table with folding legs.  Ten chairs ringed it, and a map of Dae lay spread open on top.  He’ll get ‘imself killed, Brahm thought.  He said as much.

“I don’t care,” Alex said.  “I’m not going to wait for the army to get there.  I could be there in three days if I ride hard.  Sooner if I can get one of the dragons to take me.”

Caitlyn stood before her friend, a hand on each of his shoulders.  “And what will you do when you get there, Alex?  Charge in and cleave your way through the hundreds of thousands he has there?  My sister says Azreal has been pulling in reinforcements at a prodigious rate.”

Alex stared into the changeling’s golden eyes defiantly.  “I will if I must.  I did it yesterday.  I cannot be stopped.”

He’s givin’ over to the blade’s influence, the Dwarf thought.  Brahm had known the last Guardian.  He had said many of the same things Alex was now.  But, I do no’ remember Corin bein’ able to do the things he’s done.  

Caitlyn didn’t back down.  She took her hands from him and crossed her arms beneath her breasts.  “Fine, Alex.  Show me this great power you have such mastery over.  Show me, and I will let you go, but you will take me with you.”

The Guardian clenched his fists as if he was about to strike the changeling.  Brahm readied himself to leap forward and tackle the man.  Caitlyn didn’t move an inch, just continued to stare him in the eyes.  She’s a brave one, the Dwarf thought.  He had not liked the changeling when he first met her, but Brahm had since changed his mind on the matter.  She was young and brash, but she knew when to fight and when to fall back.

With gritted teeth and a growl, Alex turned from her and sat in the chair at the foot of the table.  Caitlyn let out a breath and took a seat to his right.  C’mon  boy, ye only need to keep it together for a little longer, Brahm thought as he sat to his left.  

The Dwarf looked up at his friend.  The Guardian’s eyes glared at the dark spot as if he were trying to burn a hole in the center of the map.  “We’ll get ‘er back, me boy.  Don’t ye doubt that fer a second.”  Alex nodded.

The tent flap opened in a gust of cold air.  Brahm and Caitlyn stood.  Alex stared at the map.  The Fanglady, Silvia Shadowpaw, entered with Timothy at her side,  King Eagon Harbronn with Scalelord Bahamut, and Clawlord Rageclaw with Ligon Stormbringer.  

All of the changelings were in their human form.  Silvia’s glossy black was hair back in a tight braid.  She wore a simple green dress like her sister with a green woolen cloak on over it.  Timothy wore his red vest open across his ebony skin.  Looks like the cold do no’ touch the elves.  Just like it do no’ bother the dragons, Brahm thought.  Silvia next to Caitlyn with Timothy to her left.

King Harbronn wore his gold and thorium armor and crown.  Bahamut wore only his loose red pants with his black jaw-length hair held back by a matching red band.  King Harbronn sat to the right of Brahm’s chair with Bahamut to his left.

Chieftain Rageclaw, wearing a yeti-pelt cloak, sat across from Elder Ligon Stormbringer.  The barbarian’s leader wore a leather vest over a heavy, gray shirt and pants.  Alex looked at the empty chair at the head of the table.

“Is someone else coming?” the Guardian asked.  Brahm winced.  He knew for whom the chair had been intended.

Silvia spoke up in her soft voice.  “No.  I’ll have it taken away.”  She began to beckon to one of the attendants.

Alex held up his hand.  “It’s fine.  We’ll leave it for those who couldn’t be with us today,” he said with a pained expression.  Those assembled nodded their assent.  A small group of attendants began to move around the tent serving drinks.

While formal introductions were being given, Brahm noticed Caitlyn glancing at Alex every few minutes.  I feel bloody sorry fer ye, Cat.  But do no’ worry, yer secret’s safe with me.  Brahm let out a slow breath.  When’d I become such a softie?  

“Now that the pleasantries be over,” King Harbronn said.  “Shall we get down to business?”  Everyone agreed.  “Now, The Scale said there be a force around the Obsidian Tower at least twice as big as the one yesterday.”

Lord Bahamut nodded.  “At least that large,” he rumbled in his resonating bass.  “And it grows larger every day.  There are more demons there than I’ve seen in one place.  There is also a smattering of efreet and Fyrian machina like the one the Guardian defeated in the volcano.”

“What are efreet?” Alex asked.

Brahm spoke up.  “Efreet’re the denizens o’ Gile, the flamin’ Realm o’ Chaos. They’re made o’ elemental energy.  Bloody things’re tricky an’ connivin’.  In battle though, they’re usually scouts an’ raiders.  Look like floatin’ bandages.”  

Alex nodded.  “What is the status of our forces?”

“We bring just over seventy thousand from Starfall,” Timothy said.  “Seven thousand of The Fang, just shy of fifteen thousand elven archers and swordsmen, and fifty thousand humans.  About a quarter of them are a mixture of light and heavy cavalry.”

King Harbronn talked next.  “I’ve got all twenty-five thousand o’ me people, an’ a similar number o’ humans.”

“All of my brood were awoken from the long sleep.  Two hundred Changelings of the Scale are at your call.”

Chieftain Rageclaw spoke last.  “There are fifteen thousand of the Claw, and forty-three thousand northmen ready for battle.”

Alex’s face was blank for a moment.  He winced as if from a sudden pain and gritted his teeth.  His hands balled into fists on the table.  Caitlyn put her hand on his arm to try calming him.  Brahm swore.  The boy’s been doin’ that all day.  The Nexus must be gettin’ tortured.  The old Dwarf felt the heat of anger rise in his chest.

“She’s strong, Alex,” Caitlyn said tenderly.  “She’ll not give in.”  He took a deep breath and held his head in his hands.  He nodded slowly as he let it out.  The others around the table looked down.  They had heard Terra had been captured.  He placed his hands back on the table and lifted his head.

“Almost two hundred thousand,” Alex said, his voice ragged.  “Twice what we originally hoped for, going against a force four times the size we feared.  Efreet are powerful fliers and with only two hundred of the Scale, we can’t claim air superiority.”  Looks were exchanged around the table.  No one had thought to tell him efreet could fly.  

He looked to each of the leaders.  “We are assaulting a magical fortress in the middle of an area that slowly drains the life from anyone that enters.  And we are outnumbered four-to-one.  I’ve heard nothing from the sprites and as far as I know all of the Changelings of the Wing are all dead.”  He balled his fists and lifted them to slam down on the table but stopped himself at the last instant.  He unclenched his fists and rubbed his face instead.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t see any way to win.”

Brahm felt his hopes fade.  He had almost expected Alex to have a plan.  The boy could be surprisingly resourceful.  Silence fell over the table.  “We have to,” Ligon said.  “Our world is ending.  Everyone here will be dead soon if we don’t at least try.”

Arguments sprang up around the table as they each took a side.  Only Alex was silent.  A few minutes of arguing passed, and the Guardian got an odd look on his face.  He reached into his belt pouch and pulled out the Eye he and Terra had kept.  Azreal would have it, but it had been left with their packs the day she was taken.  He looked at the Eye curiously.  The others slowly caught his expression and the arguments died down.

“Hello?” a young girl asked through the crystal.  “I thought I heard someone talking.”

“Hello,” Alex said.  “What’s your name?”

“Hanna,” she answered.  The leaders looked at each other in surprise.

“Hi, Hanna,” he said kindly.  “My name is Alex.  Are you a Changeling of the Wing?

“I am,” she said.  “Do you know where everyone is?”

His face tightened at the memory.  “I do, Hanna.  Do you have someone there with you?”

“My father and his crew.  We just got back from an expedition!” she said proudly.  Alex smiled at the child’s innocent happiness.

“That sounds like it was a lot of fun.  Is your father there?”

“He told me not to touch this little ball, but I heard people arguing.  It started humming when I touched it.  I’m sorry, Dad, but I just wanted to know what it was,” Hanna said to her father.  “Do you want to talk to him?”

“I do.  Can you hand the ball to him?  If it starts humming again when you both touch it, make sure you don’t let go until it stops.”

“All right,” Hanna said.

A couple of seconds passed before a man said something.  “This is Aeryn.  Who am I speaking to?”

“My name’s Alex Zane.  I’m the Guardian.  Can you ask your daughter to move away before I tell you what happened?  No child should have to hear…”

“Hanna,” the man said in an authoritative tone, “be a good girl and go play with the Deacon boy.”  A few seconds of silence passed.  “Don’t worry, I’ll let you talk to him again before he has to go.  Just play on the other side of this little pond where I can watch you.”  A few more seconds of silence.  When the changeling spoke again his tone was grave and nearly bereft of emotion.  “My father was the Winglord.  What happened to my people, Guardian?”

Alex took a deep breath before he spoke.  “I’m sorry, Aeryn.  They were all dead before my wife, friends, and I arrived.  They were butchered by Azreal.  He left your father alive but cast a spell on him that killed him after he told us what had happened.”

A choking sound came from the Eye as the changeling bit back a sob.  “My wife and youngest were here,” he pleaded.  “Were there any survivors?”

“I’m so sorry, but we didn’t find any.  We searched for days.  My wife, the Nexus, performed the funeral ceremony herself.  The statue and the pond around it are the all that remains of the massive pyre.  I have an army of almost two hundred thousand, a coalition of all the remaining peoples of Dae.  We march against Azreal.  He… he has my wife and unborn child, Aeryn.”

“When do you march?” the new Winglord asked with anguished hatred.

“Now.  We’ll be there in six days.”  Nods from around the table agreed with his assessment of how long it would take to arrive.  “We lack air power, Winglord.”

“I have fifteen ships, Guardian, each with a full crew of fifty.  Some of our most powerful magic users were with the expedition.  We will clear the skies.”

“Good.  This is the plan…”  The Guardian spoke as he pointed to positions on the map.  Brahm felt his hopes begin to kindle anew, and with each word they grew.  Alex bade Hanna goodbye.

The meeting was adjourned, and the camp struck.  The march on the Obsidian Tower had begun.
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 “Who are you?  What are you doing to me?” Terra demanded weakly.  She had awoken a few minutes earlier with tubes attached to her body.  So far, the only injury she had received was the obsidian shard jutting from her arm.  Terra was in a room full of green cylinders, most human sized, but a few were many times that and some were less than half that size.  Her arms were bound behind her back, and she was hanging from them.  Her shoulders screamed in pain, and she had trouble breathing.

“I am Doctor Sigma Moore,” the man said.  “I am in Azreal’s employ.”

“A doctor?  Not one of medicine, I take it.”  He shook his head.  “A scientist, then.  Why is the Realm of Science working for Azreal?”

 “To better the cause of science, of course.  I have been given an unprecedented opportunity to learn something new.”  His cockroach black eyes looked into hers.  “And learn I have.

“There were so many failures at first,” Sigma said as he moved around her naked form.  “So many bled dry before any significant amount of energy could be drained from them.”  She winced as Doctor Moore dug another tube into her back.  She struggled against the metal bands on her arms and legs, but they would not budge.  “Stop that.  If you aren’t still, it will hurt much more, but the extraction tubes will still go on.”  

