
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter 1: Lost

Xion stood panting and covered in sweat. The salty scent filled his nose, masking the strong stench coming off the monster in front of him. His shirt was drenched, and stuck to his skin in an uncomfortable way, and he had to keep wiping sweat from his eyes to keep his sight clear.
His sandy blonde hair, which had grown longer since his journey across the continent had begun, was matted against his head. The bow in his hands, made of white wood and elegantly carved, slid slightly in his wet palm.
He raised his weapon as best he could, and loosed another arrow at the beast he was fighting. The arrow sailed through the air and hit the monster in its side, it roared in a frenzy of pain and anger. The creature was like nothing Xion had ever seen before. It looked just like a lion, with a golden mane and course brown fur along its body, but its hindquarters looked like a goat and it had a fearsome snake for a tail. The snake, quickly lunged towards him, snapping its powerful jaw menacingly.
Xion was more than twenty feet away from the snake’s mouth, but he couldn’t help but flinch.
“Is this thing ever going to die?” Ava called out, her voice shaking with fury and exhaustion.
Ava had short white hair that had only recently gotten long enough to cover the tips of her pointed ears. She was thin, like most elves, and she stood barely over five feet tall. Her size did not stop her from being one of the bravest and most fierce warriors that Xion knew. She wielded only a small dagger, maybe six inches long, but that didn’t stop her from running right up to the fire breathing beast that was hell bent on destroying them. She expertly dodged its attacks before moving in again to strike, the steel of her dagger was tinted red with the beast’s blood.
“Warren, does it have a weakness?” called Sapphire.
Sapphire was standing even farther back than Xion, out of range of the beast’s fiery breaths. She would throw a ball of fire at the creature as often as she could summon one, but after half an hour of fighting the monster, she was moving slower and looked exhausted.
Sapphire had straight red hair that fell halfway down her back, and her bright blue eyes sparkled in the midday sunlight. She was even more pale than Ava, as well as shorter and thinner. She was also an elf, but much more petite than any other Xion had seen. She wore the same plain brown clothes that Xion and Ava did, but Sapphire had her shirt tied at her back to stop it from looking like she was wearing a blanket, all clothes looked so baggy on her.
“Nope, I got nothin’,” Warren called back.
Warren circled around the monster from the side opposite Xion. He was the tallest of all of them, and not as thin as the others. He was the only human in the group, as evidenced by his black, shoulder length hair which parted over his rounded ears, his dark brown eyes, and his darker skin.
“It is a chimera,” Sarin, the last person with them, answered, “it has no notable weakness. We must continue fighting.”
Sarin was the only recognized master mage, so they all listened to her without question. Unfortunately, she was not giving them much direction at the moment.
Sarin had purple eyes that matched Xion’s and Ava’s so closely that Xion occasionally wondered if any of them were related. She had long blonde-white hair that fell passed her shoulders. She was also an elf, but not as thin as Ava, and almost as tall as Xion. Her clothes were not as plain as everyone else’s. She wore dark green pants and a shirt that had been bright white at the beginning of their journey, but was now brown with dirt and sweat. Sarin held a sword in her hand, but was fighting the beast almost entirely with magic.
“Sarin,” Warren yelled as Xion let another arrow fly toward the creature Sarin had called a chimera, “a little more would be helpful.”
“Shut up and fight,” Ava spat back as she slashed her dagger across the chimera’s side. Immediately, she had to jump backward to avoid the snake that snapped at her.
“There are nice ways to talk to people,” Warren responded.
As soon as he finished his sentence, he started speaking another language, Draconic, the language of dragons. All of them had learned to use magic by using spells, which were channeled and given direction by speaking in the language of the beings that first used magic. Xion did not understand the exact words, but they were the same ones that Warren had said every time he summoned a small ball of fire in his hand. Seconds later, the flame burst into existence, and Warren through it at the chimera.
Warren was too far away for the beast to attack, because Ava was still slashing at it every chance she could. So, it rounded on her and swiped its massive claws, as if to retaliate for Warren’s attack.
“Someone please, think of something!” Sapphire pleaded. She was starting to stumble as she walked, using so much magic was catching up with her.
Xion knew that using magic took energy, and they had all been using it since the fight began. Xion was not surprised that Sapphire was getting weak. They had to end the fight soon, or they were all going to pass out.
The situation became so dire, that it finally triggered something in Xion that he had been waiting for since he first saw the chimera. A fire roared inside him, as if his blood, his entire being, became fire itself. He knew the feeling, it was what happened when he summoned magic. When it was strong, like it had just become, magic would burst out of him in powerful ways that he could not fully control.
He concentrated on the raging fire inside him as he pulled the string of his bow, arrow at the ready. “Get away, now!” he yelled at Ava.
Ava did not hesitate, she turned from the creature and ran toward Xion. Just as she passed him, the chimera turned toward Xion, who was now the closest to it. It opened its gigantic lion’s mouth and roared, sending a wave of fire toward him.
The flames were white hot, and surrounded Xion so completely that it blocked everything else from sight, but he did not flinch. The flames licked at his skin, he felt the intense heat, but he did not burn.
Xion let out a yell of anger as he let the arrow fly. He felt a tremendous pull from inside himself, like half of his life force had left him when he let go of the arrow.
The fire from the chimera stopped, and Xion could see again just as the arrow hit its mark. The arrows impact let off a sound so loud that Xion’s ears felt like they had burst, and a wave of energy exploded from the chimera, so strong that Xion was knocked off his feet and landed on his back several yards from where he had been standing.
Xion’s ears rang and he was so dizzy that even the thought of lifting his head off the ground made him feel like he was going to be sick. The loss of energy from using the magic was overwhelming, it felt like he had not eaten or slept in weeks. His arms and legs were so heavy he was sure they were made of steel, and it took every ounce of willpower that he had to keep his eyes open.
Slowly, he rolled over onto his stomach. He pushed himself up to his knees, feeling like he had an entire house on his back, and turned to look at the chimera. Or, where the chimera had been.
Now, there was a roaring fire, ten feet across, burning bright and devouring all the grass around it. It was surrounding where the chimera had been.
Xion let himself fall back to the ground. He did not know how long he laid there. He let his eyes close, and focused on the ringing in his ears to keep himself conscious. He refused to pass out, again. He wondered if he would ever not feel this way after using so much magic.
Xion felt something touch the sides of his head, and his eyes opened immediately. His entire body tensed, ready to continue fighting, despite his exhaustion. Just as quickly, he relaxed again. Sapphire was kneeling just above his head, her hands placed over his ears. She said something to him, but Xion could not make out what it was. Slowly, the ringing subsided, and Xion’s head stopped swimming.
“Thank you,” Xion said, his voice came out hoarse and weak. Magic could not replenish the loss of energy from using magic, but it could heal whatever damage he had done to his ears.
Sapphire’s bright blue eyes stared directly into his and she smiled so sweetly that Xion knew she was thinking about something more than just healing him.
“Yeah, thanks for making us all deaf,” Ava scolded as she let herself fall to the ground beside Sapphire.
“That’s not friendship,” Warren chuckled, “he killed the thing.”
Xion pushed himself up. The crackle of the bonfire and the whistle of the soft breeze blowing through the air were the only sounds, besides their collective panting.
Sarin came into Xion’s view, she had come from somewhere behind him.
“Xion, we discussed the use of chaos magic.” Her voice was calm and even, but Xion knew that she was scolding him.
Xion knew that chaos magic, using magic without a spell, was supposed to be dangerous. Spells had been created so that there was a definite, set outcome every time. They had all studied magic in Aur’in, the city where spells were invented, and for a while Xion had believed that chaos magic was dangerous. He did not believe that anymore.
That was the entire reason for their journey. Xion had insisted that he needed to learn a way to control chaos magic, so that the random bursts of energy that came out of him would always have direction, and so that he would not drain himself of all his energy when it happened.
His friends had all agreed, or rather, insisted on coming with him to find a tutor. In the meantime, Sarin had strongly encouraged him to only use spells. Xion had done his best, he only used spells since their battle at the dragon watchtower, making sure that no chaos magic burst out of him even once.
Xion shivered as he remembered that place. A tower filled with ancient magic, dangerous trials that had to be passed to reach a gem filled with the magic of a dragon. It was there that he had fought Draxis, the only dragon left alive. He was much more powerful than any of them had imagined he would be, and they had barely escaped with their lives. They only managed to make it out because Xion had used chaos magic to teleport them outside the tower as it collapsed. The amount of power it took had left Xion unconscious for a week, and too weak to walk for even longer.
“I had to do something,” Xion defended himself. “We were all going to die.”
Sarin fixed him with an emotionless stare. “Chaos magic is dangerous. What if you had used so much energy and did not defeat the chimera?”
Xion felt his stomach twist into knots. They were barely fending off the beast with all of them. If he had been as weak as he was now, there was no way they would have survived.
“Sarin, he did defeat it,” Sapphire interjected. Xion felt a little better knowing that someone was on his side. “We are alive right now, because Xion saved us.”
Sarin sighed. “Be that as it may, we must be careful.”
“How long until the next town,” Warren interrupted.
Xion smiled at Warren, thankful for the change of topic. Warren subtly winked at him, so that Sarin would not see.
“We are a day’s walk from Aromir,” Sarin answered, turning to look at Warren. “And, you are not to draw any attention to yourself. These are dangerous times.”
“Hey, she was into me,” Warren grinned.
Ava snorted in derision. “Yeah, most girls love when a guy knocks over a barmaid, spills ale all over three mercenaries, and gets beat up in the alley outside of a bar.”
Warren shrugged. “Could’ve been worse.”
Xion could not help but laugh. “How?” he asked, surprised at Warren’s optimism.
“I could’ve died,” Warren mused.
“Don’t joke about that,” Sapphire said, her voice full of concern. “Between you and Xion, I can barely get my energy back in time to keep you two alive.” Warren smirked like he was proud, but Xion felt bad.
Travelling between cities was dangerous, most people did not do it in small numbers. The space between villages and cities was filled with dangerous creatures, like the one they had just fought, and they had already encountered quite a few. Sapphire spent most of her time healing everyone after every fight, and then trying to recover in time for the next one.
None of them were anywhere close to as good as Sapphire was with healing magic. Even Sarin, who had been practicing magic for at least a dozen decades longer than Sapphire, could not match her skill in healing. Xion knew it was not fair for Sapphire to have to keep them alive, but they relied very heavily on her.
“Whatever,” Ava said, “we’re close to Celemor, only about a week left.”
“It would be faster if we still had horses,” Warren teased, looking at Sarin.
Sarin had spent all the gold that she had to get them horses at the first village they had come across, in the hope of completing their journey more quickly. Unfortunately, only a few days later, they had been ambushed by bandits. They managed to win the fight, and dispatch most of their attackers, but two of the horses had died, and the surviving bandits had stolen the other three and rode away before they could be stopped.
Warren had tried, at least once a day, since then to convince Sarin to summon them horses. Sarin was a conjurer, her most skilled area of magic was summoning creatures and objects, but she had explained to Warren many times that summoning anything for any long period of time was dangerously tiring. The most she could do was summon five horses for a few hours, which was not worth the little added speed they would gain.
“Come,” Sarin commanded, ignoring Warren’s comment, “we should continue on, we must reach Aromir before nightfall.”
“Are you joking?” Ava spat. Xion was surprised. Ava was often less than polite to most people, but Sarin had been her mentor in Aur’in, and Ava had always treated her with considerably more respect than anyone else. “We walked for, what, maybe an hour, and then we fought that thing for just as long! We need a break.”
Xion knew that Sarin was right, but he was glad someone else had suggested a break. He was still covered in sweat, and he was not sure he had the energy to walk for the rest of the day.
Sarin started walking away. “We have no time,” she answered simply.
Ava groaned angrily as she stood and stalked after Sarin. Warren followed after, always ready to go along with anything. Sapphire took Xion’s hand and helped him stand. All of them, weak and exhausted, followed Sarin, and left the blazing inferno where the chimera had been behind them.
They walked through what Xion had come to realize was a vast plain. He had thought he had grown up in a place in the middle of nowhere, a village called Fairen, on the edge of the western kingdom. That was before he had ever left it. The journey they were on now, walking from the southern border of their kingdom, to the capital of the northern kingdom, was about fourteen hundred miles.
It had been weeks of walking through an endless plain. Xion was used to hills and valleys, forests and mountains in the distance. But here there was nothing but a sea of grass and monsters. The earth was flat, the horizon even in every direction. You could see nothing for miles except for more grass. Every so often, they would come upon a village, or a city, or a road. Just as quickly, they would pass it, and the void of the plain would return. It was maddening.
Sarin had them avoid cities as often as possible. Even with weeks of walking, as tired as they were, and as much as they would all like to sleep in beds and eat hot food, they stayed in the wilderness.
Sarin had explained that they wanted to avoid detection. Xion knew that the human kingdoms were at war with each other and traveling by road was dangerous. They might be mistaken for spies from an enemy kingdom, and roads drew attention from the monsters waiting for someone vulnerable to walk near. He also knew that it was best that nobody knew where he was, because Draxis might be looking for him.
He just wished that they would arrive at Celemor, so he could find the tutor that he had been searching for, and they could stop walking for days on end.
Over a month had passed since they had begun. The winter air and snow had given way to brisk mornings and warm afternoons. The snow that had surrounded them when they had set out was gone, leaving occasional rains, and lots of wind. Xion was glad when the clouds disappeared, and the sun returned. At least there was sunlight, and not dark clouds that mirrored his gloomy thoughts.
Sarin stopped after a minute, at a mound of packs that they had dropped when the chimera had appeared. She pulled her seemingly average pack from the bottom of the pile and slid it onto her back before continuing on. Each of the rest of them did the same. It was not hard to tell them apart. Sarin’s looked empty and weighed the same as it would if there were nothing in it. Warren’s was the heaviest. He had made them all agree to carry a few books, but he held the most. He liked to be able to take them out and read as he walked. Sapphire, Ava, and Xion’s were all identical is appearance and contents, so none of them minded if they switched packs.
Something that Sarin had said finally clicked in Xion’s mind as he shouldered his pack, carefully avoiding his bow and quiver as he did so.
“Sarin,” Xion asked, “are we stopping in Arromin, or wherever?”
“Aromir,” Sapphire corrected, smiling at him, like him getting the name wrong was funny.
“Right, are we stopping there?”
“Yes,” Sarin confirmed. “I need to collect information.”
Xion did not need to ask why. Any time they stopped in any city or village, it was for the same reason. She was going to ask around about the darkness, and the dragons.
For thousands of years, nobody was sure what exactly the darkness was. Xion had been the one to figure out that it was really Draxis. He had been operating in the shadows, influencing the world as much as he could without anyone ever finding out about him.
When Xion had confronted him weeks before, it was to stop him from using the dragon fire gem, but he had failed. Draxis had broken the gem and used all the power inside to cast a resurrection spell. Xion knew that the purpose of the spell was to revive all the dragons that had been wiped out thousands of years before.
The problem was, they had no idea if it had worked. Every time they stopped, Sarin would go looking for information on the darkness, or dragons, or anything that would indicate that the darkness was taking action again. And, every time, she would come back saying she could find no news about any of it.
Xion was sure that Draxis had accomplished his goal, but there was no evidence to support it. He absently scratched at his forearms, thinking about what Draxis and the other dragons could possibly be up to.
Hours passed, and the sun steadily made its way across the sky. Xion hoped that they would stop to eat at some point, but they kept walking. Sarin told them each to eat from their packs as they walked, pushing on as hard as possible to reach Aromir before dusk.
They all dug out elf bread from their packs. It was a small roll, about the size of a fist. Dark brown, and hard, like it had been burnt while baking. It was flat on one side, but otherwise perfectly round.
Xion remembered the first time he had tried it as he bit into the one that he currently had. It had been soft, flaky and surprisingly sweet. He had been surprised by how much he could like a roll of bread. Now, after weeks of eating little else, he could barely stand it. Sarin insisted they eat it as often as possible. It could not mold, and it was baked with magic, so it could, in theory, sustain someone indefinitely. If they could tolerate eating the same thing over and over again.
Xion braced himself and begrudgingly bit into the bread. It was still soft, flaky, and sweet, just like every other time, but he could not enjoy it. He was tired of it. He wanted meat, or absolutely anything else besides bread.
“If you hadn’t blown up the chimera, we could’ve eaten it,” Warren joked, throwing a small piece of his own bread at Xion. Xion knew that Warren felt the same way about the bread as he did. It had not occurred to him before, but Xion was desperate enough that he may have actually eaten the chimera.
“I am not eating meat,” Ava insisted immediately.
Warren groaned. “I didn’t say you had to eat it.”
Elves did not eat meat. Xion had never understood that, and he did not care to ask. Xion was half elf, but he had grown up in a village of humans. He had only met an elf for the first time a few months before. He assumed that it was something about how elves were raised that made them not want to eat meat, because he did not have the slightest problem with it.
“Why don’t you two like the bread?” Sapphire asked, curiously.
“It’s boring,” Warren complained. “Sarin should have packed a banquet in her super backpack.”
“It would have gone bad,” Sarin replied. Her tone implied that Warren should have known that already.
“I just don’t like eating the same thing three times a day,” Xion told Sapphire. “How does it not bother you?”
Sapphire smiled at Xion. “Sometimes I like the same thing being there all the time. If you like it, why would you want it to go away?”
Ava sped up, putting distance between herself and the others, until she was several yards ahead of the rest of them.
Xion watched her stalk away, with a distinct feeling that he had just missed something important.