She kept struggling.  The next tube sinking into her flesh felt as if she had been jabbed with a searing hot poker.  Terra screamed in pain.  “I told you.  I do not care about your personal comfort.”

“No,” she said hoarsely.  “You only want to drain the life and magical power from me.”

The doctor moved around to face her again.  “That’s right,” he said softly.  “And the things we will learn from your death will be amazing, I’m sure.”  He began to line up a tube with her slightly protruding stomach.  Panic shot through Terra like a bolt of lightning.

“Wait!” she shouted.  The scientist took a step back in surprise.  “I’m pregnant.”

Doctor Moore laughed.  “Do you think somewhere in your barbaric mind that you will somehow make it through the process?” he asked.  “It does not matter.  Scans have shown that the fetus is cocooned in a bubble of magic and force unlike anything I’ve ever seen.  She will survive you.  Now hold still, or your thrashing may kill her while I attach this.”  

A girl, Terra thought.  She did her best to hold still.  Alex will save me.  I know he will.  The clamps and needles driving into the tight flesh of her middle hurt more than any of the others, but she did not do so much as flinch.  Doctor Moore stepped back when he was done.

“Of course, when you are dead I am going to cut  her from your body.  Azreal said he always wanted a child to raise.”  He glanced up at her eyes and took a step back in surprise and fear.

The Nexus’s glare promised the genius a death more painful than anything he could imagine.

Chapter Twenty-one - The Architect

 

The army camped at the edge of the dead area of the plains.  Pale, wheat colored grasses rippled in the early spring wind behind them, and dead, wilted brown-gray grass crumbled a couple miles away from of them.  The Obsidian Tower loomed in the distance.  

Four spiked spires rose from the sides of the flat-topped center tower.  Each spire faced one of the four cardinal directions.  The rolling hills obscured its base, but the sounds of a large abyssal army could be heard from miles further still.

Alex stood with Caitlyn, Brahm, and Silvia.  The first part of the plan was well underway.  If it’s too dangerous for us to fight them there, the Guardian thought, then we will bring them here.  This is just like the time I assaulted the Hellgate.  Images of blood and horror ran through his mind.  That wasn’t me! he shouted in his mind.  He shook his head trying to clear the scenes of death screaming through it.  

I am Alex Zane, he recited.  I am married to Terra Duval, the Nexus of the Realm of Magic. The memories of other Guardians were becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish from his own.  Sometimes, he dreamed he was another person.  Sometimes, he almost believed he was.  

He now understood that the memories were the blade’s way of teaching the Guardian how to use and master the sword.  Unfortunately, it was flawed; Alex’s instincts screamed that he should be able to control the flow of information.  It was as if someone in the past had opened a faucet and ripped off the valve.

The memories had begun to bubble up since they crossed the Great Range five days ago.  Alex had created a list of everything he could remember about himself and recited it when he realized he was recalling another person’s memories.  “And I’ve never been to Hell,” he told himself, adding the fact to the end of the list.

The three standing near him all looked at him with concern.  He realized he had been reciting the list softly.  “Sorry,” Alex said.  “I’m trying to keep it together.”

Caitlyn nodded and put her hand on his shoulder.  “Not much longer now.  We’ll have her back soon.  Then we can rest and figure out how to prevent you from…” she trailed off before she could finish.  Her hand slipped from his shoulder.

“Losin’ yer bloody mind,” Brahm finished.  The sisters glared at the Dwarf.

Alex laughed.  “You never were one to sugar-coat the situation.  Do you remember the time we had to fight off that army of wildmen from across the ocean?”

The stalwart Dwarf swallowed uncomfortably.  “I do, lad.” 

 “That wasn’t me was it?” he asked running his left hand through his white hair.  A few strands of brown fell in front of his face.  BROWN! he roared in his head trying to keep it straight.  MY HAIR IS BROWN!

“No, Alex.  It was Corin, the last Guardian.  I did that with him nigh to three hundred years ago.  Do no’ worry, it’ll be over soon.”  Brahm never tried to give him false hope of being able to stop his rapidly degrading mental state, and he respected the Dwarf for it.

Alex nodded and looked back toward the Obsidian Tower.  “Sorry.”

“Do no’ think on it more.”  The clash of steel on steel and dull thud of an explosion announced the start of battle.  “It’s startin’, an’ yer plan’s a good one.  Do ye want to address the army ‘fore battle’s met?”

The Guardian shook his head.  “I don’t know if I’ll say something… wrong.  You should do it.”

“As ye say, me friend.”  The Dwarf cleared his throat.   “Can ye make me loud?” he asked Caitlyn.  She cast the spell then nodded.

“Peoples o’ Dae,” Brahm boomed.  A hundred-thousand heads swiveled around.  “Today we do no’ fight against an army o’ demons but one man.  One man started all o’ this, and one man’s death’ll see it ended.  Do no’ let the paltry demons we face lower yer spirits.  They bleed just like everythin’ else.  Draw yer swords an’ ready yer bows.  Today we show all o’ the outer Realms what the people o’ Dae’re made of.”  A roar of cheers and pumping fists filled the air.

“Get to yer positions an’ stand ready.  They come.”  Brahm made a cutting motion with his hand, and Caitlyn removed the spell.  “Ye’re all ready?” he asked the three others atop the rise with him.
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Terra coughed as the breathing tube slid from her mouth.  The green slime that filled the inside of the extraction pod covered her skin.  It tingled and made her feel cold.  Must be time to eat, she thought.  The black tubes stuck out from places all over her body, and it was difficult to move without causing a painful pulling sensation.

“How long?” she asked.  Her voice sounded like stone on a rasp, and it hurt to talk.  She had been awakened by Doctor Moore several times, but she could never tell how much time had passed, and that made keeping track of its passage impossible.

An unknown man with silver eyes and hair studied her.  A small rectangle with moving lines on it flipped up from his metal arm.  A computer.  She remembered using one a few times while she was on Earth.  

“I know the procedure is disorienting.  How long were you under?  Or how long have you been here?” he asked with concern in his voice.

“Both,” Terra said.  She ate a spoonful of the gray mush he was lifting to her mouth.  It tasted like paper but filled her up.  Doctor Moore called it nutrient mash when she had asked what it was.  She tried to drag out going back into the gel for as long as possible each time she came out.  The process was killing her; she was sure.  

“Twelve hours this time, and you have been here for seven days now.  Your husband is causing quite a disturbance outside.  He is attempting to save you, I believe.”

Hope flickered in her weakly.  “Alex is here?”

“Yes,” he said.  “The Guardian is here.  He leads a large army to the west of the Obsidian Tower.  So far, they have been successful in forcing Azreal to draw more reinforcements from the Outer Realms.”  He was silent for a moment.  His reflective silver eyes were pensive.  “I’ve gotten reports that he is experiencing mental instability.  It seems the Guardian’s Blade is causing him to suffer from a case of severe schizophrenia.”

Terra refused to dwell on that statement.  “Who are you?” she asked.  

The man with the silver eyes and a metal arm gave her a warm smile.  “I am the Architect.”

“You are the Paragon of the Realm of Science?” Terra asked.  He nodded.  “Has Fyr thrown in with Azreal now?”

“No,” he said at length.  “I am merely here to observe Doctor Moore’s project.  He says he has found a way to save the Realm of Science from being destroyed by the Overlord.”

Terra fought down a biting comment.  Every time she began to show resistance, she went immediately back into the green gel.  She took another slow, tasteless bite as she considered a question.  “What is your name, Architect?” she asked at length.

“Theodore Thelonius the Third.”

“That’s a mouthful,” she said after another bite.

He smirked at her.  “You may address me as Theo if you desire.”

Terra took another bite.  In for a penny, in for a pound, she thought.  “Why are you working for Azreal, Theo?”

The Architect looked her in the eyes, trying to judge the intent of her question.  “I just told you.  I am not working for Azreal.  I am only here to observe.” 

His tone was what convinced her to push the issue.  “But you know what he’s trying to do.”

Theo nodded.  “Of course I do.  How could I not know Azreal intends to cast the universe out of balance and bring about the end?  He doesn’t make a secret of it.”

“Then why are you helping him?  You are part of everything.”

“How do you know everything will end?” he asked.

Terra accepted the logic of the question.  “I don’t,” she said.  The Architect nodded.  “But how do you know everything won’t end?  It seems to be a pretty high stake to gamble on.”

The Architect let out a small breath.  He looked down at her bowl and saw she had eaten all of the nutrient mash.  Theo pulled out a needle and inserted it into her arm.  “I’m sorry.  It isn’t my place to interfere,” he said as he depressed the plunger.

“If you won’t fight for yourself, then who will?” Terra asked before darkness, fast and inexorable, overwhelmed her.
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The last sounds of battle died as Alex’s troops mopped up the remaining pockets of demons and undead.  For a while, Alex had thought things were going to end badly.  But, true to their word, the Changelings of the Wing arrived halfway through the battle and, with the dragons, had cleared the skies of winged demons and efreet.  The sun was starting to set with the sounds of hammers on wood echoing into the twilight.

As Alex watched the Changelings of the Wing work, he checked on Terra through the link.  She was so weak it was difficult to detect her presence.  “I wish we had known how to build cradles for the Silverwings,” he muttered.  “We could have landed and gotten some rest.”

“It would’ve made things a bit easier,” Brahm said.  “Would’ve no’ taken so long gettin’ to Icethrone.”  

“And Terra might still be with us.”

The Dwarf looked at him critically.  “Do no’ start down that path, Alex.  If ye start thinkin’ o’ could’ves an’ maybes then ye’ll end up thinkin’ that maybe it would’ve been better if ye’d no’ been born at all.”

The Guardian grunted noncommittally.  That wasn’t far off from what he had been thinking already.  Someone else could have done this better.  They wouldn’t have screwed things up so badly, he thought.

The Voice of Balance echoed in his head.  <There is no one else, wielder.  You are all there is.>

“Shut up, Maegan,” he said, not caring if the Dwarf heard.  Brahm patted him on the back and started to walk back to the command tent.  Alex was waiting for the first cradle to be built so Aeryn’s Silverwing could land.

The Wing’s spellcasters had been instrumental in turning the tides of battle.  The plan of making the enemy think they were outgunned had worked perfectly.  As soon as the demons thought they had the upper hand, the Silverwings soared onto the field doling out death like wildfire.

Alex stood there thinking of what he would have to do tomorrow while he waited for the ship to dock in the completed cradle.  Caitlyn arrived while he waited.  She stood silently next to him and watched the construction.  It was comforting having her near.  Other than Terra, the changeling was the first person he had met from this magical world.  She did her best to remain positive that everything would get better and never judged him for what was happening to him.

As soon as the ship was secured in the cradle, a number of birds flew from the decks.  A peregrine falcon landed in front of him and changed into a man with brown hair and eyes wearing fur-trimmed leather clothing.  His slightly hooked nose resembled a beak.  A smaller falcon landed next to him and changed into a girl with similar features.  