 




Chapter 2: Remembered

The sun was less than an hour away from dipping below the horizon when they arrived at Aromir’s walls. Every village they had passed by had been open, with roads leading directly into them. The only city Xion had ever seen with walls before had been Aur’in. Xion realized as they approached the ten foot high metals doors that barred the city from the wilderness, that this city was definitely a lot larger than any they had passed through since leaving Aur’in. If they were avoiding cities, this one was definitely a bad idea, it had to have hundred more people than any village they had visited. What about Aromir made Sarin believe it was worth the risk?
The guards standing outside the doors stood at attention once Xion and the others got close. They both held spears taller than they were, and swords swung at their hips. They wore steel armor, covered from head to toe in polished, shining metal. They wore helmets that revealed their faces, both had black hair hanging down from under the metal, and dark brown eyes, like Warren’s. A red sigil was painted on the chestplate of both men, a lion with a horizontal spear above it.
Xion could tell they were both human. Xion was taller than most elves, but stood nearly a head shorter than any male human. Both of the guards at the gate were so tall that Xion could not have seen over their shoulders without standing on tiptoe.
“Halt,” one of the guards said, as Xion as the others reached the giant doors.
“Wow, they actually say ‘halt’, I thought that only happened in stories,” Warren laughed, not bothering to keep his voice down. Ava elbowed him in the stomach to make him stop talking.
The guard that had spoken glared at Warren for a few seconds before his eyes traveled to Sarin, who was closest to him, and he asked, “What is your purpose in Aromir?”
“Travelers looking for a place to rest,” Sarin answered simply. Her gaze met the guard’s like a challenge. Xion had grown so used to being around Sarin he had completely forgotten how intimidating she could be.
“Why would travelers be approaching Aromir from the south?” the other guard asked. His voice was deeper than the first, and rattled like breathing was difficult for him.
Xion knew the kingdoms were at war. No fighting had broken out yet, as far as he was aware. Still, he should have expected difficulty entering a city so close to the border of two other kingdoms.
“Travelers can, by their very nature, approach any city from any direction,” Sarin answered.
Xion felt Sapphire grip his arm. It took a tremendous amount of effort to keep a smile off of his face. He had never heard Sarin be so condescending before, and he was sure that they were going to be barred from the city because of it.
“Listen here, elf…” the first guard scowled.
Before he could get any more out, Warren stepped forward. “Guys, guys,” he said airily, “no need to make this a big deal. Listen, this elf has only let me eat bread for like a month.”
Warren flung an arm around one of the guard’s shoulders. The guard glared at him as if he was deciding if it was worth the trouble of killing him on the spot, but Warren kept talking.
“Do you know what it’s like to go so long without eating meat? I’m wasting away here.” Warren patted the guard’s stomach, the hollow sound of the knocking on metal armor rang out. “Surely, you men wouldn’t leave a poor kid to waste away on nothing but bread, right? We can’t let the elves win!”
“Get your arm off of me, or I’ll be sending you away without it,” the guard growled.
Warren took a few steps back, and Warren held up his hands. “Hey, that’s cool. But, how about this.” Warren reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin purse that Xion was certain he had never seen before. He dug into the coin purse and pulled out several small gold coins, as big around as walnuts. “I give you this entire bag, and you guys let us in.”
“Where did he get that?” Sapphire whispered in Xion’s ear. Xion could only shrug, not wanting to draw any attention to himself.
The guards looked at each other. “Do you care?” the second one asked.
The first guard grunted and held out his hand. “Fine.”
Warren tossed the bag at the guard and saluted. “Pleasure doing business with you.” Without waiting for a response, Warren walked forward and pushed on one of the doors to the city. It slowly groaned open enough for Warren to slip inside.
Xion could not believe how lucky they were. He followed behind Warren, with Sapphire still clutching his arm, and Ava and Sarin walked in just behind them. Seconds after they were inside, the door groaned again. One of the guards must have pulled it shut from the other side.
Xion quickly took in the city that they had just entered. After weeks in the plains, and the occasional village, Aromir seemed too amazing to be believed.
Most of the buildings were made of wood. Low huts and small shops all crowded together, taller buildings farther inside the city, all made from the same dark brown wood. The smell of dirt, and sweat was powerful, but it was mixed with the mouthwatering scent of fresh baked bread being sold nearby. The sound of people walking around, calling out to each other, carts rolling down the road, and the braying of the odd donkey was a beautiful cacophony after the silence outside. It reminded Xion of Fairen, except for the number of people.
Fairen was home to maybe two hundred people. Aromir held that many people just around the front gate. There were people milling about the stone streets, children playing on the porches of their wooden huts, travelers covered in dirt and sweat walking through the city with tired gaits. Xion noted immediately that every single one of them was a human. All tall, with black hair, brown eyes, and dark skin that made Xion and his friends, except for Warren, look as though they had never seen sunlight in their lives.
“Where did you get that gold?” Sarin demanded of Warren, as they started down the road.
Warren gave a mischievous grin. “Minor illusion spell, I took the gold from the guard and then gave it right back to him.”
“Warren!” Sapphire whispered, appalled. “You can’t steal from people!”
Again, Warren put no effort into lowering his voice. “It’s not stealing if you give it back,” he argued.
Xion found the trick amusing, but he dared not say so with Sarin and Sapphire within earshot. He would have to remember to tell Warren when they were alone.
“I approve,” Ava said, her tone hinted that even she was surprised at what she was saying. “That’s pretty quick thinking, for you.”
Warren raised his arms and put his hands behind his head as he walked. “Yeah, I am great, aren’t I?”
“As long as they don’t figure out what you did and come looking for you,” Ava added coldly.
Warren dropped his arms and looked at Ava with wide eyes. “You don’t think they’ll be able to find me, do you?”
“Warren, you’re with the only elves in this entire city. If they want to find you, they will.”
“How about we leave as soon as possible,” Warren suggested, his voice laden with fear. This time, Xion could not help himself, he laughed out loud.
“Don’t worry,” Xion chuckled, “we’ve never stayed anywhere for more than a few hours. We’ll be gone before they notice.”
“We will not,” Sarin interjected.
Xion looked at her in surprise. “Really? Why not?”
“We stay here for the night. It will give me more time to ask around,” Sarin answered.
“Yeah, I vote no,” Warren said. He sounded uncertain, Xion knew it was probably because none of them wanted to argue with Sarin.
“‘Vote’?” Sarin asked. She turned to look at Warren with her arms crossed over her chest.
Warren sounded even more unsure, like he really did not want to continue speaking, when he answered, “Yeah? Ya know, vote.”
Sarin turned her head to look at Xion. “What do you decide?” she asked.
Xion did not understand what she meant. “Um, you mean my vote?” he asked.
“No, this is your quest. What is your decision?”
“Yeah, Xion, you don’t want me to get beaten up again, right?” Warren pleaded.
Xion looked around at all of them. “We’re all here, why is it my decision?” he asked, not liking the responsibility.
“You’re the chosen one,” Sapphire answered in a whisper.
Xion had to fight the urge to groan. There it was again, “the chosen one.” A prophecy was made thousands of years ago, and because it possibly fit him, everyone called him the chosen one. Xion had never heard the prophecy, just several allusions to it. The only part that seemed to directly apply to him was that the chosen one would be “halfborn three times.” Some weird way of saying that he would have the blood of three races at once.
While he understood that mixing races did not happen very often—he was one of the two or three half elves in existence, as far as anyone knew—it didn't necessarily mean that he was the one in the prophecy. For all anyone knew, the chosen one would not be born for another thousand years. All they had to go on was that his blood had some amount of something besides fey magic in it, as he had found out when they were testing him to see if he was a sorcerer. Xion did not think that was very definitive.
“First,” Xion argued, “we don’t even know if that’s true. Second, that doesn’t put me in charge.”
“Does Draxis believe it to be true?” Sarin asked.
Xion shrugged miserably. When he had confronted Draxis, it had seemed that the dragon agreed that Xion was in fact the one the prophecy spoke of. Nobody considered that Draxis could be wrong.
“And, are you going to try to defeat the darkness no matter what?” Sapphire pushed.
Xion sighed. “Yes, but…”
“Then, it doesn’t matter if you are or not, the point is, you are the one that stands the best chance of killing that jerk. You’re in charge,” Ava said with finality.
Xion did not like that they were ganging up on him. Especially since he knew they were right. Xion could not stop fighting Draxis. He was the reason everyone from every kingdom lived in fear, of an ever present darkness that threatened all the goodness in the world.
The Darkness was the name that had been given to Draxis and his influence. Xion had last seen him when he and several others had fought to keep him from getting to a powerful magical item. They had failed, and he had resurrected all the dragons that had been wiped out thousands of years before. Many people had died in the fight. Worst of all, Draxis had admitted to killing Xion’s mother. He could not let the dragon continue to terrorize Ustama, he had to be stopped once and for all.
Xion knew that there was no point in arguing. He gave a frustrated sigh and then said, “Well, we’re here. I want to eat something besides bread, and Sarin wouldn’t have brought us into a city if it wasn’t important, so I guess we should stay the night and leave first thing in the morning.”
Sarin nodded her approval and then held out her hand to Sapphire. Sapphire reached out, confused, and Sarin dropped a small coin purse into her hand.
“Wow!” Sapphire gasped in surprise. “Why are you giving this to me?”
“I trust you not to be irresponsible,” Sarin glanced at Warren and Ava. “There is enough there for food, and two rooms at an inn. I expect change when I return.”
“Wait, you’re just leaving us?” Xion asked. They were in a city that none of them had ever been to before, in a kingdom Xion did not know. It felt a lot safer being around Sarin.
“Most of you are adults. Keep Warren out of trouble,” Sarin answered before turning away from them, and quickly disappearing into a sea of people.
Xion’s shoulders slumped. He had grown up thinking that he would become a man at sixteen, like everyone else had. When he had met Sarin and the others, they had told him that half elves came of age at twenty years old. He had been seventeen for over four months, which meant that after a year of thinking that he was an adult, he was informed that he was still technically a child.
Agitated, his forearms started to itch. They had been doing that for weeks, no matter how much he scratched them, the incessant itching continued. He tried to ignore the sensation as best he could, as he suggested, “Well, let’s go find an inn.”
“You mean a tavern,” Warren nudged Xion’s shoulder with his elbow. “Come on, let’s go have fun.”
“Warren,” Sapphire whined, “Sarin just said to use it for food and rooms.”
“Taverns have food,” Warren pointed out. Ava promptly slapped him in the back of the head.
“You’re an idiot. We’re getting rooms, so that I don’t have to deal with you, for a while.”
“Ya know, you could be nicer,” Warren told her, rubbing the back of his head.
“We haven’t eaten in a while,” Xion pointed out. “Why don’t we find a tavern and get some food, and we can sit down for a while. Then, go to an inn right after,” he suggested.
“That sounds like a good plan,” Sapphire smiled at Xion.
Ava looked away, but did not argue.
Xion had noticed that Ava did not like it when Sapphire agreed with him about anything. He could not figure out why, but he did not like Ava being upset. At least, not any more than she usually was.
They made their way, carefully pushing through the crowd, down the street. Bakeries, smithies, general stores, fabric shops, stables, and dozens of other businesses lined the streets. Each one of the wooden buildings had a sign attached to the roof that jutted out over the street. The signs had pictures showing what the shop was, once again reminding him of Fairen.
Xion could not help but feel nostalgia for the village where he had grown up. When he had left, he did his best not to think about it. Everyone there had treated him like an outcast, because they had thought that he was an elf. The fact that they were half right did not make it any more understandable.
Xion had grown used to the mistreatment, and had not let it bother him for a long time. The worst part was his friend, Jorham. Jorham had been killed in a bandit raid the night before Sarin and a few others from Aur’in had recruited him to join them. When Xion saw the sign for the butcher’s shop hanging above the street, looking identical to the one that had hung above Jorham’s, he felt his eyes begin to sting, and his heart clenched, like it was stuck in a vice.
He blinked rapidly, and kept his eyes straight ahead until he had regained control of himself. He got the feeling that Sapphire had noticed something, because of the way that she was looking at him. He pretended not to notice. He had never told Sapphire or Warren about Jorham, he did not think that he had the strength to say anything out loud. Ava and Sarin already knew, of course, because they had been right next to him when Jorham died. Though, Xion doubted that either one of them would remember him.
It took them almost half an hour to reach the tavern, despite its relatively close proximity to the city entrance. Pushing through the crowd and staying together was much more difficult than Xion would have imagined. Luckily, Ava seemed to be particularly comfortable in crowds, moving through them without even touching anyone. The other three followed her lead.
Ava pushed her way into the tavern with ease, and Warren followed right behind her. Xion was several feet behind them, waiting for a wall of bodies to pass before he could follow after them, when one of the people passing by caught his attention.
The crowd between Xion and Sapphire and the others was four bodies wide at any given part, and they moved together like a school of fish. It was difficult to tell any of them apart, they moved by so quickly and so crammed together. Xion was barely even looking at any of them, until he noticed one of the people was dressed exactly like Ava when she went into battle.
“Whoa!” Xion said in surprise. He looked at Sapphire. “Did you see that?” he asked.
Sapphire looked around. “See what?” she asked, confused.
Xion tried to stand on his toes to see over the people, but he was so much shorter than most, he had a difficult time spotting who he was looking for. After a few seconds, Xion finally picked the person out of the crowd.
Xion could not make out if the person was male or female. They were wearing black leather armor over their entire body, even a helmet, with a black cloth that attached on both sides of the helmet to hide the person’s entire face, leaving only their eyes visible. Xion tried to spot more details about the person, but besides noting that the person was shorter than the people around them, he could not see anything important before the person melted into the crowd again.
“What are you looking for?” Sapphire asked him, when he had not moved for almost an entire minute.
Xion realized that the crowd keeping them from walking into the tavern had dissipated while he was not looking. He wondered why someone would be wearing Ava’s exact battle armor. There was no real way of knowing, except possibly asking Ava, but she was not usually forthcoming with information.
“I’m going to see if I can find out,” Xion answered, committing to get Ava to at least tell him why she wore that particular armor.
Xion and Sapphire walked into the tavern. Thankfully, it was not nearly as crowded as the street outside. The room was large, big enough to fit ten large tables, and each table could easily fit ten people around it. There was a large roaring fire in a fireplace off to the side of the room, giving a warm, comfortable feeling to the space and a welcome change from the brisk air outside.
Most of the tables around the room had at least a few people around them. Some of them looked like townsfolk, talking quietly with the others at their tables. Others were clearly travelers, dirty, and wearing armor or weapons, talking loudly and filling the tavern with noise.
Ava and Warren had already sat down at an empty table, Xion and Sapphire quickly passed through the room and joined them. They had sat at a table near the wall opposite the fireplace, the tables near it were mostly empty, and it was the most quiet spot in the entire tavern.
As Xion and Sapphire sat down, Warren groaned.
“Now we’re never going to get served,” Warren complained.
“Why not?” Sapphire asked.
“That barmaid,” Warren pointed to a young girl, currently facing away from their table, who had a platter filled with mugs balanced on her arm, “has looked over here like five times, but she hasn’t come over.”
“Because, I’m an elf,” Ava added grimly.
“You don’t know if it's because you’re an elf,” Xion pointed out. “Maybe she’s just busy.”
“We’re in a human city,” Ava explained, “humans all hate elves.”
Xion remembered one of the people that had recruited him to go to Aur’in, a man named Brawne, explaining that the people in his village treated him badly because they thought he was an elf.
Xion did not like that Brawne had come into his mind, and immediately forced himself to focus on the barmaid. He thought that the way her black hair was tied into a bun on the back of her head looked familiar, but he could not place why.
“Didn’t you want to figure something out?” Sapphire asked, breaking Xion’s concentration.
“Right,” he said, refocusing on Ava. “Where did you get your armor?”
Ava’s eyes narrowed as she glared at Xion. “Why?” she demanded, her voice cold.
“Because, I just saw someone outside wearing the exact same thing you usually do,” Xion answered, wondering why Ava had gotten so angry.
Ava’s entire body went stiff. “No, you’re wrong.”
Warren laughed. “That’s not friendship, how do you know what he saw?” he asked.
“They wouldn’t be here.” Ava’s voice was distant, like she was questioning her own statement.
Xion exchanged curious glances with Sapphire and Warren, both of them seemed just as confused as he was. Obviously, Ava knew something she was not telling them, but Xion could not think of a reason to hide it. His curiosity grew, he wanted to press Ava for more information, but he did not get a chance.
“Xion!”
Xion’s head jerked up, surprised to hear his name from the other side of the room. It was not Sarin’s voice that had called him, and everyone else in the city that he knew was sitting at the table with him.
The girl must have set down the tray of drinks somewhere, because she did not carry it as she hurried towards them. Everyone at the table was looking at the barmaid by the time she reached them and slammed her hands down on the wood so hard that the table rocked.
“Oh, thank the gods! Someone I know! I’ve been here for months and everyone is a new face,” the girl exclaimed. She leaned in close to Ava and said in an only slightly quieter voice, “And, most of them have been a little too friendly, if you know what I mean.”
Xion knew that his eyes had gone wide, and that he had not spoken. He was so surprised that he did not know how to react. His brain was trying so hard to comprehend what was going on, that it was incapable of doing anything else. He was not even sure if he was remembering to breathe.
“Um, Xion?” Sapphire asked, looking at the barmaid with concern.
Ava ran her eyes from the girl’s face, all the way down her body and then back up again, before she looked at Xion with a raised eyebrow.
Warren leaned forward toward the girl and said, “Hello there, what’s your name?”
“Oh, Xion,” the girl said, seeming to notice the other people at the table for the first time, “are you going to introduce me to your friends?”
Xion’s brain finally started functioning again. “Um, this is Ava, Warren, and Sapphire,” he said, gesturing at each of them in turn. “Guys, this is Laira.”