“Guardian, I am Aeryn, and this is my daughter Hanna.”  Alex had given the Winglord his description so he could be found easily after the battle.

Alex held out his hand to the changeling.  “It is good to meet you, Winglord.”  They shook hands, and he repeated the gesture with Hanna. “And it is good to meet you too, Hanna.”  She giggled as they shook hands.

“You already met me, Alex!” she said with a grin.

He couldn’t help but laugh at her innocent smile.  “So I did.  It is good to put a face with a voice and name though, isn’t it?”  

“It is,” she said.  

Alex held a hand out to Caitlyn.  “This is my good friend, Caitlyn.  Would you like to play with her while I talk to your father?”  

Hanna nodded eagerly.  Caitlyn took her by the hand and led her away.

Alex stood and faced the changeling.  “You have a very cheerful and kind daughter, Winglord.”

“Every day she reminds me of her mother,” he said with sad affection.  His features grew grave.  “My father was Winglord, Guardian, and now the title has passed down to me, but please call me Aeryn.”

“Very well.  But only if you will call me Alex.”  The changeling nodded.  “Your forces have won us a great victory today.”

The Winglord shook his head.  “I fear that we have not gained as much as you hope today, Alex.  My cousin leads the scouts that we fly ahead of our ships.  He said there was an army of over a million around the Obsidian Tower.”

“We killed over three hundred thousand of them and lost less than a tenth that.  So that leaves around three quarters of a million.  We can still win this.”

Aeryn shook his head.  “He gave me that count less than an hour ago.”

“That’s impossible,” Alex whispered.  “How did they bring in a half-million so quickly?  There were only eight hundred thousand yesterday.”

“Since the arrival of the Obsidian Tower, our ability to travel to the other planes has been cut off,” the Winglord said.  “The only one able to use planar travel magic is Azreal.  He uses it to bring in the armies of Hell and Ignia, and they are boundless.”

“So I’ve been told.  I was just hoping everyone else was wrong.”  He ran his right hand through his hair.  He almost laughed in relief when he saw it was brown.  “Come with me.  The others will want to hear what you have to say.”  Alex saw Caitlyn tossing a ball of light back and forth to Hanna not far away.  “Caitlyn,” he called.  “We are going to the command tent.”

“We’ll be here,” she shouted back.

The Guardian led the way to the command tent.  It was a short walk, and in just a few minutes they arrived.  He held the flap open for Aeryn and followed him in.  Everyone was in the same seats they had taken the first time they used the tent.  “This is Aeryn Steelfeather,” he said.  “He is the Winglord.”  The others gave their greetings.

Alex took his seat, and Aeryn sat in Caitlyn’s chair between him and Silvia.  The chair at the head still sat unoccupied.  “There is some bad news,” he said.

“Bad news amidst such a great victory?” Ligon Stormbringer asked.  He had led his northmen from the army’s van.

“My scouts report Azreal’s army now numbers over a million.”  Protests rose around the table.  “That count is from after the battle,” Aeryn said cutting them off.  

“You mean we lost thirty thousand men and women and gained nothing?” Silvia asked.

“We did no’ gain nothin’,” King Harbronn said.  “There’s two hundred thousand more than yesterday.  We lost ground in this war.”

“This is hopeless,” Chieftain Rageclaw said angrily.  “We are going to be wiped out.”

Lord Bahamut grunted his agreement.  “I do not think this is going to be a winning battle.”

Alex slammed his hands on the table.  Everyone closed their mouths and looked at him.  “Then leave!” he shouted.  “Run back to your castles and holes.  Hide there until they come for you!  Tell Azreal you realized what a terrible idea this war was, and maybe he’ll let you live.”

The four that had spoken looked abashed.  “It was not my intention to insinuate that we should give up, Guardian,” Bahamut said.

“Good.  The only thing this means is that we know he can move additional troops faster than we originally thought.  If he can pull in half a million in a day then we’ll just have that many more to kill so we can slake our thirst for revenge.  How many millions did he kill when he conquered Dae?  Turnabout is fair play.”

“How do you plan to turn this about, Alex?” Silvia asked.

“We have to increase our tempo.  It will be full dark soon.  Get some rest while you can.  I have some night ops planned.”  Alex turned to face the Winglord.  “We will need to use the Silverwings to do some raids, and as soon as they figure out what is going on, we bait them into giving chase.”  Aeryn nodded.

“King Harbronn, Chieftain Rageclaw, and Ligon will use this opportunity to get around the pursuing forces and cut into them from behind.  As soon as they realize they are being hit from behind, fall back.  Then Silvia, Timothy, and Lord Bahamut will hit them with the main force from the direction we were leading them.  Aeryn, I need your ships back in the air in three hours.  Can you do it?”

The Winglord stood.  “It will be done.  If I may take my leave to inform my crews?”

“Advise everyone not on watch or preparing for the attack to sleep as soon as they can.  One ill move could doom this entire operation.”  Aeryn nodded and strode from the tent.  “We have two things that those monsters out there don’t: superior communication and a reason to win.

“We have been beaten, bruised, and battered.  Forced to endure countless hardships and atrocities.  It is time we put Azreal through some of the things we have had to live with all these years.”  Alex stood, and the others stood with him.  “Rest while you can.  We have a long night ahead of us.”
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“I’m sorry, Terra.  I would stop this if I could, but I am sworn to not interfere.  It would put Fyr in too much danger,” Theo said.  

Terra struggled to sit up.  She wasn’t sure she had the strength to speak, much less eat the bowl of slop in front of her.  She grabbed at the spoon but couldn’t close her fingers around it.  Her eyes blurred, and she started to slump forward.  

The Architect caught her and helped her sit straight.  His natural hand was warm on her skin, while his metal hand felt like ice.  He slid a strap around the white shift he had given her the last time she awoke and secured her to the back of the chair.  It was oddly shaped to accommodate the tubes, but she was relieved to be sitting instead of standing.  

A feeling of warmth spread from her belly, filling Terra with renewed strength.  The computer in the scientist’s arm beeped, and he peered at the moving lines.  “Odd,” he said as he looked at it.  He studied her curiously.

Terra grabbed the spoon in steadier fingers.  Thank you, child, she thought.  Don’t worry about me too much.  Your father will be here soon.  She lifted the spoonful of gray mush to her mouth and took a feeble bite.

“How goes the war?” she asked.

Theo shrugged.  He had made it clear he did not care for Azreal’s war.  “Well enough for you, I suppose.  The Guardian was busy last night.  He managed to kill more than Azreal could bring in from the other Realms.  That’s quite the feat considering how badly his forces are outnumbered.  He has the Overlord in very ill humor.  Not that Azreal is ever in a positive one.”

Terra almost laughed.  “Why do you answer me when I ask, Theo?”

He shrugged again.  “The research has shown that hope can prolong the extraction process.  Maybe I’m just telling you what you want to hear so every drop of power can be drained from you.”

“I don’t believe you,” Terra said as she shook her head.  “I think you are coming to realize Alex coming here is the best thing that can happen.  What good is learning something new if you kill everything in the process?”

“It is true that you have given me much to think on, Terra, but I have a job to do.  I’m sorry, but I do.”

Azreal suddenly appeared behind him.  “I’ll overlook the fact that you said that,” the Overlord growled.  “Leave me with the Nexus.”  

Anger flashed in Theo’s silver eyes, but it was gone before he stood and faced Azreal.  A faint clicking sound came from the Architect’s prosthetic arm, and the metal began to glow white-hot.  “I would remind you, Azreal, that I do not work for you, and I am only here fulfilling my duties as Paragon of Fyr.”

Azreal eyed the glowing arm with a guarded wariness.  “My apologies,” the Demon Lord said through clenched teeth.  “Please leave me with the Nexus.”

The metal cooled back to its silver color, and Theo walked away.

How can I play them against each other? Terra thought.

The demon moved forward and took hold of her jaw with a crushing grip, causing pain to shoot through her head and neck.  His nightmare-black eyes drilled into her skull.  “Your husband is beginning to annoy me, Woman.”  He released her chin with a shove almost hard enough to topple the chair she was lashed to backwards.

“Good,” she said defiantly.  “I would hate to think he was making your life any easier.”

“Are you trying to goad me into killing you?  Keep it up, and you may just realize I can do much worse than the extraction pod.”

She glared at him but remained silent.  The Demon Lord paced around her.  “I am going to drain you dry, Nexus.  And when I do, I’ll use your power to destroy your beloved husband.  Ah, to kill a man with his wife’s own energy, that will be a treat.”

“What are you trying to get from me, Azreal?  A yawn?  You are boring me enough for it.”  Terra’s flippant statement got her a full arm slap to her face.  The chair tipped over, and the tubes in her right arm were ripped free.  Blood seeped from the wounds.  Azreal righted her with a glimmer of telekinetic force.

The Overlord of Hell leaned in close.  “You are a fading light, Nexus,” he whispered in her ear.  “A guttering candle soon to be snuffed.  I will kill you in front of the Guardian just so I can listen to his screams.  And when you are dead, when he holds your lifeless corpse in his arms, I will peel the flesh from his living body.”

“Alex will kill you before the week’s end,” she hissed.

The points of Azreal’s teeth flashed as he smiled.  “Two days?  I can only hope that he tries.”  He turned from her and walked away.  A few minutes passed, and Theo returned.  

Muttering about the tubes missing from her arm, he pulled out a syringe from a compartment in his arm.  It was filled with a substance that flickered with metallic sparkles.  The Architect pushed a few buttons on his arm computer and injected her with it.  She shook with fiery pain.  Terra’s broken skin knitted closed.  The silver liquid flowed from the wounds and crusted on her skin before flaking off.

“Nanites,” he said.  She raised an eyebrow.  “Nanomachines.  Microscopic  robots.”  Terra kept looking at him without understanding.  “What do you primitives call them?  They are machina too small for the eye to see.  I injected you with them, and they repaired the damage to your arm.”

“Why would you do that?” she asked.

The Architect replaced the snapped heads on the black hoses that had been on her arm.  He lined them up carefully and reconnected them.  “The biostatic gel is toxic if it gets in your bloodstream.  You would die from shock in seconds.”

“Have to keep your test subjects alive to keep your master happy?” she asked.

Theo glared at her.  He refilled her bowl, and when she finished eating, injected her with the serum he had been using to make her sleep.  The Architect didn’t speak to her as she went unconscious.
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Alex swung the Wrathblade, separating the head from a horned Daemon.  He kept a tight rein on the anger and was using the blade like a normal weapon instead of unleashing its devastating power.  It took too much energy to use it that way for long, and the battle had already run longer than anticipated.

The demon commander was clever and picked up on Alex’s tricks as fast as he could throw them out.  Outnumbered in an ambush, Alex was forced to personally take part in the fighting and command from the front lines.  He expected King Harbronn’s Hammer Legion to arrive soon and fill the gap.  The sturdy dwarves had proven their elite unit’s worth time and time again over the last three days.  

“Guardian,” one of the elves he was fighting with called.  “We are going to be surrounded soon.  We need to fall back.”

Alex disengaged from combat and jogged up the short rise behind him.  The elf was right.  There were two large groups of undead moving around to flank them, and the Hammer was nowhere to be found.  He gave the order to move north as fast as possible.  

He ran to the front lines and unleashed the power of the Wrathblade.  He swung the blade in a precise semi-circle dispatching most of the demons and undead that kept his men in the vanguard from falling back.  He forced the anger back down again, and the flames guttered and went out.

Good, he thought.  This won’t end as badly as the attack last night.  The previous night had been a constant run of one disaster after another in which he had lost half of the unit he led.  I’m still doing better numbers wise than I did in Columbia.  He wondered for a moment if that memory was his own before he realized he didn’t care.  His singular goal was to get Terra back.

He pushed his group of a thousand elves and humans to run harder, but their collective exhaustion prevented them from going faster.  He had been forced to break the army into two parts.  One performed attacks and maneuvers during the day, the other raids and bombardment at night.  Everything was going well.  The army was down to a hundred thousand, but they were only outnumbered three-to-one now.

“Guardian,” the pouch around his neck called.  He reached a finger in through the top to touch the Eye and talked as he ran.

“Go for Corin.”  Alex swore and started again.  “This is Alex.”

“King Harbronn is injured,” Aeryn said.  His ships and the Changeling of the Wing were instrumental in relaying information.  They had been using Bahamut’s Changelings of the Scales to coordinate, but the dragons’ telepathy had very limited range and was only useful when they were within a mile or so.  Battles in the sky would often take the Silverwings far outside that range, and they were forced to use the Eyes to communicate in battle.  “The Hammer Legion was caught in an ambush, very few survived.  The plan is falling apart.  You need to fall back.”

“We are,” the Guardian said.  “Have you seen any sign of the sprites coming from the southeast?”  He asked that any time Aeryn reported.

“Still none, Alex.  I’ll let you know if I do end up seeing anything.”  He received the same answer every time he asked.

“Thanks.  Can you see where I am?”  The Winglord said he could.  “I could use a safe route out of here.  We are about to be flanked.”  He was given the directions to a fall-back position that was being held by Ligon Stormbringer and a thousand northmen.  “Thanks.  Be careful up there, Aeryn.  It looks like one hell of a storm is brewing.”

“Will do.”

Following the directions, Alex was able to lead his ragged thousand into a palisade that had been built that morning.  He would be able to see the sun nearing its apex if the cloud cover weren’t so dense.  He glanced around and saw the defensive structure was abandoned.

“Hello?” he called.  “Anyone here?”  Ligon stepped from behind a wall.  A twelve foot tall demon with four arms as big as Alex’s legs walked with him.  The Guardian held his sword in front of himself defensively.  “What is going on here, Ligon?”

The elder snorted.  “What does it look like?  I have been betraying your plans to the Great Lord from the beginning.”

Alex stood there dumbfounded for a moment.  He still had a thousand men with him, and even though the demon was huge, the odds were in his favor.  “But your nephew…”

The barbarian laughed.  “Michael was a fool, volunteering to protect the Nexus.  I tried to advise him against it, but he would not listen to reason.  He died for his idiocy.”

“Why?” the Guardian demanded.

“The end is coming, Guardian.  Whether you fight it or accept it.  I have just chosen the path that leads to the greatest rewards.”  Alex roared and charged the man, but the massive demon blocked the attack with one of the four swords it wore.

Dirt flew into the air as the earth erupted behind him.  He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw demons springing from pits in the ground.  His thousand were now the ones outnumbered and battling for their lives.  He looked forward to see the demon had not budged an inch to even draw another weapon.  Ligon stood still as well.

“You are Guardian?” the huge demon rumbled.  It took Alex a second to realize it had asked him a question.

Alex took a couple steps back.  The battle raged behind him.  Ligon and the other demons must have had orders to leave him to the big demon.  “I am.  Are you their general?”  

The big demon nodded.  “I am Reaver.”  The general drew the other three swords.  “We fight now.”  With surprising speed, it crossed the short distance and put Alex on the defensive.  There was no way he would be able to parry four separate blows, so he resorted to evading the attacks as much as possible.

He was almost decapitated when he tried to attack the massive demon.  It blocked the thrust with its lower two arms and swung at Alex’s neck with his upper two.  How am I supposed to fight this thing?

<Demons are an overly proud race,> the Voice of Wrath hinted.  <They rarely become masterful at any one skill.  Find its pattern.>

Alex nodded.  He fed the flames of his rage and pushed himself to be faster.  He thrust again, and it was parried and countered the same.  This time he was expecting the attack and rolled in close to get inside the big demon’s reach.  The kick to his shoulder sent him rolling away.  The thorium armor took most of the jarring impact, but he was disoriented from being knocked around.

He shook his head and just managed to get his sword up in time to deflect a blow that would have split his skull or crushed his neck, depending on whether or not his helmet would have withstood the attack.  He dove backwards and got his feet under himself.  A third thrust and this time he tried spinning to the right.  He caught an elbow to the side and stumbled a few steps.  He put up a frantic defense while he tried to think.

I’m shorter than this guy, he thought, and all of his attacks leave his swords low.  If I can use the strength of the Wrathblade…  Alex drew as deeply as he could on the rage of the Wrathblade.  It burned white hot in his grasp.  He thrust a fourth time, and Reaver parried the blade down and swung his upper two arms at the Guardian’s neck again.

Alex stepped back from the blow, and before the big demon could react, he leapt high into the air toward the general.  The demon’s widening eyes followed his ascent.  The Guardian’s Blade split the demon’s skull open.  The collapsing monster spilled blood and gore onto the crimson soaked ground.  

Ligon watched the great demon fall and met Alex’s eyes.  The barbarian darted for the exit behind him, but Alex was faster.  The young man tackled the older to the ground and forced him onto his back.  “You will pay for this, traitor,” the Guardian promised.

The northman smiled at him wickedly.  “You fool.  You don’t realize you’ve already lost.”  He continued smiling as Alex cut off his head.  The Guardian stood and surveyed his group.  There were less than a hundred standing, but they had won.  

Alex touched the Eye he had in the pouch around his neck.  “Everyone, give the orders to fall back.  Ligon betrayed our plans to the enemy general.  They have both been dealt with.  Be wary of any northmen.  I’m not sure if he was working alone or with accomplices.”  The survivors well enough to walk helped support those who weren’t.  Only one hundred fifty humans and elves of the original fifteen hundred still stood.  Alex led them back to the main camp.

“Get the healers,” he said to one of the elves that was miraculously uninjured.  The elf returned a few minutes later with a few sorceresses wearing white.  

Alex had learned a few things about magic since the war began.  The most important bit of information was that women were stronger in healing physical injuries than men were.  He immediately formed a corps of women who were dedicated to doing nothing else.  He spotted a little girl also in white.

“Hanna?” he asked incredulously.  She walked to him.  The innocence that had been on her face just a few days ago was gone.  The little girl looked to have aged years in a bare handful of days.  

“Yes, Alex,” Hanna asked.  Her shoulders were slumped, and she lacked the exuberance she once had.

“Why are you working with the healers?”

An elven woman wearing white with a red stripe of rank on her shoulder came up to him.  “Hanna, go treat the humans.  I’ll talk to the Guardian.”  The little girl nodded and strode off to see who she could help.  “I am Therese, and I lead the Third Healers.”

“What is Hanna doing with your group?” he said demanded to know.  “She should be back with the younger children.”

The elf glared at him.  “She begged her father to allow her to help with something.  Guardian, she has more magical power than any two women under my command, extremely unusual for a changeling.  Hundreds live because she works with us.  

“Hanna is young, but she is by far the most talented healer I have ever seen.  She has somehow developed a way to prevent men from turning when they get bitten by the undead.  A cure is still a long way off, but that little girl gives those infected with the undead necrosis hope, when before, all we could give them was a swift death.”

“Fine,” he said softly.  “I understand.  Carry on with what you are doing.”  The elf nodded and began treating those with the gravest injuries.  Alex walked to where Hanna worked on a deep slice in a man’s leg.  He watched in silence as the flesh knitted closed faster than any of the healing he had seen.  She was very talented.  The drain on her magical power didn’t faze her as she stood and moved to the next person.

“This is going to hurt,” the little girl murmured.  An arrow protruded from the man’s arm.  “I’m going to have to remove it, or else I can’t heal you.  Do you understand?”  The young man nodded.  She held out a piece of leather wrapped with cloth.  “Bite down on this.”  She stuck it between his teeth.  “Are you ready?”  He nodded, sweat beading on his brow.  

She used magic to snap the arrowhead off and quickly pulled it out of the man’s arm.  He yelled against the piece of leather clamped between his teeth.  She put her hands over the wound.  Alex saw her fingers were covered with blood.  A couple of seconds later she pulled her hands away and there wasn’t even a scar.  She stood and looked around for another to help, but everyone not yet healed was either dead or being taken care of already.

Hanna turned and saw Alex standing behind her.  She smiled wanly.  “Hello again, Alex.  How are you?”

He knelt before the little girl.  She must be no more than seven or eight, he thought sadly.  “I’m fine, Hanna.  How’re you?”

“I’m tired.  So many people need help.  I’m doing everything I can to save them.”

Alex nodded.  “You’re doing a good job.  Mistress Therese said you are very talented.  I think you’re being very brave by helping all these men.”

The little girl’s smile widened at his praise, but she shook her head.  “I am just doing what I can.”

Alex patted her shoulder and stood.  “Keep it up.  You’re saving a lot of lives out here.”

“I will.”

Forcing children to fight a war, Alex thought angrily.  I will kill him.  He was careful to keep his hand away from the Guardian’s Blade as he walked to the command tent.  He wasn’t sure he would be able to control his rage if he touched it.

Brahm was pacing inside the command tent when Alex arrived.  The Guardian remembered sailing on the ocean with a much younger Dwarf.  They had fought together before, and Alex was happy to have such a long-time friend at his side.  That wasn’t me, an ever diminishing voice whispered.  “Is Harbronn all right?”

“He’ll live, but he almost returned to the Mother.  I’m hearin’ Ligon betrayed us to flamin’ Azreal.”  Alex nodded.  “When I get me hands on that traitorous bastard…”

“I already beat you to it.  His corpse will feed the vultures.”  Brahm nodded viciously as Caitlyn entered the room in her human form.  It seemed her force had gotten the message and returned as well. 

“Good,” she said.  “He deserved to die a hundred times for the deaths he caused today.”  Brahm agreed with her.

“Why didn’t you tell me Hanna was working with the nurse corps?”

Caitlyn looked at him with a puzzled look on her face.  “I didn’t know she was.  I knew she was a powerful sorceress, or would be when she grew older, but I didn’t know she was treating the wounded.”

“One of the women said she was the most powerful healer she had ever seen.”

“We’ll need as many powerful healers as we can get,” Silvia said as she entered the room.  She had just caught the last part of the conversation.

“Even if they are seven-year-old girls?” Alex asked.