 




Chapter 3: Accompanied

It took considerable effort on Ava and Sapphire’s part to get Laira to take their order. She insisted on wanting to catch up with Xion. After a few minutes of pressing, Laira finally remembered she was supposed to be working, and said that she would be right back with their food.
As soon as she walked away, Warren rounded on Xion. “Where have you been hiding her?” he asked, his eyes wide and his voice full of excitement.
“She’s never going to pay attention to you,” Ava said, “she can’t take her eyes off the chosen one.” She gave Xion a sarcastic smile. Xion got the feeling that she was mocking him.
Sapphire looped one of her arms under Xion’s and pulled herself closer to him. “Who exactly is she?” Sapphire asked. Xion thought that she sounded worried, but he could not imagine why.
“She lived in Fairen with me,” Xion told them. “She was one of the only people that didn’t always treat me like an outcast.”
“She’s the girl that tackled you after the fight with the bandits,” Ava remembered aloud.
Xion laughed. “She hugged me because we saved her,” Xion corrected.
“And, spent the entire trip back to the village talking about how brave you were,” Ava grinned in a way that made Xion uncomfortable.
“I’m sure she meant all of us,” Xion reasoned. He had not spent much time speaking to Laira in Aur’in, he could not imagine her talking about how brave he was. He had not even been that useful in the fight against the bandits, he had mostly been a distraction.
Ava hummed, looking at Xion in a way that told him she did not believe he was right.
Xion did not get a chance to say any more before Laira returned, carrying a platter full of food and drinks. Xion was sure that all of them had ordered a mug of ale, bread and cheese. He and Warren had also ordered stew, so that they could get something that was both cheap and contained meat. That was not what arrived.
Laira sat the platter down on their table and started passing out a bounty of food. She had brought the bread and cheese, and stew for Warren and Xion, but that wasn’t all. She also passed out red berries that were covered in tiny yellow seeds, grapes, apples, cooked rabbit, ale, and tall glasses filled with sparkling yellow liquid that Xion recognized as elven wine. Once all of the food had been placed on the table, Laira sat down in the seat between Warren and Ava, directly across from Xion.
“Um, we can’t afford all of this,” Sapphire apologized, though she eyed the food with a hunger in her eyes that Xion had never seen before.
Laira waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, don’t worry, it’s free.”
“You’re a legend,” Warren said, immediately grabbing the plate with rabbit on it, and ravenously devouring it.
Ava shrugged and picked up a glass of elven wine. She took a long drink and emptied the glass before she picked up a piece of bread and started taking small bites, staring at Laira the entire time.
“Won’t you get in trouble?” Sapphire asked. She was obviously hungry, but she still hesitated to touch any of the food.
“Oh no, it’s fine,” Laira insisted. “Xion! Where did you go? You saved me from those bandits and then disappeared.”
Xion felt a guilty smile creep onto his face. He had not even thought to tell Laira that he would be leaving. He honestly did not believe that she would even notice.
He explained to her that the people who had fought the bandits with him were recruiters from Aur’in, and that he had left Fairen to train as a sorcerer.
“But,” Xion asked, after he finished, “why are you in Aromir?”
“Well, most of the village was destroyed. Some of the traders stayed to help us rebuild, but a lot of the villagers left. Then, like a month later, a few men from the king’s army showed up and conscripted like half the men left in the village to help with the war,” Laira explained.
Xion was surprised the war had affected Fairen at all. It was so far out of the way, he had hoped it would be immune from everything going on in the kingdom.
“So,” Laira continued, “with so many people gone, we kind of had to leave. My family found a caravan in Fierstead, and we came here, because ya know my brother is a blacksmith’s apprentice here. And, the man who owns this place needed a barmaid, so here I am!”
Xion expected her to take a breath, but she just continued on. He had gotten so used to Ava and Sapphire, he forgot how much some people could talk.
“But, a sorcerer! That’s so amazing, you have to show me some magic!” Laira insisted.
Warren nearly choked on his food when he started laughing. Ava just smiled and continued to eat.
“We really shouldn’t be drawing any attention to ourselves,” Sapphire interjected.
Laira’s eyes briefly darted to Sapphire’s arm around Xion’s, and then back up again. “Oh, well you don’t have to, that’s fine. So, what are you doing in Aromir?”
“Passing through,” Ava said, before she took another bite of her bread.
“Where are you guys headed after this?” Laira asked, her eyes wide with excitement.
“Celemor,” Xion answered.
“Can I go with you?” Laira asked immediately.
Xion was caught off guard. He looked around at the others. Ava was looking at him like she enjoyed his discomfort. Warren was too busy eating to pay any attention. Sapphire removed her arm from his, and started picking at the bowl of grapes, offering no help at all.
“Well, we aren’t exactly going on vacation,” Xion said uncertainly. “It’s dangerous outside of the city.”
“You can protect me, it’ll be fine.” The matter of fact way that she said it made Xion nervous. He was not sure that he could protect anyone.
All of the others were capable of defending themselves if necessary. If they ran into something dangerous, he had no reason to worry about them, he only had to focus on himself. If there was someone else that could not fight with them, he was sure that he would spend any fight that they encountered worrying about her the entire time.
He could not be distracted in a situation where he was using magic. If he was, even for a second, he tended to lose control and Chaos magic would burst out of him. This often resulted in dangerous, unpredictable situations, like the chimera exploding into a bonfire.
“What we’re doing is really dangerous,” Xion warned. “Have you heard of the Darkness?”
“Of course,” Laira said quickly, she leaned forward, waiting for more.
“It’s actually an ancient dragon named Draxis, who wants me dead. We think. And, I’m going to Celemor to look for a tutor to teach me a dangerous form of magic so that I can stop him. This really isn’t something you can take lightly.”
Without hesitation, Laira insisted, “I’m in, when do we leave?”
Xion tried his best to explain to Laira how dangerous it would be over the next few hours, but she refused to listen. She would not be swayed in the least bit.
The four of them ate, when Laira went back to work, coming by every so often to continue the conversation. Once the four of them had eaten their fill, they left the tavern to find an inn. They had made plans to meet up with Laira the next morning so she could accompany them.
The inn was not far from the tavern, only a few buildings farther into the city. It was well past sundown when they walked outside again, and most of the crowd from earlier had disappeared.
When they made it into the inn, Sapphire pointed out that with the money they had saved not paying for dinner, they could afford better lodgings. They paid eight silvers for each room, double what they would have been able to afford otherwise.
They only got two rooms, Warren and Xion shared one, while Sapphire and Ava shared the other. When they separated, Xion felt relieved.
Ava and Sapphire were very close friends, but being with just Warren was a lot easier. Warren never made him feel bad, or like he was missing anything. Xion guessed it was because he spent most of his life being ignored, but interacting with people always took a lot of effort. Warren made it easier, mostly by saying exactly what was on his mind at all times.
Xion entered the room that he was sharing, after saying goodnight to the girls, to find Warren sitting up on one of the two beds inside.
The room was nicer than any room he had ever had before, not that he had a lot to compare it to. There were two beds, with a small dresser next to each. There were torches set around the room for lighting, already lit in their brackets. A window was set in the wall between the two beds. It was wide open and looked out onto the street. They were on the third floor, and Xion could see out the window to the city below. It was like looking at the stars up close, with all the torches and lanterns spread out through the streets, lighting up the porches of houses, and bobbing along in the hands of people who carried them. Even at night, voices and rumble of walking feet carried up into the room.
Xion was completely entranced. The only big city he had ever been in was Aur’in. As much as he had loved it when he arrived, he had quickly become disillusioned to it. It had been magical in every way, but it was overly structured, and everyone who lived there seemed preoccupied with important daily business. This was a city of free people. A real city, where Xion could easily imagine staying forever. He could forget about Draxis, forget about magic.
“Gods, listen to this one!” Warren said excitedly, breaking Xion out of his thoughts.
He looked at Warren and smiled. Warren was reading from one of the musty old tomes that he had liberated from Aur’in’s library. Warren spent most of his time reading, something Xion could not understand at all. Even when they walked across the wild, Warren could only go a few hours before reaching into one of the bags for a book.
“Another spell?” Xion asked, trying not to laugh.
“No, I’m trying to figure out what you are,” Warren explained, not looking up from the book.
“What do you mean?” Xion asked, confused. His forearms started to itch again, he had to fight the urge to start madly scratching them.
“Well, you always said that when they tested you, Sarin and Agron couldn’t figure out what your ancestry was, right?”
Xion nodded. He remembered the day when he had pressed his freshly cut hand against the blood orb, a magical item that would test a person’s blood. If there was any magical ability in the person, the blood orb would show what sort of origin the magic had.
Most elves had fey blood, from when their race had begun. Elves were descendant from fey and humans intermingling. Many elf sorcerers used magic from their fey side. Everyone had expected his magic to have a fey origin as well. Except, when he placed his hand on the orb, it had showed fire, and then a golden eye with a slitted pupil. It had reminded Xion of a cat’s eye, but Xion could not think of any magical cat creatures.
“Okay, well this is a book of all the magical bloodlines that someone could possibly have. There are even references to vampire and lycanthrope bloodlines,” Warren explained. Xion could tell from his voice that he found the book extremely fascinating.
“Wait,” Xion said, looking at the book. “That book is just a list of bloodlines?” Xion had imagined that there were maybe a dozen possibilities. He thought that it would take a few hours of research to narrow down what anyone was. This book was nearly half a foot thick, there was no way that could be right.
“What they are, how they affect a person, things like that. But, listen, you were immune to the salamander bite, right?”
Xion nodded again, mystified by the sheer number of things that he could have possibly descended from. He knew elf, and human, but he also knew that there was at least one other thing in his ancestry. In a book that size, they could not all be good.
“So, I suspected an immunity to fire. But, it could have just been an immunity to poison, which most magical creatures have, so I wasn’t sure. Until today, the chimera’s fire didn’t burn you at all. It also didn’t burn anything you were wearing, which was weird,” Warren spoke so quickly, Xion was having trouble keeping up.