Caitlyn regarded him.  “Everyone is needed.  Man, woman, and child.  They will all die if we lose here.”

“I just wish there was something we could do to stop this fighting.  This may sound strange, but if this battle doesn’t end soon, there won’t be enough people to sustain a population on this world,” Alex said.  He rubbed his arm where he had felt Terra get hurt yesterday.  She was so weak he only knew she still lived because he could feel her aches and pains.

“But we can’t just give up,” Silvia said.

Alex nodded.  “What we need is a way to stop Azreal’s reinforcements.  This war would have been over and done with if we didn’t have to contend with them as well.”

“Alex,” the Winglord’s voice called from his and Silvia’s Eyes.  The Guardian pulled the Eye from the pouch to talk this time.  

“What’s up, Aeryn?”

The Changeling of the Wing had laughed the first time Alex had used that colloquialism.  There weren’t very many reasons to laugh now.  “The winds are starting to get bad up here, I’m telling my ships to land.  You’re losing your eyes in the sky.”

“I understand.  Meet us in the command tent when you are back on the ground.”

In fairly short order, the remaining leaders had all gathered in the tent.  They sat and studied the map.  Ligon’s chair had been removed.  Harbronn’s seat and the one at the head were empty.  “I’ve been thinking,” Alex said.  “Maybe we don’t have to win this battle before we attack the tower.”

“What are you suggesting?” Bahamut asked.

“A distraction,” Alex said.  “One large enough that Azreal is forced to commit all of his remaining forces to stop it.  Then, a small group led by myself can infiltrate the Obsidian Tower, rescue Terra, free anyone else we can find, and kill Azreal if the opportunity presents itself.”

“That be a mighty… bold plan.  Who’re ye plannin’ on takin’ with ye on this suicide mission?” Brahm asked.

Alex looked at his friend.  “You and Caitlyn, if you’ll come.”

Brahm smiled.  “Wouldn’t have it any other way, me boy.  What about ye, Cat?  Feelin’ like gettin’ yerself killed in this crazy man’s harebrained scheme?”

Caitlyn laughed.  “I don’t think he’s quite crazy yet,” she said to the Dwarf.  She faced Alex, and her golden eyes looked deeply into his green.  “You know I would follow you to Hell and back.”

“Thank you,” Alex said.  He looked to the remaining leaders.  “This won’t be anything like the hit and run tactics we’ve been doing.  This is going to be an all-out brawl.  He should be able to bring in another hundred thousand before the morning, so it’ll be four to one.  This is going to be bloody.”

Chieftain Rageclaw raised an eyebrow.  He had a new scar across his cheek and another that puckered his mouth.  “When isn’t it bloody?”

Alex looked to Aeryn.  “I’m going to need some way to get in there without being spotted.”

The Winglord thought it over for a moment.  “I have some escape gliders that you could use if the weather’s not too bad.  We could launch them from above the cloud cover.”

“Good,” the Guardian looked at the leaders of the peoples of Dae.  “Tomorrow, we end this, one way or another.”  They all nodded and left one by one.

Chapter Twenty-two - The Obsidian Tower

 

“I do no’ like Silverwings,” Brahm shouted over the rush of wind, “but I do no’ like the idea o’ jumpin’ out o’ one at all!”  

Caitlyn laughed.  

“Don’t worry,” Alex yelled.  “Aeryn said to just hold your muscles tight and lean the way you want to go.  The levers and harnesses will to the rest.”

They had left that morning and soared up into the sky.  The sun was brilliant above the clouds.  Their clothes were still damp from the moisture they had flown through.  A blanket of white and gray clouds skimmed by below them.  

“We are getting close to the launching point,” the Winglord said.  “Get to the rail and get strapped in.”  The three went to the side of the Silverwing, and Changelings of the Wing rushed about them connecting the complex harnesses and rigging. In less than a minute, they were strapped in and holding the rail ready to jump off.  

A female changeling with blue eyes stood next to Alex.  “As soon as you jump, you are going to want to pull on this lever and fold out the wings,” she said pointing to a blue lever above his head.  “Don’t!  You will snap the wings off and crash.  Wait until you are falling straight down, pull the lever, and level out from the dive slowly.”  

Alex nodded as her hand moved down to a red strap across his chest.  “When it comes time to land, push down with your legs as hard as you can.  That will cause enough drag for you to slow down.  When you are on the ground pull this red strap up toward your neck, it will disengage the harness.”

“Anything else?” Alex asked.  

She shook her head.  “No.  Good luck.”

A few seconds passed.  A shout came from the lookout on the foc’sle.  “Efreet are coming up in front of us.”

“You three launch.  Don’t open the wings until you are in the clouds!  We will take care of the efreet!  Remember you rally at the eastern door, it’s the place they will least expect you to come from!” Aeryn shouted.

Alex, Brahm, and Caitlyn pulled themselves over the rail and began to plummet through the sky.  The rush of wind over their ears was deafening.  A series of explosions and thunderclaps followed them into the dense clouds.

Alex waited a few seconds to make sure he was falling straight down before he pulled the blue lever to deploy the wings.  He lifted his upper body using the handles above his head and pushed down with his legs gently.  He had just begun to ease out of the rapid descent when a screaming body fell past him.

It was Caitlyn.  One of the wings on her glider didn’t open, and she was falling fast.  Alex pushed the lever for the wings back into its previous position.  The wings snapped back closed, and he began a free fall after her.  

The bottom of the cloud cover came quickly.  The ground rushed toward them.  Alex saw Caitlyn falling in a spiral not far away.  He angled his body toward her as best he could with the glider strapped to his back.  She was falling fast, but he was gaining on her.

“Pull the red strap!” he yelled as loud as he could.  “Pull it, open your arms, and fall on your stomach!”

He would overtake her in a few seconds.  Alex eyed the ground as the malfunctioning glider drifted away from Caitlyn.  Only enough time to try this once, he thought.  He lined himself up straight at her and closed the distance.  “Grab me!” he shouted to her.

Caitlyn flipped around in the air and wrapped her hands around his upper body.  “Saved me again, Alex,” she said in his ear.

“We aren’t down yet.”  He pulled the lever for the wings and prayed they were strong enough to support two.  “Hold on tight,” he said as he began to ease them out of the dive.  There’s not enough room to slow down, he thought as they rocketed toward the Obsidian Tower.  He pulled against the wind as hard as he could.  The wooden glider creaked and groaned under the pressure.

“Caitlyn,” he shouted.  “We are going to crash.  I’m going to try flipping us over just before we hit.”

“You know how to do that?”  A couple seconds passed with no answer from him.  She let out a breath.  “I trust you,” she said as she tightened her grip.  

With the ground less than fifty feet below them, Alex pulled down to the left and twisted his body around as hard as he could.  The glider flipped weirdly, and the left wing caught the ground.  They cartwheeled through the air.  Only luck had him sliding on his back with his feet toward the Obsidian tower.  He did his best to curl up around Caitlyn.

They stopped sliding only a few feet from the southern door of the tower.  Caitlyn stood on shaking legs and helped him up.  “How are you?” she asked.

“A little bruised and battered, but the armor kept me from breaking anything.  You?”

“I’m fine,” she said.  “Thank you for saving me, Alex.”

He grinned.  “Was I supposed to do something else?”  He scanned the sky but didn’t see Brahm.  “I hope he’s all right.”

“I’m sure he’s…” Caitlyn started to say as a glider sailed around the base of the Obsidian tower only ten feet from the ground.  Brahm gracefully landed his pristine glider a few feet from them.  He pulled up on the red strap, and the wood and canvas device fell from his back.

“That was fun!” he said cheerily.  He took in the ruined mass of straps across Alex’s armor, and the dirt and dust that covered the two of them head to toe.  “What happened to the two o’ ye?”

“A hard landing,” Caitlyn said.

Brahm snorted a laugh.  “Another one?”  The changeling rolled her eyes at him.  

Alex nodded.  “I’m never getting on or jumping out of a Silverwing ever again,” he said.  

“Where’re all the bloody demons?” the Dwarf asked after glancing around.

The other two shrugged.  “I don’t know,” Alex said.  The entire area looked abandoned.  “Maybe the distraction worked better than I thought.”

“I do no’ like it,” Brahm said.  “This reeks o’ a trap.”

The Guardian let out a sigh.  “Whether it is or not, we have to go in.”  The other two nodded.  

The Obsidian Tower was darker than midnight on a moonless night.  The gate in front of them looked like a nightmarish monster’s waiting maw.  Defiantly, the three friends strode into the jaws of death.
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Where are all the bloody monsters? Brahm thought.  They stood inside of a large open room that all four gates opened into.  Support pillars were spaced evenly throughout the massive room, and an enormous gateway arch was in the center.  It was inactive.  The entire place was void of life save the three people who had simply walked in.

The Dwarf followed Alex to the massive gateway in the middle of the room.  The Guardian placed his hand on the side of it.  “Can this be destroyed?” he asked.

Brahm drew the Hammer of Kings and tapped the obsidian semi-circle.  It sounded like stone.  He lifted the war hammer and slammed it against the stone with all his might.  Not even a flake of the black glossy rock came off.  He looked to Caitlyn.

She shook her head.  “I don’t sense any kind of preservation on it.  I don’t even sense any magic anywhere in here.”

“It doesn’t matter right now.  It seems to be off,” Alex said as he looked around.  “We’ll deal with this after we save Terra and kill Azreal.  Maybe she will know what to do about it.”  He pointed to the southeast corner of the room.  “There are some stairs over there.”

The three kept a wary watch as they moved to the stairs.  “I can’t shake the feeling like I’m being watched,” Caitlyn said.

The wizened Dwarf knew they were being watched.  No sense lettin’ every flamin’ thing in this bloody tower know we’re here.  He whispered as softly as he could.  “Do no’ doubt that fer one second.  Bloody Azreal knew we were here the second we landed.”

They made it to the stairs and saw it was a spiral staircase that lead up and down.  Brahm watched as Alex drew the Guardian’s Blade.  “Up or down?” the Guardian asked.  He waited for a second before starting up the stairs.  “It seems there is a large amount of energy above us,” he said.  “I bet that is where Azreal has Terra.”

Brahm brought up the end with Caitlyn between him and Alex.  They walked up the stairs making as little noise as they could.

Alex hissed as he glanced into a room at the first landing they came to.  He shook his head angrily and kept walking up the stairs.  Caitlyn averted her gaze from the sight.  Brahm’s anger rose when he glanced in.  

Bodies hung from meat hooks, and a gore encrusted grate covered the floor.  Severed arms and legs were piled in a corner.  A long table had large knives driven into it.  Bloody butchers… 

They passed three more landings without so much as a glance.  The stairs ended at a fourth.  Heat poured from the long room.  Bright orange glows were spaced evenly along each side.  “A forge?” Brahm said curiously.  “Why have a forge a third of the way up the bleedin’ tower?”

Alex shrugged.  “We’ve no choice but to go through.”  He crept into the room, checking the corners.  The lack of life in the entire tower raised goosebumps on their necks.  Even though there were no demons to be seen, the fires in the forges burned high.  The three spun about at the sound of crazed laughter from behind them, but they saw nothing.  