“Anyway,” he continued, “I found this passage, saying that some creatures pass on magic so powerful, it extends protection beyond the body. That didn’t make any sense to me the first time I read it, but that would explain why your clothes didn’t burn, and that would definitely mean that you have an immunity to fire!”
Xion shrugged. “I mean, the salamander and chimera were both magical creatures. What if it’s just, I don’t know, a resistance to magic. Or, maybe the creatures themselves,” Xion reasoned.
Warren hesitated for a few seconds, and then cursed loudly. “Why didn’t I think of that?” he asked, staring off into space. “Okay, carry on,” he said dismissively, returning to his book.
Xion laughed nervously. He had never given much thought to his ancestry before, but now that Warren had mentioned it, he was very curious. What could be in his blood? What if it was something dark and terrible? Could he be part vampire? Ava had once mentioned that some people obtained magic abilities by making deals with demons, what if he had demon magic?
He shook his head, trying to get the thoughts to go away. Even if Warren could find something in that book, nobody could know for sure. His mother was dead, and he had no idea who his father was. The best that they could do was guess at what was in his blood.
Xion walked over to the empty bed and laid down. It was so much more comfortable than what he had gotten used to the last few weeks, that his head had barely touched the pillow when his consciousness drifted off and sleep enveloped him.
Xion knew immediately that it was not a normal dream. Many times, he had fallen asleep and seen Draxis. It was how Xion had gotten most of the information that he had about the dragon. Every so often when he fell asleep, he would see Draxis.
This was different. Xion did not see the towering black dragon. He did not even see the godlike face of Draxis’ human form. Instead, he saw a field of grass, and the edge of a large, lush, green forest. There was nothing else around, no animals, no birds, just the grass meeting the trees under a starry night sky.
The vision was particularly boring at first. Minutes passed by without anything more happening than the barely noticeable sway of tree branches in the wind. Xion was beginning to wonder if somehow whatever magic gave him the visions had made a mistake.
Then, there was a rustling between the trees. Xion wished that he could move closer to investigate the sound, but he could not move. In these strange dreams, he could never move, or even turn his head. He had no control over what he saw.
Finally, something emerged from the trees. A long, red lizard, the size of a horse, and nearly as tall. It had large bat like wings folded against its back. Its eyes, a thousand different shades of red with long slitted pupils, scanned the grass, as if it were waiting for something or someone to appear.
Xion was shocked. Dragons were supposed to be extinct. Draxis had said that he was the only one left alive. Xion knew that Draxis had planned on raising every dragon from the dead with the power of the gem, and when Xion failed to stop him, that meant that the dragons would be resurrected. Still, Xion did not believe this dragon could be real. They had not heard the slightest whisper about any dragons since their conflict with Draxis. Xion had assumed that he had failed. He briefly considered that this had to be an image of the past. Until a new figure stepped into view.
A man slowly approached the red dragon, walking from the field of grass behind Xion’s field of vision. The man was facing away from him, but he was too familiar to be confused for anyone else. The build, too muscular for an elf, and too thin for a human, the golden hair that now reached his shoulders, and shone as if it were lit from within. He even wore the same clothes that Xion had seen him in before, dirty and worn brown traveler’s pants, and a sleeveless brown shirt. They looked too haggard and too common to be worn by someone of the man’s otherworldly beauty.
Xion did not even need to see the man’s face, he knew that he would see high cheekbones, almond shaped golden eyes, and a face too perfect to be possessed by any normal person. When Xion had first seen him, he thought the man to be a god. Xion was still not convinced he wasn’t one.
All Xion knew was that his name was Paarathax, and that he had known Xion’s parents. Paarathax had been the one to tell him that his mother was dead. He had known Xion’s father, as well, though he gave very little information about him. Before Xion could get any useful information, he had disappeared.
“Xorn,” Paarathax greeted the dragon brightly, his voice sounded like music, making Xion feel light and happy just to be able to hear it, “how’ve you been?”
The red dragon, Xorn, raised his head, his eyes narrowed. “I have been dead for thousands of years,” he growled, “Where have you been? I have been waiting!” Xion had expected the dragon’s voice to be deep and gravelly, like Draxis’ was. This was much softer and higher. It occurred to Xion that the higher voice and much smaller size could mean that this dragon was not finished growing. Xorn, though already the size of a horse, must have been a child.
“The wild is dangerous, lots of beasts out here that could hurt someone. Had to keep them occupied,” Paarathax answered nonchalantly.
Xorn growled, reminding Xion of an angry cat, and spread his wings. Xion assumed this was supposed to frighten or intimidate Paarathax, but the man did not even flinch.
“The king has declared we are to leave the wild untouched!” Xorn yelled angrily. “We are not to harm a hair on any living creature!”
“He’s not my king,” Paarathax said simply.
Xorn flapped his wings and let out a stream of fire from his mouth, directing it just over Paarathax’s head. Once again, Paarathax was completely unfazed by the display.
“He is king to all of us!” Xorn insisted.
“Listen, I came to meet you, like you asked. What did you want to discuss?” Paarathax asked, clearly growing impatient.
Xorn folded his wings against his back and averted his gaze. It was difficult for Xion to read the body language of humanoid people, so he had no idea how to read a dragon. If he had to try, he would have to say that Xorn looked nervous, or uncomfortable when he spoke again.
“Since we stirred again, the ancient ones have been… displeased with our king’s orders,” he began. “They grow restless, wanting to punish the humans for what was done to us.”
Paarathax nodded. “I know,” he said, “that’s why I told you to let me know if anything was happening with them.”
Xorn nodded, his entire neck moving up and down in the motion. “Yes, but there is more. Another halfborn stirs as well. One that should not have risen.”
Paarathax became very stiff. When he spoke, the music was gone, replaced with tension. “What do you mean?”
“The ancients believe it to be from us and a human.” Xorn looked at Paarathax and took a step back. “Not the chosen one,” he added quickly, “the ancients have no knowledge of him. This one is different. Farther from us, they believe. Still, they do not want any of our blood to be shared by the ones that slaughtered us.”
“Do you have a name?” Paarathax insisted.
Xorn shook his neck and head all at once. “The king has declared she not be touched, but I do not think she was named. Many believe she is of his line.”
“Where is she?” Paarathax demanded suddenly. Xion had seen Paarathax uncomfortable, but besides that he had always seemed calm and in control. It was strange hearing the man speak with such urgency.
Xorn gestured with his head toward the forest behind him. “In Qua’ke. She moves quickly, the ancients have not discovered a location, yet.”
“Thank you, Xorn, you’ve been very helpful,” Paarathax said quickly as he ran at an impossible speed into the forest. In seconds, he had disappeared into the trees.
Xion’s eyes opened and he sat up in surprise. Warren was standing over him smiling.
“Man, you sleep like the dead and wake up like your life is on the line!” Warren joked, jumping and throwing his arms up to demonstrate. “Come on, Sarin’s back. We have to grab your girlfriend and head out.”
Xion saw that the sun had risen, its light pouring in through the window kept the room bright even though the torches on the wall were no longer lit.
Xion tried to repeat the dream that he had over and over in his mind so that he would not lose any important details. He needed to relay the information that he had overheard to the others. Except, something Warren had said buzzed around in his groggy mind until he finally made sense of it.
“Hey,” Xion laughed as he threw the pillow that he had slept on at Warren, “she’s not my girlfriend.”
Warren gave a sarcastic smile and finished putting his books away in his pack. They both walked downstairs and out of the inn to find Sapphire, Sarin, Ava, and, surprisingly, Laira, standing outside.
Elves did not sleep as long as humans, so he was not surprised to see his friends there. They went into a kind of trance, where they could feel all the plants and animals around them, and they could still hear, as if they were awake. Xion knew from experience, because it would sometimes happen to him. Being only half elf, he still needed eight hours of sleep, though. The elves only did their trance-state for four hours, and woke up feeling like they were completely rested.
Laira, on the other hand, was unexpected. She was definitely human, and she was still working at the tavern when they had left to go to sleep. Xion did not understand how she was awake and ready to go before he and Warren were. Not only that, but she was prepared.
She had traded her skirt and white shirt for travelers’ clothes. Sort of. On everyone else, the clothes looked plain and unflattering. Xion’s green cloak was the only splash of color amongst them. Laira had the same clothes, but she had altered them. Her pants hugged her legs, instead of being open and loose like everyone else wore them. She had cut the sleeves off short, so they only reached halfway down her bicep, and some of the fabric on the collar had been cut away, revealing the top of her chest in the shape of a V. She had tied the bottom of her shirt, like Sapphire had, but instead of tying it to keep it from looking baggy, she had bundled it all the way up to reveal her stomach an inch above her belly button down to her pant line.
The girls all looked unsurprised by the way that Laira was dressed, but Xion could not believe it. He had always seen women wearing shirts and pants that were basically identical to the ones that men wore, or dresses that covered the same amount of skin. He had never seen anyone dress in anything close to what Laira was wearing.
When Xion saw Laira, he stopped and could not help his eyes from going wide. It was all he could do to stop his mouth from falling open in surprise. He knew he stood like that for far too long when Ava glared at him, but he could not get his brain to work.
Luckily, Warren was there to break the silence. “Whoa! Did you dress like that for me?” he asked, appreciatively. “Because, I definitely approve.”
“You’re a pig, Warren,” Ava scolded, her voice dripping with disgust.
“What’d I say?” Warren asked, looking at Xion for help.
“Um, Laira, how are you up so early?” Xion quickly changed the subject.
“I couldn’t risk you guys leaving without me,” Laira joked. She hefted her backpack, which Xion had not noticed. It looked like the one he was wearing, but he highly doubted that hers contained books about magic and elf bread.
“So, we should get going, right?” she said brightly.
“Yeah, let’s go.” Xion said, even though he had a bad feeling bringing Laira along was not going to go well.


 




Chapter 4: Related

The journey was not as bad as Xion had expected. It took them only eight more days to reach Celemor. Laira had no problem getting along with anyone in the group, and they did not encounter any creatures along the way. As strange as this all was, Xion had nothing to complain about. Except, that he could not tell everyone about his dream. With Laira along, he did not want to scare her any more than necessary, so he resolved to wait until she was not around to explain his dream to his friends.
At the beginning of their trek, Sarin did pull Xion aside to question him about bringing Laira with them. He tried to explain that he had not invited her, he even insisted that he had warned her against joining them. Sarin did not seem to believe him. After a few days, though, Xion was sure that Sarin realized that he had told the truth.
Laira talked animatedly, almost nonstop, for the entire trip. She and Ava seemed to get along really well, which was strange, because Ava barely tolerated Warren and Xion, and she wasn’t even that close with Sarin or Sapphire. Ava had even kissed Sapphire before they fought their way into the tower where they had met Draxis, but he had seen no difference in the way that she acted before or since, with anyone.
Sarin, though she seemed to dislike how much Laira talked, warmed up to her quickly. Xion had never really been interested in hearing the history of Ustama, or any of the other information that Sarin constantly tried to bombard him with, despite how important she said it was. Laira, however, loved to know everything. The longest she ever went without speaking was when she was listening to Sarin talk about history, magic, politics, and many other topics Xion found mind numbingly boring.
Sapphire had not seemed pleased about Laira coming along, at first, but she quickly overcame whatever qualms she had. She and Laira would talk for hours on end about living in cities, and animals, and even clothing. After two days of leaving Aromir, Sapphire had even altered her shirt to match Laira’s. Something that Xion found even more distracting than when Laira had done it.
Warren had tried flirting with Laira several times during the first day of the journey, but every time he did, Laira would act like nothing had happened. Eventually, they fell into a rhythm of her talking about herself, and Warren replying with things that he had read in books. Nobody else really enjoyed hearing about the errant facts that Warren had picked up reading, but Laira was fascinated by everything he said.
When she spoke to Xion, she said a lot less. Xion asked her questions about her family and living in Aromir. He was most interested in what had happened to Fairen after he left, but she had frustratingly little information on the subject. She asked a lot of questions about Aur’in, and what he had done since she had last seen him, and he explained everything that he could. As with Warren, she was fascinated by every word.
At night, they all slept in the magic tent that Sarin kept in her enchanted pack. The tent was much too long to be contained within the pack, but it somehow fit perfectly fine. This was nothing compared to when she set up what looked to be a purple, two person tent, and inside were several couches and chairs, tables and lanterns, even bookshelves filled with books that Warren loved to flip through at night before going to sleep.
Finally, on the eighth day after leaving Aromir, shortly after they had risen for the day, they arrived at Celemor. The city dwarfed both Aromir and Aur’in by comparison. When they reached the gates of the city, which rose at least twenty feet over head, Xion noticed that the walls extended so far in either direction, it was easy to imagine them going on forever. Looking into the gates, Xion could see that hills rose and fell inside the city, like the buildings had just been built into the earth, some of them covering the sides of the hills, with no thought of leveling the ground at all.
The guards at Celemor’s gate gave them no trouble, and Warren did not have to steal from anyone again. Once again, as soon as they were inside, Sarin said that she was going off on her own, this time to find her friend.
Xion was much more anxious this time. Sarin was going to find the person that was supposed to teach him how to use chaos magic. It was vitally important, but a terrifying prospect that he was looking forward to, even if it made him feel a little sick to his stomach.
Luckily, Sapphire had a way to distract him.
“Okay, I know that Xion learning,” she stopped and looked around before whispering, “chaos magic,” and then returned her voice to normal, “is very important, but I have to at least show you guys where I grew up!”
“You grew up in Celemor?” Laira asked in awe.
“I did,” Sapphire answered proudly. “In the Temple of the Mother! Come on, I’ll show you!”
Xion noticed Laira’s face fall, but he did not have any time to question it, before Sapphire grabbed his hand and pulled him into the city.
Xion was amazed that one city could be so large. Celemor could have easily fit Aromir inside it at least five times. There were homes everywhere, shops on every street selling every item you could possibly imagine. At one point Sapphire even dragged him passed a field where people rode horses. The grassy field was wide open and large enough for six or seven people at a time to ride around without ever getting near each other. It was all fenced in against the towering city wall.
While in Aromir, every building had been made of wood, and in Aur’in they were made of stone, Celemor did not seem to have any set building material. Some were made of wood, while others were constructed of stone, and a few seemed to be made out of steel. How much time, labor, and money went into making a steel building, Xion did not even want to try to imagine.
After nearly a half hour of sprinting after Sapphire, they reached the city wall opposite where they had entered. It looked as though this entire side of the city was dedicated to temples. All of them were rather tall and made out of white stone with ornate carvings and gold laid into the building itself.
Xion had never known much about any of the gods. He was not even sure that he could name them if he tried. Jorham had told him about one, the god of craftsman. He had said that a butcher had to honor him every once in a while, if he wanted to be successful, but that’s all that Xion could remember.
Walking passed all the temples, Xion felt like he should have paid a lot more attention to the gods these buildings were dedicated to. He worried that they might find his ignorance to be disrespectful, which was the last thing he wanted.
When they reached the temple Sapphire had led them to, she stopped and stared up at it lovingly, she had obviously missed it after being gone for so long.
This temple was not as ornate as some of the others. It had a dozen steps leading up to solid gold doors, and two braziers, large bowls made of metal with something burning inside the create fires larger than a person, out front, but that was all.
“I can’t wait to introduce you to everyone,” Sapphire said, looking at Xion. Her eyes sparkled with excitement, and she was bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet. After a few seconds, her eyes went wide, and her face turned red. She turned to the others, who were all grinning at her like she had done something embarrassing. “I mean, all of you, of course.”
Ava’s grin, which looked more sarcastic than the others, turned into a sneer. “I don’t think I should go in there.”
Sapphire’s face fell, Xion could see the pain on her face. How could Ava say something like that when Sapphire was clearly so excited to show them where she grew up? All she had to do was walk inside and pretend for a few minutes, at the very least.
The fire in Xion’s stomach, his link to his magic, flared with anger. He felt his blood grow hot, and the skin all over his body started itching like he was covered in ants. The braziers on either side of the steps of the temple made a creaking noise as the fires inside them tripled in size and started glowing black instead of the normal red flame.
“Ava, why would you say something like that?” Xion demanded.
Ava crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him defiantly. He saw her eyes flick to the braziers and back again and knew that she understood that his magic threatened to act on its own.
“I pay homage to Dreskar,” she answered stonily.
The fire in the braziers returned to their red color but were still burning much too high. Xion heard them groan, like the metal was upset by the heat the flames were giving off.
Xion did not know what “Dreskar” was, but everyone around him obviously did. Laira took a step away from Ava, Sapphire gasped, and Warren gave a nervous chuckle and a forced smile. Whatever Dreskar was, Xion did not imagine it was a good thing.
Sapphire gently laid her hand on Xion’s arm. “The god of thieves and assassins,” she explained, giving him a worried look.
Xion’s heart skipped a beat. He knew that Ava was very private about her personal life, but he wondered why she had not told them all something like that before. Did she think that they would judge her?
Sapphire pulled her hand back suddenly and gasped. She was staring at Xion’s arm, where she had been touching him. Xion looked down and saw that his arm was covered in small bumps. They were barely visible, and rose from under his skin, covering his arm from the tips of his fingers all the way up to where his shirt ended on his shoulder. It looked like scales had formed under his skin.
The brazier’s fire returned to normal as the flame inside Xion died out in surprise. Once before, Xion had grown scales while using magic. Then, they had burst through his skin, and had been a patchwork of gold and black. This time, Xion could only see them because he was so close, they just looked like an extra layer of skin, no color at all.
“What’re you guys staring at?” Warren asked, his voice nervous, and his eyes kept darting back to Ava.
Xion moved his arms behind his back. “Nothing,” he answered immediately.
The last time he had grown scales, they had disappeared as soon as he severed his connection to his magic. This time, they were not going away. He could feel them under his skin as his clasped his hands together behind his back.
“Maybe, we should just go wait for Sarin,” Sapphire said. She looked into Xion’s eyes with such worry, Xion was sure that his heart was breaking, he hated to see her so upset.
“No, I want to see your…” Xion started to insist, but he was interrupted when the doors behind him opened with a soft grinding noise.
Xion turned to see a woman that he was sure was an elf, but somehow had been formed incorrectly. She was surprisingly tall for an elf, nearly as tall as Xion, her skin was a soft grey color, and her eyes a light green. She wore a plain grey dress that just barely touched the ground when she walked, with a hood that covered her head, and a band around her forehead that kept it from covering her face. The sleeves reached all the way down to her wrists, with only her grey skinned hands uncovered by the fabric.
She looked at the group of people standing at the base of the stairs with worry, and then her face suddenly beamed with delight.
“Sapphire? Oh, my dear, you’re home!” the woman cried.
“Sister Azeral!” Sapphire gasped. Without hesitation, Sapphire ran up the stairs and wrapped her arms around the woman, who hugged her back just as tightly.
Xion looked to the others, unsure what he was supposed to do next. Warren looked just as confused as he was. Laira looked surprisingly excited. She bounded up the stairs and stopped next to the woman and Sapphire.
“Oh, it’s so nice to meet you, Sister Azeral! Sapphire’s told me so much about you,” Laira said.
The grey woman released Sapphire and looked at Laira. Her eyes ran down Laira’s body and back up again. Xion thought he saw the woman’s smile flicker away for a fraction of a second, but he could not be sure.
“Sapphire, you brought us guests,” Azeral beamed as she put a hand on Laira’s shoulder. “It’s so nice to meet all of you. Please come inside.”
She waved them all toward the door to the temple excitedly and shuffled inside without waiting for them to follow. Xion looked to Ava and Warren as Sapphire and Laira followed Azeral inside.
Warren shrugged at him, clearly just as much at a loss for what to do as Xion was. Ava sighed impatiently and walked up the steps to the temple, as if waiting for them would be a waste of time.
Warren started to follow her, but before he passed him, Xion said, “Wait, just real quick, who is the mother?” He wanted to at least know whose temple he was walking into. He did not want another surprise like the one about Ava’s god.
Warren grinned. Xion knew that being asked to spout of information was Warren’s favorite thing in the world. “Short or long version?” he asked.
Xion was grateful he was given an option. “Short, I just need a basic idea.”
“‘The Mother’ is what her worshippers call her, everyone else calls her Fremia. She’s the queen of the gods, and rules over the godly spheres of healing, children, childbirth, family,” he hesitated with a devilish grin on his face. Xion could tell he was trying to think of a way to tell him something that would make him uncomfortable. “And, uh, her worshippers believe in staying pure until marriage.”
With that, Warren nudged Xion’s arm with his elbow and walked up the stairs. Xion was relieved that Warren had not seemed to notice the scales on his arms when they made contact. He wondered why Warren had found the last sentence so funny, but he had no time to worry about it.
Xion followed Warren into the temple. Just passed the doors was a large, open room. Stone pillars rose around the circular walls, holding up the ceiling, with several doors between each of the pillars. There was a pool with a low wall in the center of the room, reminding Xion of the fountain that he and his friends had sat around when they were in Aur’in, except no water spouted from its center, and this one was not frozen over. Directly across from the front door, there was a large gold statue of a woman wearing the same dress as Azeral, with her arms outstretched in a welcoming gesture.
Sapphire, Azeral, and Laira were already sitting on the wall of the pool. Sapphire was talking animatedly, while Laira was looking around the large empty room as if it was somehow very interesting. Ava stood against one of the pillars by the wall, with her arms folded over her chest, and a bored expression on her face. She absentmindedly scratched at her forearms but was otherwise completely immobile.
Warren and Xion reached the women sitting by the pool as Azeral said, “Ah, yes, Glora has told me all about that.”
“Glora’s been here?” Sapphire asked in surprise. “How?”
Azeral smiled. “No, no, my dear. Glora sends messages. She discovered a spell that allows her to pass objects through reflections.”
“What?” Warren shouted immediately. He knelt down next to Azeral and demanded, “What was the name of the spell? What branch of magic? Can you tell me what book it’s in?”
Azeral smiled kindly at him, and Xion placed a hand on his shoulder. “Maybe we should let them talk,” Xion suggestion.
Disappointment colored Warren’s face when he stood. “Right, yeah, time for that later.”
“What has Glora told you?” Sapphire asked. Xion noticed that her eyes darted toward him and then back to Azeral.
Azeral smiled knowingly. “Everything that she could, I’m sure. It seems that Anathia has given you more gifts than the Mother has, as of late.”
Sapphire’s face flushed bright red in an instant. Warren laughed, and Laira looked at him, obviously seeking answers. Xion shrugged, he had no idea what they were talking about.
For several seconds, Sapphire did nothing but stare at the pool of water beside her, trying to hide her face. Xion wanted to draw attention away from her and cast around his mind for anything he could to change the subject.
“So,” Xion asked the first thing that came to mind, “has Sapphire changed much since she was here?” He knew it was nothing exciting, but he did not know what else to ask.
“Not so much,” Azeral answered, moving her gaze to Xion. “She has only been gone a year.”
“A year is kind of a long time,” Xion mused.
Azeral laughed softly. “It is only a drop in an ocean, my dear. Sapphire lived here for over a hundred years before the recruiters came to test her.”
Xion’s jaw dropped. “A hundred years? Sapphire, how old are you?”
Warren laughed again, this time so hard he had to sit down on the wall of the pool beside Laira. “She’s an elf,” he said, between breaths, “how old did you think she was?”
Xion had never put any thought into it before. She seemed like she was around his age, but he knew that elves aged much slower than humans, or half elves. It occurred to him that elves came of age at one hundred years old, so she had to be at least around that age.
“I’m one hundred and twenty-two,” Sapphire said, her face still directed at the pool, and her voice squeaked with tension.
“That would make her around nineteen or twenty, in the human equivalent of years,” Azeral added.
“Wow… Ava!” Xion shouted so that his voice would carry across the room, “How old are you?”
“Older than Sapphire, that’s all you need to know,” Ava shouted back lazily.
“Wait, wait,” Warren said, wheezing for breath. “I just realized something. Xion,” he took a few seconds to steady his breathing, “How old are you exactly?”
Xion did not know where Warren was headed with the question, but he had a feeling that he was not going to like it. “A little over seventeen, why?”
Warren closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them, he said, “You realize that makes you just about fourteen in human years, right?”
“No,” Xion said immediately.
“No, no, listen.” Warren started listing off numbers and equations that Xion had a hard time following. Xion got the point of it, though. If half elves came of age at twenty, a seventeen year old half elf would be roughly the same as a fourteen year old human.
Xion did not want to believe it, but Warren’s figures seemed well thought out. It had been pointed out to him several times that he was not of age, yet. He had always dismissed it, but Warren had a point.
“But, you are not just elf and human, are you?” Azeral asked.
“No, I’m not,” Xion agreed quickly, jumping at the chance for anything that might make him seem less immature.
“Some magical creatures mature more quickly, so that they can survive passed adolescence,” she told him. “I once met a man, a full grown adult, that was only seven years old. He was half vampire and half human.”
Xion felt his heart drop out of his chest and settle in his stomach. He wanted to know that he was of age. When he lived in Fairen, he had thought that he, like everyone else around him, had come of age at sixteen. It was not until Sarin had told him otherwise, after he had left to train in Aur’in that he had found out that he was a half elf and would not come of age until he was twenty.
He really hoped that, whatever his bloodline was, he would come of age sooner than the average half elf. Though, he had absolutely no desire to be part vampire.
“Are there any other options?” Xion asked weakly.
He looked to Warren for suggestions, who shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure it out.”
He looked to Laira. She did not know much about magic, but maybe she had heard of something. She just stared at him, her eyes wide. “You’re still a child? You’re older than I am.” Xion really regretted letting Laira come with them in that moment.
“There has to be something else,” he said to Azeral. Then, the thought came to him. “What about this?” he showed her his arm. The scales still present under his skin.
Azeral’s eyes went wide. “I’ve seen this before,” she said in surprise.
“Really?” Xion asked.
“Whoa, that’s new!” Warren jumped up in excitement. He brought his face close to Xion’s arm and poked at his skin. “You have built in armor.”
Xion moved his arm away from Warren. “Where did you see that before.”
“Just before Sapphire was left on the temple steps, a woman stayed here. She was with child at the time, she had those shapes under her skin. She said that her… partner,” she said the word disapprovingly, “had just noticed them, and asked what they meant.”
“What did you tell her?” Xion asked, his curiosity running rampant in his mind. He could feel it, he was close to discovering what his bloodline was.
Azeral shook her head. “I told her I had no idea.” Xion felt his chest deflate. “But, she was human and said that she had only had the one partner for a hundred years. She looked no older than you do now. Whatever it is, it definitely had an extended lifespan.”
“Wait, Sister, you said that was just before I arrived?” Sapphire asked.
“Yes, dear?” Azeral confirmed.
“Was she still here when I was?”
Azeral shook her head. “No, she disappeared one night. If I recall, it was not even a week before you were left at the steps.”
“Could…” Sapphire began, hesitantly, “Could it have been my mother?”
Azeral seemed surprised, like the thought had never occurred to her. “It is possible, but I’m not sure it’s likely. She looked nothing like you, my dear. As I said, she was human. She had black hair and black eyes, I don’t think she could have a child with red hair and blue eyes, like you.”
Sapphire looked disappointed, but something flared inside Xion. The briefest notion of hope, and a hunger to know if he was right.
“Do you remember the woman’s name?” Xion asked quietly. He was scared to know the answer, but he had to ask.
Azeral nodded. “Her name was Xana.”
Black hair, black eyes, scales under her skin. And, Xana did not seem like a common name. Xion had no doubt in his mind at all. His mother had been in Celemor over a hundred years ago. And, she had been pregnant, long before Xion had been born.