Alex and Brahm changed places as they walked backward through the room.  The grizzled Dwarf did his best to look every direction at once as they crossed the room.  They were nearing the opposite end of the long forge.  He heard a clicking sound behind him and spun to see an obsidian portcullis begin to fall from the top of the doorway.  He lifted up his arms and caught the dropping gate.  One of the spikes in the bottom punched through his left palm between the second and third knuckles.  Bloody, flamin’ Hell that hurts!

“Get through,” Brahm yelled as the mad laughter started up behind him.  He glanced over his shoulder to see fire imps climbing out of the forges.  The little, red demons had flames licking up from their bodies and leathery wings.  Small horns like those from a ram bent around their head.  They cackled with maniacal glee as they came forward.  

Alex and Caitlyn attacked the two-foot-tall monsters.  The gate was too heavy for him to hold up for long, and Brahm’s thickly muscled arms screamed in protest.  He strained to hold the gate above his shoulders.  “Burn the two o’ ye.  I can no’ hold this long.  Get through now!” he shouted through gritted teeth.  Blood dripped from his elbow.

The two with him darted under the stone spikes.  Alex grabbed the portcullis and braced himself.  “Your turn,” he said.  The Dwarf eased his push against the gate, and it began to slide down.  

“It’s too heavy fer ye, boy.  Move yer feet back.”  Brahm let go of the gate.  It ripped through the flesh of his left hand and slammed down.  The Dwarf spun and swung his heavy war hammer backhanded with his right arm, killing two of the burning imps.

“Brahm!” Caitlyn shouted.  “We can’t leave you!”

“Ye have to, Caitlyn.  Do no’ worry ‘bout me.”  Brahm laughed as wildly as the imps.  Another swing and two more of the innumerable imps died.  “It’ll no’ be me first long day in the forge!” he shouted, laughing at his own joke.

“We’ll come get you,” Alex yelled.  “We can find another way around.”

“No,” the stalwart Dwarf said.  “Me hand’s no good.  I’ll slow ye down.”  Brahm slew another imp and risked a look over his shoulder.  His two friends stood there still.  They both pulled on the gate with all their might, but it would not budge.  “Do no’ worry ‘bout me,” he said again.  “I’ll make me way down from here.  I’ll no let some flamin’ imps do me in.”

Alex looked into his friend’s eyes.  “Let’s go,” he said pulling Caitlyn away from the gate.

“No!” she shouted.

“Ye have a job to do, Cat.  Go see it done!” Brahm shouted.  Caitlyn hesitated just a moment more before she nodded and followed Alex up the stairs.

Good.  Time to be gettin’ to work.  Brahm knew there would be no making it down from here, but he was determined to take as many of the lesser demons with him as he could.  He began to sing the funeral song of the Hammer Legion.  A song he had had the misfortune and honor of singing many times in his life.

 

“The Hammer falls, 

and all things end.

Forge the blade, 

and start again.”

 

I’ll see ye soon, me wife.
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Brahm’s singing followed them up the stairs as they ran.  It was some time before they were out of earshot.  You better not die, Dwarf, Caitlyn thought as they sprinted up the stairs.  She couldn’t imagine the stout Dwarf she had come to call friend falling in combat.  He’s as strong as thorium and as stubborn as a mountain.  He won’t let a bunch of imps kill him, she thought.

They ran up the stairs heedless of how much noise they made.  Both of them became winded from the exertion.  “I think, we’re close, to the top,” Alex gasped.  The staircase ended in another landing.  He studied the room carefully before entering.  Caitlyn stayed as close to him as she could, refusing to be separated.

The big dining room they entered was made of the same glossy black stone as the rest of the tower.  A large table spanned the length of the room.  A blood red cloth that hung to the floor covered the table.  The cloth rippled as something moved beneath the table.  Each of the four corners of the room held a small gateway arch.  A sickly green glow shown from up the stairs on the far side of the room.

Covered plates and dishes lay on the table.  “Let’s stay away from the table,” Alex said as they edged slowly around the sides of the room.  They walked back to back.

A familiar smell filled the air.  Caitlyn sniffed.  I know that scent, she thought as she struggled to identify it.  “Something doesn’t smell right.”  

“Yeah,” Alex said.  “But if we move with care, maybe we can get through here without springing whatever trap is in here waiting on us.”

The tablecloth rippled again.  It seemed to bulge out in their direction.  Good call on staying away from the table, she thought.  The smell grew stronger.  It was familiar, but she still couldn’t quite place it.

“I hate the smell of sulfur,” Alex muttered.

The smell clicked in her head.  Hellhounds, she thought.  The portals in the corners of the room lit up a muddy brown color.  She grabbed his hand and sprinted across the room.  Hellhounds sprang from underneath the table and poured through the portals.  She flung spells at them, but the attacks unraveled before they struck.  

“They have some kind of magical protection,” Caitlyn said as she changed into her primal form.  Alex’s sword flared to life, and he carved through the hellhounds.  She batted one from the air.  Another impaled itself on her spines when it dove at her.  She shook it free in a rain of blood and gore.

Dozens of the demonic dogs blocked the twenty feet to the stairs.  The Guardian and his protector were quickly surrounded by the flood of Hellspawn.  Yelps of pain and roars of rage filled the air as they cut their way to the stairs.  An hour-long minute passed as they cleaved the monsters down.  They made the stairs, and Caitlyn put herself between Alex and the hellhounds.

“Go,” she said as she clawed the throat from one of the demonspawn.  “I’ll hold them down here.”  One of the hellhounds tried to leap over her at Alex.  She caught it in her razor-sharp maw and wrung the life from it.

“I can help you,” Alex said.

Caitlyn yelped as a claw scratched her nose.  Her claws took the beast’s life.  “I’ll be fine.  I’m not the same little panther that faced these things last time.”

“I don’t want to leave you,” he shouted over the din of barks and yips.

“I’ll catch up.  They can’t come forever.”  Tell him, she thought as he turned to run up the steps.  “I love you, Alex.”

He smiled down at her from two steps up.  The light seemed to be brighter still above him.  “Love you too.”  Caitlyn’s heart fluttered in her chest.  “I’ll see you soon, little sister.”  He turned and charged up the stairs toward the green glow.

And that’s all I’ll ever be, she thought, seething with anger.  She tore into the hellhounds before her with wild abandon.
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The yelps of pain and screeches of death faded behind Alex unnaturally fast.  What is going on in here? he thought.  Glowing green cylinders stood in row after row.  Bundles of black tubes ran down into the nearest of them.  

Alex walked to the closest and peered into it.  A tiny two-foot-tall man floated in the middle of the cylinder.  Small tubes ran from his all over his naked body.  It was hard to tell in the light, but Alex thought his hair was green.

What are these things? he thought.  He moved on to the next and looked into it.  A naked woman with a hooked nose was suspended inside.  Tubes ran to the same places on her as they did the little man.  Both of them looked as if they had not eaten in days.  Their features were sunken and hollow.

“Are you the Nexus’s husband?” a male voice asked.

Alex spun to see a man wearing a white lab coat and pants.  His left arm was made of metal and had a computer screen on it.  The Guardian held the Wrathblade between them.  The scientist studied the sword and looked back at his face.

“I can see that you are,” he said.  “I am the Architect, the Paragon of Science, and I mean you no harm.”

“Where is Terra?” Alex demanded.  He could barely feel her at all.  The Wrathblade flared.

The Architect held his hands out in a calming gesture.  “She is still alive,” he said softly.  “I will take you to her.”  The man led the way between rows of the glowing cylinders.

“What are these things?” Alex asked.

“They are Extraction Pods.  They are filled with a biostatic gel that, when combined with a special serum, renders their occupant unconscious. The effects fade quickly after the subject is removed.  One of the Council of Fyr designed them to suck the life force from anyone placed in them.”

“Why?” Alex asked, keeping a tight rein on his anger.

“Doctor Moore approached Azreal with the idea.  The Overlord ordered them built once he heard the plans.  Moore finished this installation and has moved on to build more in the other Obsidian Towers.  I came here to observe and remain aloof of the war.  To be a passive bystander while others fought the battle I should have joined long ago.  I chose what I thought was going to be the less painful path.”  The Architect was silent for a moment.  “As it turns out, I was wrong.  Doesn’t happen very often…”

Alex took deep breaths trying to keep from flying into a rage.  “Where is Terra?” he demanded again.

“Here,” the Architect said as he stopped in front of a pod that glowed brighter than the others.  Terra wore a simple white shift.  Her wings were wrapped around herself.  They glowed with a faint light.  “Now listen to me.”  Alex stared at his wife.  She looked so tired and frail.  

“Listen!” the man snapped.  Alex tore his gaze from his wife and looked at the scientist.  “Azreal will know when I remove the tubes from her.  I plan on being far away from here when that happens.  You plan on killing Azreal, correct?”  Alex nodded.  “He is on the floor above seated on the Obsidian Throne.  There is a gateway arch in the throne room.  You can use it to travel anywhere in the Nine Realms.  Kill him and flee this place.  Do you understand?”

“Get Terra out of that gel, and I’ll do what I came here for.”

The Architect nodded.  He pushed a few buttons on his arm computer.  A lift zipped across the ceiling and stopped above the pod with a hiss.  It reached into the gel and pulled Terra out.  “Stand back,” the man hissed as Alex stepped forward.  The lift deposited her on a chair with the center part of the back cut away for the hoses.  It pulled the breathing tube from her mouth.  She coughed but still did not awaken.

The lift sprayed water on her.  All of the gel streamed from her body.  Something else happened that Alex didn’t understand, but he felt the air became charged with electricity.  The water ran from her body and clothing.  She moaned as she started to awaken.  The man looked at him.  “Are you ready?  Once I do this, it will be absolute chaos.”

Alex nodded.  “Do it.”

The man punched a few commands on his arm.  Clicking sounds came as the hoses disconnected from her and fell away.  Alarms began to scream.  “Tell her that I appreciated her logic,” the man shouted over the screaming sirens.  He pushed a few more buttons on his arm and disappeared in a flash of static electricity.

Alex reverted his sword back to its passive state and sheathed it at his waist.  He removed the piece of obsidian that hung from a chain around her neck.  When he did, the link was completely restored.  There was no longer a block to being able to sense her location.  A lot of good that does me now, he thought.  

Her wings were so faint he could hardly see them.  Her hazel eyes fluttered open.  “Alex,” Terra rasped almost too softly to hear over the sirens.  She smiled at him weakly.

“Good morning, Beautiful.  Have a good nap?” he asked with a big grin.

She stared at him.  “Too tired to hit you.  Not funny.”  She glanced around at the flashing lights.  “Have to get out of here.”

“Don’t worry.  After I kill Azreal, I’ll get all of us out of here,” he said.  She nodded.  “Can you stand?”  She nodded again, and he helped her up.  Terra tested her balance and took a halting step.  Alex put his arm under her shoulders and half-carried her.  He was concerned for her, but there was nothing he could do right then.