 




Chapter 5: Transformed

Xion did not contribute much to the conversation after that. He kept getting lost in his thoughts. Could he be related to Sapphire? Was she his sister? Did he have a sibling out there somewhere?
Paarathax had told him that his parents had known that he was halfborn before he had even been born. If he had a sibling, would they not have also been halfborn? Was he not the one the prophecy spoke of at all?
With all those thoughts running through his head, he began to feel sick to his stomach. He sat down beside Sapphire and listened to her and Azeral talk.
Azeral told the story of how Sapphire had arrived one morning on the temple steps. She was bundled up in a blanket, with an envelope tucked underneath her. It had a letter that said, “For her protection,” and a single sapphire inside. That was what had prompted the Sisters to name her Sapphire. Azeral continued, saying that on the anniversary of the day Sapphire had arrived, there would always be a letter, with the same contents, and the same note.
Sapphire had insisted, even from a young age, that the sapphires be sold and the money kept by the temple, as payment for taking care of her. Which was a shame, Xion thought, because if she had kept any of the money, they could afford to eat more than just bread.
They talked for a couple of hours before Sarin arrived at the temple.
Sapphire introduced them to several other matrons of the temple while they were there. Xion tried to remember all of their names, but they all blurred together. Luckily, they could all be referred to as “Sister” and nobody minded.
Xion also noticed that all the sisters looked completely different. Azeral was the only tall elf with grey skin. There were at least a dozen elves, though they all looked like the elves Xion was used to seeing, and twice as many of them were human. Even though they all wore the same full bodied robes that Azeral did, it was fairly easy to tell them apart, and Sapphire wanted to introduce Xion to every one of them.
Sarin greeted the Sisters kindly when she arrived, and then asked if she could speak to the rest of them alone. The Sisters happily obliged and filtered out of the room quickly.
As soon as Azeral, the last to leave, closed herself behind one of the many doors leading off of the main room, Sarin said, “We have a problem.”
“What kind of problem?” Ava asked with a sigh, as if she had expected it.
“I think I have one, too,” Xion said, finally forcing himself to speak.
Sarin looked like she might insist on going first, but she looked at Xion for a few seconds and said, “You look like you may be ill.”
“I feel like it,” Xion agreed. He had tried to keep his composure while Sapphire was introducing him to everyone, but it got more difficult as time went on. Once they all left the room, Xion could not keep himself together any longer.
He told them all, Laira included, about what he had realized about his mother. Once he finished that, he relayed everything he could from his dream. He added the fact that he had met Paarathax once before, something he had never told any of them, and explained the most important bits of information from that previous conversation.
Once he had begun talking, he could not stop himself. It all poured out of him as if it had been trying to spill out for weeks. Once it started, he could not stop until he had said everything there was to say. Having said it all out loud made him feel marginally better, but the possibility of having a sibling still weighed him down heavily.
“Well, you are definitely not related to Sapphire,” Sarin said, once he had finished.
“How do you know?” Sapphire asked urgently, as if this was the most important part of anything Xion had said.
“Blue eyes and red hair, those do not appear spontaneously. At least one of your parents must share those traits with you. And, neither could have possibly had black hair or eyes. If this woman was Xion’s mother, as he believes, you two cannot be related,” Sarin explained.
“Well, thank goodness,” Ava mocked. “Now, how about the dragon part, that seems a little more pressing.”
“Okay, so, dragons aren’t extinct, they’ve all been brought back to life, and you see them in your dreams?” Laira confirmed. She looked like she was going to fall over.
“You catch on quick,” Warren joked as he bumped her with his shoulder.
“That would explain why I have not heard a word about any dragons,” Sarin mused. “They are all in hiding.”
“Okay, but what about the ‘of his blood’ thing?” Warren asked.
“And, who exactly is Paarathax?” Sapphire added.
Xion shrugged. “They didn’t really say. And, he just showed up and saved me from that runaway horse, and then disappeared,” he answered. “I honestly thought that I could only see Draxis in my dreams.”
“Great, so no information, just a bunch of new questions,” Ava complained. “What about Xion’s tutor?” she asked Sarin.
“That is why I came straight here. My contact, Kronos, has left. He moved to Evergreen seven years ago, I don't even know if he is still there,” Sarin told them.
“Okay, so we go to Evergreen and ask,” Xion said simply.
“No!” Ava shouted.
Everyone looked at her in surprise. Ava’s eyes were wide, and Xion was sure that he saw fear in them.
“Ava, Xion needs to learn to control his magic,” Sapphire pointed out.
“Qua’ke is dangerous enough, we can’t go to Evergreen,” Ava insisted.
“We have to,” Xion argued. “We don’t know anyone else that can teach me, and it’s our only lead.”
“The chosen one has spoken!” Warren cheered. “No arguing,” he said, pointing a finger at Ava.
“Lower your hand or I break it,” Ava glared at Warren, and Xion was sure she was not making an empty threat.
“Right,” Warren’s hand dropped, “but my point stands.”
“It’s a bad idea,” Ava glared at Xion.
Xion did not understand why she was so insistent, but they did not have any other options. “Sorry, Ava, but we don’t really have a choice.”
Ava rolled her eyes and walked away, shaking her head. “Whatever,” was all she said as she walked out the door of the temple.
“I will speak to her,” Sarin said calmly. “Meet us at the front gate at dusk.”
As Sarin followed Ava out the door, Xion looked around at everyone who was still there. “Did any of you understand that?” he asked.
“Nope,” Warren said happily, “but I never understand Ava. So, what do we do now?”
“I’m hungry,” Laira said quickly, “we should eat.”
“Oh! That’s perfect!” Sapphire cried excitedly. “I can show you guys my favorite restaurant!”
“What’s a restaurant?” Xion asked. He had never heard the word before. He could surmise that it had something to do with food, but he was not sure if it was a shop or a tavern of some kind.
“Come on,” Sapphire grabbed his hand and pulled him out the door. This was starting to become a recurring thing, and Xion was not sure if he had any issue with it or not. He was concerned about the scales on the back of his hands, but Sapphire did not appear to have any problem with them.
Warren and Laira followed behind them as Sapphire led them through the city once more. This time, Sapphire pulled him along much slower than she had on the way to the temple. She pointed out buildings and told Xion about all the places she had played as a child, and who owned which shop.
After about twenty minutes, they reached what Xion thought was a house, except there were tables set up outside. Sapphire pulled him into the building, and he saw that it was set up very similarly to the tavern, with tables all around the room, and a fireplace set in the wall. The only difference that he could see was that there was not a bar, instead there were two doors set in the wall where he thought the bar would be.
Several of the tables were occupied. Xion noticed that the tables were a lot smaller than in any tavern he had ever seen. They were only large enough to seat four people, but every table that was occupied had only two.
Sapphire pulled him over to a table and sat down. Warren and Laira joined them a few seconds later, and Warren looked around confused.
“So… it’s a tavern?” he asked, voicing what Xion was thinking.
“No, it’s like a tavern, but nicer,” Sapphire explained. Xion did not see much of a difference.
“‘Nicer’ means more expensive,” Warren pointed out. “We have no money.”
Xion thought about the two gold pieces that he had in his pack. He had had those two pieces since he left Fairen. Jorham had given them to him just before the bandits had attacked. He had never had the heart to spend them, nor had he ever felt any desire to. Sapphire had been so excited to go to the strange tavern, he did not want to have to leave before they could even eat.
“Oh,” Sapphire said, dejectedly, “I didn’t think.”
“Don’t worry, I can pay,” Laira offered. She took off her pack and dug around for a few seconds before pulling out a handful of silver coins.
“Whoa, I like this girl,” Warren chuckled.
Sapphire smiled, but Xion could tell there was something wrong. He felt like he should have been the one to offer. He even considered pulling out the gold in his pack, but before he got the chance, someone walked over to the table.
The man was human, and very handsome. He handed each of them a thin piece of wood with words intricately carved all over it. Xion realized that every word was some kind of food or drink that they could order. Next to each item was a small number, and then the letter “s”. It took Xion a few seconds to realize what it stood for.
The man had started asking them if there were any drinks that they wanted, but before he could finish, Xion finally understood the “s” and could not stop himself.
“Two silvers for a leg of rabbit?” he exclaimed.
Sapphire gripped Xion’s arm with surprising strength. “A glass of elven wine for both of us,” she said quickly.
Warren laughed. “Sorry about him. He’s a hunter,” he explained.
The man did not seem surprised at all. “It happens a lot,” he said. Xion noticed that, even though Warren was the one that had spoken, he was speaking to Laira.
“I’ll have wine, too,” she smiled at the man.
“Are you sure?” the man asked Laira. “What we have here can be a lot to handle.”
Sapphire started turning red, and she leaned closer to Xion and whispered, “I can’t handle when people do that in front of me.”
Xion looked at her, confused. “Do what?”
Sapphire blushed even more red. “They’re flirting,” she whispered insistently.
“Oh,” Xion said in surprise, furrowing his brow. “How can you tell?”
Sapphire gave him a look he did not understand. “Come on, can’t you see it?”
The man and Laira were still talking back and forth, but he was not able to focus on two conversations at once. All he noticed was that Warren kept trying to order a drink, and he was being talked over by both of the others. Xion did his best not to laugh.
“Not really,” he whispered back.
“It doesn’t bother you?” Sapphire asked.
Xion shook his head. “Nope.” He got the feeling that Sapphire had gained more from the conversation than he had when she sat up straight again, and her face was lit up with a glowing smile.
Warren finally ordered a drink, and the rest of their meal passed quickly. Xion felt bad about not being able to pay for his part, and ordered only bread and cheese, the cheapest thing the tavern had to offer at only one silver piece.
The man spoke to Laira every time he came by the table, which Xion felt was much more often than necessary. He did not notice anything that sounded like flirting to him. He considered that he just was not great at noticing these types of things, but then he realized that he didn’t actually care that much.
After their meal, they left the city to meet up with Sarin and Ava. Sapphire was clearly upset to leave, but she did not complain. In fact, throughout the entire meal, and on their walk out of the city, Sapphire seemed happier than he had seen her for at least a week, even though she was leaving the city she had grown up in.
Ava and Sarin were outside the gate when they exited the city. Neither of them looked very happy, but they did not say or do anything to portray their emotions.
They set out quickly, and in silence. Xion did not like how quickly the mood changed among the group, it was as if Ava and Sarin had brought the collective mood down just by being near them.
After a few days, the mood did lift a bit, especially after Warren started reading from one of his books.
“You could be descendant from a volcano giant,” Warren suggested. He had been flipping through the book trying to find some sort of bloodline that fit Xion.
Ava let out a harsh laugh. “He’s the shortest giant I’ve ever seen.”
“Right,” Warren admitted with a smile. “How about,” he flipped a few more pages to another one that he had marked, “chimera.”
“Warren,” Sapphire said disapprovingly.
“It would explain why he was immune to its fire,” Warren pointed out.
“What about the scales?” Xion asked.
“The snake part had scales,” Warren joked.
Laira laughed. “So, he’s got an ancestor that got together with a magical animal’s tail?”
“Yeah, probably not,” Warren admitted, and flipped a few more pages. “How about a demon, their descendants have scales.”
“What?” Ava asked. She seemed surprised and upset by the information.
“Yeah, it says they grow scales under their skin, and it can act like a thin layer of armor. They also have resistance to fire,” Warren explained. Ava fell silent, as if she was lost in thought.
Sapphire spoke up, “But, what about the salamander? ‘Resistance’ doesn’t sound like enough to survive salamander poison.”
Warren hummed his agreement and continued flipping through the pages.
“What all do you guys know about Xion’s special powers?” Laira asked, grinning at her own question.
“He survived a bite from a salamander, which should have turned his blood into fire, but it did not affect him at all,” Sarin answered. “He survived chimera flames, which burn hot enough to melt steel. And, his eyes change when he uses powerful magic.”
“I forgot about the eyes!” Warren exclaimed. He brought the book closer to his face as he started flipping through the pages again.
“What about the aging through childhood faster thing?” Xion ventured. He was not able to put a finger on why exactly it bothered him so much, but he wanted some reason to believe that he was not a child any longer.
“That is a possibility,” Sarin agreed.
“Really?” Laira asked.
Sarin looked at her quizzically, and so did Xion. “Yes, Xion shows much more maturity than the average human at his corresponding age. Why?”
“Ya know, it’s just cool, I didn’t know that was something that could happen,” Laira said, smiling at Xion.
“Okay, so,” Warren seemed to be speaking to himself, “we’re looking for vertical slitted eyes, scales, immunity to fire, and accelerated adolescence.”
Sapphire fell in step next to Xion. “I don’t mind if you aren’t technically of age, yet,” she told him in a voice not loud enough for the others to hear.
Xion was not sure why, but it made his stomach tighten into knots to hear Sapphire say that. He wanted her to believe that he was just as much an adult as everyone else in their group. Her saying it didn’t bother her sounded to him like she thought that he was still a child.
“Oh, thanks,” he said, trying to force his voice to sound upbeat.
“Three years isn’t that long to wait,” Sapphire continued. He was not sure, but Xion suspected that Sapphire glanced at Laira as she spoke. What did Laira have to do with when he came of age?
Xion had been so wrapped up in the conversation, he was surprised to look up and see that a forest was coming into view ahead of him. Tall, thick trees and a sea of green leaves had covered the space in front of them, stretching from one horizon to the other. They were only about a half hour’s walk from the treeline when he finally noticed.
“Is that the northern forest?” Xion asked, pointing to the stretch of trees in front of them.
“Oh,” Sapphire sounded slightly disappointed by the change in subject, “yes. That’s Qua’ke.”
Xion was confused. Was she saying it was the northern forest, or was she correcting him? “Not ‘the northern forest’?” he asked.
Sapphire smiled at him. “They’re the same thing. ‘Qua’ke’ is the name it had long before the humans renamed it.”
“Why would they rename it?” Xion asked.
“Because humans are idiots,” Ava answered without turning around. She was only a few feet ahead of them, but Xion had been sure she was out of earshot. He had completely forgotten, elves had much better hearing and vision that humans did.
“Humans renamed many of the places in Ustama,” Sarin explained, “when they broke Der’nia and divided it into the four kingdoms. I have explained this to you, Xion,” she chided.
“Right,” Xion nodded. He did not remember anything about that at all.
“For those of us who weren’t paying attention,” Warren said, turning his head to smile at Xion, “one more history lesson?”
Sarin sighed. “After the Great Shift, the world was in chaos. Fey had appeared, magical creatures roamed the wild, human cities fell, and the world was being destroyed. It was like that for many years.
“Elves, once they had established themselves as a race, came together and formed the cities we know today. They established trade routes between cities, so that all could prosper, and they formed the one kingdom of Der’nia. Prosperity reigned throughout the kingdom for nearly a thousand years.
“Human population spread, and they eventually decided that they did not like being ruled by another race. They overthrew the elven lords and ladies and took the kingdom for themselves. The humans were much less suited for working together as a larger whole, so they divided the kingdom into four pieces, which they named the east, south, west, and north.
“The elves suffered in the newly formed kingdoms and fled to our natural homes in the forests and mountains. These places, too, the humans renamed. They claimed that all of the names that had been in place since the Great Shift were nothing more than foreign words and should be put out of use.”
“So, humans suck,” Ava summed up. Xion had a hard time disagreeing. It was difficult to argue, if the kingdom had been at peace, and humans had taken it for themselves. Xion thought about the fact that the kingdoms were currently at war with each other and wondered if that would be happening at all if they had never overthrown the elves.
“What about the riverlands kingdom?” Laira asked. “That’s the fifth kingdom, isn’t it?”
“That was created thousands of years later,” Sarin explained. “The riverlands held every trade route between the kingdoms, so they made more money in those cities than most of the other cities in the rest of the kingdoms combined. They had to pay a large amount of taxes to the capital in the south. After a while, a civil war broke out. The riverlands won, and formed their own kingdom, choosing a name that fit their location, instead of a cardinal point.”
“Why haven’t the elves ever taken back the kingdoms, then?” Xion asked. “If they did, there wouldn’t be a war now.”
“There will always be war amongst the humans,” Sarin argued. “It is in the nature of humans to fight. They live such short lives, they insist on taking everything they can while they live, it is what they do.”
Xion got the feeling that elves looked at humans the same way that someone he had known in Aur’in had. The elf, Vairiel, had been disgusted by the mere presence of humans in the city. The way that Sarin spoke, she had a similar, if not quite as overt, view of the race.
They made it the rest of the way to the forest without much more conversation. Xion was glad, the more information he obtained, the worse he felt. It had seemed to be that way since he had first stepped foot outside of Fairen. Humans are war-hungry, magic is dangerous, he was the chosen one, destined to defeat Draxis, all of it was better left unsaid. If he could go back, he probably wouldn’t change any of the decisions he had made, but he remembered his simple life before all of this with fondness.
Just before they reached the treeline, Sarin said, “Now, be careful. Many things live in the forests that avoid the elven cities, but are just as dangerous as anything to be found on the plains.”
Almost as if to counter her point, a young boy stepped out of the trees directly in front of them and stood, staring at them in silence. All of them stopped walking at once.
“Aww, hello, are you lost?” Laira cooed to the child.
The boy stood only as tall as Xion’s shoulder, and had dirt covering his face and clothes. He looked like he had wandered on his own for quite some time. His pitch black hair was matted and filled with twigs and leaves, his plain clothes were torn in several places.
There was something about the boy that Xion found odd. He had always regarded children as seeming half formed, pudgy, and awkward. This boy was different somehow. He had a perfectly symmetrical face, cold black eyes, and a surprisingly stoic manner. It was almost as if he were a grown man, just shrunk down to child size.
It was not until the boy spoke that Xion realized what was so off about the boy, but by then, it was too late to do anything about it.
“Hello, Chosen One,” the boy’s voice came out strangely, like Xion was hearing it twice. He heard the words in the child’s voice, but an echo of his true voice hid underneath. “The king sends his regards.”
It was only after he heard the words that Xion realized what the boy was.
“He’s shapeshifted!” Xion shouted a warning to the others. “He’s a dragon!”