A clanking sound came from around a row of pods.  It stopped when a humanoid robot on treads came into sight.  Alex glanced behind and saw what looked like some kind of control panel.  

“What is that thing?” he asked pointing with his free hand at the robot.  The machine lifted one of its arms toward them.  Terra lurched to the side pulling them down another row of Extraction Pods.  An explosion blew up the control panel.  More sirens sounded as all of the pods began to drain and tubes were disconnected.  Water was vented from the ceiling, cleansing the gel from the rousing occupants of the extraction pods.

“Fyrian machina,” Terra said, her voice growing stronger.  “The Architect was here.”

Alex nodded.  “Yeah, I met him.”  More robots began to appear.  When you are outnumbered, try to even up the odds. Alex shattered every pod he ran by.  

Beings of every shape, size, and race stumbled out of the broken glass.  Everything coming out of the pods was dazed, but they came alert fast enough to cause chaos in their mass exodus.  Alex saw the way down was blocked, but he wasn’t planning on leaving the way he came in.  He spied the stairs up from the room and pushed their way toward them.

Alex glanced at Terra as they ran up the stairs.  She seemed to have more color than she did moments before, and her steps were much steadier.  Good, he thought, she seems to be recovering very fast.

“Alex,” she said.  Her voice sounded normal.  “I have something you need to hear.”

“Now isn’t the best time.”

“I know that,” Terra said.  “They said we are going to have a girl.”

Alex smiled.  “Good.  Let’s celebrate later.”

“I just wanted to tell you in case we didn’t make it out of here.”

He squeezed her hand.  “Don’t talk like that.  We will get out of here together.  I promise,” he said as they entered a large room.  More stairs went up on the opposite side.  A large gateway arch was to their left with an empty throne across from it.  

Words like the ephemeral voice of a nightmare boomed throughout the room.  “Don’t you know better than to make promises you can’t keep?”  In the center of the room, a pale man with blood red hair and completely black eyes appeared.  He was encased in glossy black platemail similar to a Daemon’s but lacking the spikes and protrusions.  

The Guardian didn’t need his wife’s sharp intake of air to know who the man in front of them was.  His vision turned red with rage, and the Wrathblade flared.  His voice was thick with hate when he spoke a single word as if it were a judge’s sentence.

“Azreal.”

The Demon Lord bowed with a flourish.  “The very same.  And you must be the Guardian.  I admit, I do not know your name, but I find I don’t have much need for it, since you are about to die.”  Black eyes, like twin bottomless pits of hatred and damnation, stared at Alex.

“My name is Alex Zane, Demon,” the Guardian said.  “I think it’s important to know the name of the man about to kill you.”

The Overlord laughed.  “You have no idea what you are getting yourself into, Human. You can’t kill me, not even with your shiny little sword.  I have transcended what Fate has laid out for us.  Always in the battle between life and death, good and evil, there has been balance.  But now that balance has shifted.  In my favor.”

A blue haze filled the air around the Guardian.  Azreal flicked his hand, and Alex felt a blast of energy slide over his hand holding the Wrathblade.  If she hadn’t shielded me, I would have lost my hand, he thought.  The Demon Lord glared at Terra with death in his eyes.

“It seems the Architect was unable to drain all of your power, Nexus.  But that will be remedied soon.  The Obsidian Tower slowly drains the life force of all its inhabitants and transfers it to me.  The machines simply accelerate the process.”

The glowing, sapphire light enveloped Terra as well.  A sudden assault of energy pummeled the shield from all sides.  Every blow of telekinetic energy was deflected.  Gouts of black stone erupted from the pure force hitting it.

“I can’t keep this up forever,” Terra said through gritted teeth.  Her voice was tight with concentration and strain.  “Do something, Alex.  I’ll keep the shield for as long as I can.”

The Guardian charged across the gap between them with such speed everything seemed a blur.  Blasts of energy buffeted him as he rushed the Overlord.  He roared and swung his blade with all his might at the demon’s head.  Flames leapt high, and the tip of the sword whistled through the air.

Azreal casually caught the blade in the palm of his hand.  The flames along the length of the Wrathblade went out.  He clicked his tongue and shook his head at Alex.  “Did you really think the blade wrought from the fires of my own Realm would harm me?

“Fool,” he said as he wrenched the blade from the Guardian’s hands.  It reverted back to the inert wooden form.  The Demon Lord tossed the Guardian’s Blade away.  It clattered across the glossy stone floor.

Azreal’s weight shifted as he launched a wide punch at the side of Alex’s head.  He got his arm up in time to block the blow, but the Guardian did not account for the Overlord’s enhanced strength.  He was blasted from his feet and did three quarters of a turn in the air before crashing down on his side.

“Since my powers won’t work on you because of the Nexus,” Azreal said as he walked toward the downed man.  

Alex lay on the floor in a daze.  It was difficult to think, and his vision swam.  Feet encased in black platemail filled his vision.  A powerful kick to his head sent the Guardian spinning across the floor.  His helmet came loose when his stomach slammed into something unyielding.

The thorium plate that protected his chest caved in.  He rolled onto his stomach and groaned.  A boot pressed onto his back as he tried to get up.  “I’ll just kill you with my own two hands,” the Overlord finished saying.

“Champion of the People of Dae indeed,” Azreal sneered.  A cold hand grabbed the back of Alex’s head and slammed his face into the black stone floor.  Blood spattered from his broken nose, and his vision faded to black.  He fought the encroaching darkness as footsteps moved away from him.

“Alex!” Terra shouted.  The fear in her voice cut through the fog like a torch.  He stumbled to his feet.  He looked up in time to see his wife barely dodge a punch to her midsection.  The rage on her face seemed feral as her wings snapped open.  They shone brighter than they had before.  

He watched as the Paragons engaged in a fight both magical and physical.  The air cracked with the sounds of the assault as the two punched, kicked, and blocked the other’s empowered blows.

The Guardian’s Blade lay against the gateway arch.  He scrambled over and lifted it from the ground.  Any advice? he asked, but the blade was silent.  The Guardian ran to his wife’s aid.  He swung the wooden sword at Azreal’s back, but it stopped before it even touched the black platemail.

The Overlord of Hell landed a powerful backhand across Terra’s face, and she went down hard.  The shielding blue haze faded.  Alex tried to swing at Azreal again, but a blast of energy sent him flying across the room.

He slammed into the opposite wall and was bound to it with bonds of energy so black they seemed to suck the light from the room.  Alex struggled against the binding darkness, but he was firmly stuck with the Guardian’s Blade across his chest.

“I’ll deal with you in a moment,” Azreal said pointing at him.  “After I take care of the Nexus.”  The Demon Lord faced Terra and began swinging his arms at her.  Helpless, Alex watched as blood pumped freely from wounds appearing all over her body.  His wife screamed in pain.

“Stop!” Alex shouted.

Azreal turned and faced him.  “Or what, Guardian?” he asked with a wicked smile.  “What will you do?  Tell me to stop again?  Don’t you worry.  I won’t kill her… yet.”  He began to turn back to Terra when something fast, large, and black slammed into him.  The Demon Lord was knocked from his feet by the angry ebony blur.

Claws flashed red, and Alex realized Caitlyn had launched herself at the Overlord.  For a moment, he was hopeful they would survive.  But faster than he could see, Azreal did something to the changeling that made her vomit blood.  The Demon Lord tossed her across the room with no more effort than he would have shown a rag doll.  Blood pooled around her limp form.  We are all going to die here.

Azreal walked back to Terra and began flaying her again.  Her screams filled Alex’s heart and mind with anguish and rage.  He felt the same power he had when he saw the slaughtered children at Highwind point and again at the Gap of Druun when he found out Terra had been taken.

It called to him, rushed to him.  It flooded into him like a crashing wave.  It filled him like a cleansing fire.  The power built in him, threatening to overwhelm him, but he drew it on further.  He felt the raw energy fill his body until every fiber of his being screamed in agony.

Alex roared with the awesome power flowing through him.  The searing pain knifed through his mind as the mysterious energy ripped through him.  A sudden blast of force blew out the wall he was bound to, and pale gray light from outside filtered into the tower.  He knelt on the floor, looking at his reflection in the obsidian.  Something about his face was different, but he couldn’t place it.

He slowly stood and gazed across the room, oddly at peace.  He held the Guardian’s Blade loosely in hand.  The grip was different than the ones to which he had grown accustomed.  He glanced down.  A blade of glowing green energy three feet in length shone from a silvery metal hilt.

<I am Justice,> a calm, male voice whispered into his mind.

“Impossible,” Azreal shouted as the Guardian strode toward him.  “You can’t have demonic power!  You are human!”  The Overlord of Hell stumbled backward and hit the wall behind him.

The Guardian drew near the demon and grabbed him by the back of the neck.  He didn’t know why, but Azreal’s blows didn’t seem strong at all.  The Guardian looked into the demon’s eyes.  They were solid in color, the mark of a demon, and black as night, the mark of the Overlord.  He drove the sword of light into Azreal’s diaphragm.  Hot, black blood spilled over his hand.  “It is done,” the Guardian said.

Azreal grunted in pain and coughed up more of the black blood.  “I know what you are,” the Demon Lord said with a smile.  His pointed teeth were stained with blood.  “You will pay for this, half-breed.  I will see you again, nephew.”

“And I’ll be waiting,” Alex said.  

The Overlord of Hell faded to mist as his corporeal form faded way.  Mocking laughter echoed through the room, but like Azreal, it faded away too.

Alex strode to the Obsidian Throne and, with a mighty blow, sliced it in half.  The tower began to rumble as it destabilized around him.  Sheathing his blade, he walked to his wife.  She was unconscious and bleeding from numerous wounds.  He lifted Terra and cradled her as he walked to Caitlyn.  

Alex lifted Caitlyn’s form on a bed of force and strode to the gateway arch.  He touched the side of the arch.  A shimmering golden portal opened on the plains just over a half-mile away.  Floating Caitlyn through the gateway first, the man carried his wife to safety.

Chapter Twenty-three - The Way the World Ends

 

Alex lowered the bed of force that held Caitlyn aloft.  She settled gently into the dead, brown grass.  He knelt and lowered his wife to the ground as well.  Her eyes were open.  She looked at him.

“Alex,” she whispered.  “Your eyes are green.”

“I know.”  Alex realized what had been different in his reflection.  His eyes were now solid green in color with no pupil or white.  “I’m a half-breed like you,” he said with a soft tone and smile.  “You are dying, my love.  Be quiet so I can heal you.”

Terra shook her head weakly.  “No, you will die.”

“I don’t care about that,” he said with force.  “I won’t just stand here and watch you die!”

“And I won’t watch you die either.”  She waved her hand toward Caitlyn.  Blood from her fingers dripped into the dead grass.  “I would rather die with you, than live without you.”

Alex let out a deep breath.  He understood.  The half-demon stood and walked to his dying friend.  He lifted Caitlyn’s large head.  He sent a probe of energy into her primal form.  She had significant damage to her internal organs.  He gritted his teeth against the expected onslaught of pain.

He pushed his energy into Caitlyn and used it to draw her injuries into himself.  He trembled with the blazing agony that roared through his body.  In a few eternal seconds, it was over.  He coughed and blood dripped from his mouth.  Alex rose and stumbled to his wife.

She looked up at him from the grass.  “Will she live?”  Alex nodded.  She said something too quiet for him to hear.  He fell to his knees beside her and leaned in close.  “Will you kiss me?  Before it’s too late?” she whispered.  

Alex wiped the blood from his mouth with the palm of his hand.  He placed his left hand gently on her stomach and kissed her lips one last time.  Her eyes fluttered closed.

A feeling of energy drew his gaze to his bloody hand.  It was still perched softly on her midsection.  A dawning realization settled on him.  The baby! he thought.  Panic seared through him.  He tried to summon the remainders of his newfound powers but none would come.

“I’m sorry, Terra,” he said.  “I couldn’t save you.  I couldn’t save myself.  I couldn’t save our baby.”  A tear fell from his cheek.  It landed on the pommel of the Guardian’s Blade.  Alex reached down to wipe the tear from the metal disc inscribed with the interconnected rings of the Nine Realms.

When his fingers touched the hilt of his sword, he was temporarily blinded by a flash of light.  He felt a smooth wooden shaft in his hands.  His vision returned slowly.  Alex loosely held a staff made of the purest white wood he had ever seen.

<I am Empathy,> a woman’s gentle voice echoed in his head.  

Alex remembered the time he had talked to Michael.  ‘Your empathy will save her,’ Michael had said.  

“Please, I have to help her,” Alex begged.  He had to hurry before the last vestiges of his energy faded.

A split-second’s hesitation from the Voice of Empathy.  <You will not survive.>

“I don’t care.  She is everything to me.  She is pregnant with my daughter.  I will not stand by while my world ends around me.”

<As you wish, Wielder.>  The staff began to shine.  Alex’s vision dimmed.
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Terra awoke to find Alex slumped on the ground next to her, and the Guardian’s Blade clenched in his fist.  Her white shift was shredded, but every wound on her body was gone as if they had never been.  “No, Alex!” she shouted.  “What did you do?”  She pulled him over to her.

Terra cried as she cradled his head on her lap.  She wrapped her wings protectively around, enclosing the two of them in a glowing blue shell.  “You can’t die here.  You promised we would go together.”  Tears stole her voice, and she couldn’t bring herself to say more.

Blood from the wounds he had taken upon himself coated Alex’s brown hair and sun-tanned skin.  Blood pumped freely from the hundreds of gashes.  His shallow gasps told her each breath could be his last.  Terra knew she would never see his green eyes smile at her again.

A breeze rose up, and the tall, brown grass around them swayed.  A fleeting break in the clouds allowed a single shaft of sunlight to bathe them in a luminous glow.  Light glinted off of his sword pommel making the red hair hanging in front of her face glow with fiery light.  Tears sparkled like diamonds as they fell from her jaw, landing on his forehead.

“Why did you do it?” she whispered.  “Why?  Why did you…”  The last words choked off in a sob.  “Better if we had died than have to go on without you.”

Terra felt, more than heard, a deep humming in the air.  She tore her eyes away from his face and looked up to see the Obsidian Tower explode in a bright white beam.

Motes of light broke free from the beam and floated to the ground.  Everywhere a gleaming spark of light, of life, landed, grass greened and wildflowers bloomed in a riot of color.

“It worked,” she said, her tone bittersweet happiness intertwined with sorrow.  “Life is returning to Dae.”

A flurry of motes settled in around them.  Hundreds drew into Alex.  He gasped, and his eyes shot open.  They were solid green with no pupil or white.  “It hurts,” he panted.  The flow of blood that had slowed grew stronger again at his renewed but fading vitality.

“Alex!” Terra shouted.  “You have to hold on.  I can get help.”  Caitlyn padded over to them on unsteady legs.  “Caitlyn, Alex is dying.  Get help!”

The changeling’s eyes shot open and clarity flooded into her mind at those words.  With a single glance at them, she nodded and began a lurching step toward where the army should be.  Her pace evened and quickened.  Caitlyn flew for help like a black arrow loosed from a bow.  Terra prayed she wouldn’t be too late.

“No time, my love,” Alex said.  He coughed, and blood essayed from his mouth.

“No!” Terra screamed.  “You won’t leave me!  How could you, Alex!  Why?”

He coughed.  More blood.  “Couldn’t watch you die.  Couldn’t watch both of you die,” he said.  His eyes, like twin emeralds, glanced at her belly.  “Not when I could stop it.”  He coughed again, less blood this time.  “I love you, Terra Duval, my wife.”

“I love you too, Alex Zane, my husband,” she sobbed.  Tears fell onto his cheek, making clear runnels through the blood.

“Don’t be sad, Beautiful.”  Alex smiled, his solid green eyes looking up at her.  He let out a weak, rasping breath and drew no more.

Life returned around her. Flowers bloomed with life, a perfume of joy filling the air.

She smelled only his blood.

The breeze grew stronger.  The air was sweet.

She tasted only the bitter ashes of soul-crushing sorrow.

The clouds disappeared.  The sun kissed her softly.

She felt only the still form of her love.

The plains returned to life.

Her world ended.

Terra’s scream rent the air with its pain.  Rain fell from a cloudless sky as the world cried with her.

Epilogue - The Beginning

 

The rain fell in a fine mist over the crowd of people.  They stood before a wooden stage that had been erected where the center of the Arcane City had stood.  A crystalline statue of a man pointing to the east with a sword stood behind the woman, panther, and Dwarf on the platform.

“My husband,” Terra said to the crowd, “was not from this world.  He came here ignorant of our peoples and customs.  He came here not knowing who I was or why he was here.  He came here to help us win back our freedom.  And today, we are free because of him.”

Her eyes scanned the front of the crowd.  All of the leaders of the races of Dae stood in the front.  They all looked at her, their faces mixtures of sadness and pensive thought. 

“Our victory has come at a very dear price.  We have all lost friends and loved ones.  But we must continue to move forward.”  She beckoned to the statue behind her.  “This statue is to serve as a reminder of all who fell defending our world, friends and strangers, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, fathers and mothers.”  Terra paused for a moment before continuing.  “Husbands and wives.  The Guardian looks to the rising sun to remind us that each day we must strive for what is right.  That each day the sun rises, it rises over one people.  As of now, I am recreating the Council of the Arcane City, but it will be renamed.  It will, from this point on, be called the Council of the Free People of Dae.  

“It is the charge of the Guardian to restore balance not to only one Realm, but to them all,” she continued.  “Our allies in Caine and Bara are still under siege.  Azreal may have led the armies of Hell against us, but his is not the only head on this snake.  In his death, the ones Alex saved are left to carry out his charge.  I call the council to a public vote,” Terra said, her voice carrying out over the crowd.  

The people in the crowd nodded.  She had already told the leaders what she planned.  “We will use this time of hard won peace to heal our wounds, gather our forces, and go to the other Realms and free them of the blight that has beset them.  All in favor,” she raised her hand.  Six hands immediately shot into the air with hers.  “It is unanimous.  Go and spread the word.  The Battle for Dae is won; the war for all life begins.”  

The crowds dispersed, and one by one the remaining leaders of the races of Dae bade her farewell.  Once they were alone, Terra, Caitlyn, and Brahm turned to face the statue.  The Nexus had made it a perfect likeness of Alex, down to the finest detail.  Each stood in quiet contemplation.

 

I’ll miss ye, me friend, Brahm thought.  When the tower began to vanish, I knew ye’d done yer duty.  Ye saved me life.  I’ll do me best to take care of yer family fer ye.

 

Tears ran down Caitlyn’s cheeks.  I was never able to tell you the truth, Alex.  I wish I hadn’t been such a coward about it.  I’ll try to lead like you did, but…  You saved me, and I let you die…

 

Terra wore the Guardian’s Blade on her back.  She had not told anyone the truth about Alex’s birth, and none had questioned the lack of a body.  Like every being of demonic heritage, her husband’s body had faded away after he died, leaving only his sword and armor behind.  But it was as if he was still there with her.  His possessions were the only thing she to remember him by.  She placed a hand on her stomach.  

It’s only been two weeks since you saved us.  I can’t sleep.  Every time I close my eyes, you are there.  I reach out to touch you, but you are always just out of reach.  I woke up in the middle of the night a few days ago to tell you I had an idea for our daughter’s name.  When I turned over, you weren’t there.  I thought we could name her Jessica.  Jessica Zane is a good name, right?  

I miss you so much it hurts.  There is a hole in my chest where my heart used to be.  I wish there was some way I could see you again, my husband. 

I love you, Alex.  

Goodbye.
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Prologue - The Penning

 

“You are sure this is the wisest course of action, Keeper?” Aurius asked, his wings in a protective shroud.  

The Keeper of Fate looked at his brother.  Aurius had been raised to the Seat of Honor for less than a millennium, the span of a breath to the Keeper, and this was the younger angel’s first Penning.  “I have seen eons come and go, stars born, burn, and die, and stared into the heart of the Void.  I am sure,” the ancient angel said, his powerful voice resonating in the Chamber of the High Seats.  

The final page of the Libram of Fate stood open before the Angelic Council.  He had little choice in what to include or leave out.  This was his ninety-ninth Penning, but it was the first time he was personally involved by the text.  Holding his sleeve back, he dipped the quill into the inkwell.

“But,” Emiriel, the Seat of Justice, protested, “she will be your daughter.”

The Keeper removed the quill from the inkwell, lest it become over-laden with ink, and set it in its holder with delicate care.  He looked about the High Seats, taking stock of all assembled.  All the Seats were occupied, save his, and the Seat of Hope.  

This was the first Penning with an empty seat since The Dawn.  Some had protested moving forward, but the tenets were explicit.  Every hundred million years a new Libram must be Penned, and the Keeper of Fate was merely a conduit for its truth.  It was the Keeper’s task to be the interpreter of the omens, inscriber of its pages, and enforcer of its words.

“I am aware,” the Keeper said.  “There is no other conclusion to this Libram of Fate.  All of the signs have pointed to this end.  I do not understand why you all protest.”

Ymirion, the Seat of Truth, stood.  “You have never had children, Keeper.  You do not understand the pain you will cause yourself.”

The Keeper nodded and clasped his hands behind his back.  “Of that, I am also aware.  Concern yourselves for me not.  If your apprehension stems from worry, then do not fear.  I would not allow a child to stand in the way of duty.  This must be done.  My daughter’s death will be the catalyst that pushes him to the pinnacle he must reach before the end.”

“Very well,” Ureon, the Seat of Faith said.  “Finish the Penning, Keeper.  And may this Guardian forgive what you have done.”

The Keeper lifted the quill and brought it to the final page of the Libram of Fate.  

On the day of Magic’s triumph, the Nexus shall fall and a wrathful Guardian rise in her place to lead the Nine to balance.
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