 




Chapter 6: Captured

Ava grabbed Laira by the arm and pulled her out of the way. She stood protectively between Laira and the boy with her dagger drawn, while Laira peered over Ava’s shoulder. Sarin stood her ground and held out her palm toward the boy, as if her hand was just as dangerous as any weapon. Sapphire took a step back and started mumbling words to herself in Draconic. Xion pulled his bow from his back and knocked an arrow.
Warren stepped slowly backwards chuckling nervously. “How do you know it’s a dragon?” he asked with a shaking voice.
“He looks like Draxis did in his human form,” Xion answered. “What do you want?” he called to the boy, who was standing stone still and smiling in a way that sent a shiver down Xion’s spine.
“The king has said how much trouble you stand to cause,” the boy answered in his echoing voice, “and we do not intend to die again.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Xion said honestly, “but I won’t let you hurt anyone. Leave us alone.”
The boy laughed. It came out harsh and cold, a laugh that did not match his appearance in any way. “But, think of how we will be rewarded when we present His Majesty with your corpse.”
Xion shivered. He did not want to hear the boy say another word, he could not think of any word to describe his voice except “creepy.”
“Walk away now, or we will have to kill you,” Xion called back. He tried to make it sound convincing, but he did not want to fight something that looked like a child. His voice quivered as it escaped his throat, and he was sure it did not sound as intimidating as he had meant it to.
The boy laughed again. “You do not stand a chance against me. What do you think will happen when the others arrive?” he asked.
“Others?” Xion could see his bow shaking in his hand, now. He knew that it was possible for dragons to be killed, but nobody alive knew how it could be done. Xion did not like the possibility of fighting more than one.
“Did you think I would come alone?” the boy asked in a mocking tone. “No, little fledgling, the others are on their way now. We cannot risk you stopping the king from releasing the hells onto the humans.
Xion did not like the way the boy had phrased his threat. “Releasing hell” would have sounded bad enough, but “releasing the hells” sounded much less vague, like it was it was something terribly specific. Xion had no idea what it meant, but there was no way that it could be anything good.
“What are you doing?” Sapphire asked, her voice shaking with fear.
“What do you mean?” Xion asked her without taking his eyes off the dragon.
“Xion, you’re freaking me out,” Warren said.
Before Xion had time to ask what they were talking about, the boy lunged forward. His body shivered in midair, and his form began to change. It took only seconds, and then suddenly the boy was gone, and a dragon had taken his place. This dragon was the same size as the red one in Xion’s dream, but its scales were as black as night. Its eyes could barely be seen, the pupil barely darker than the black surrounding it. His large, leathery wings were spread wide as he came to land before them.
The second its four feet touched the ground, everyone burst into action. Sarin shot several long spears of ice out of her palm at the beast. Ava charged forward to tackle it, but the dragon whipped its long tail through the air and caught her in the stomach. Ava flew backwards with a grunt and landed full on her back with a choked gasp of surprise. Warren started chanting words that slurred together in Xion’s ears, like he was speaking too fast to understand. Sapphire ran toward the dragon and started chanting the same way as Warren.
The fire inside Xion burst to life in an instant. His body filled with heat, his blood became fire and rage. With Sapphire and Warren between him and the dragon, he could not help but think, “Don’t miss, don’t miss, don’t miss,” as he aimed his next shot. Every time he fired an arrow while he channeled magic, it burst into flames on impact. He did not know if fire would have any effect on a dragon, and silently hoped that it would as the arrow hit the dragon in the back, just beside its neck.
Instead of fire, the arrow crackled with lightning when it hit. The arrow bounced harmlessly off the dragon’s scales, but the creature let out a high pitched yelp as the lightning arced across its back.
Xion felt a slight tug within himself, the slightest drain of energy. For weeks, during their journey to Celemor, Sarin had taught them magic, instructing them to practice as often as possible. She said that using magic was like a muscle, the more you use it, the less tiring it would be to use again. When he had first started using magic, it had left him feeling drained and tired, but now, even though he could feel the drain after each shot, it did not cause him any discomfort. He had gotten stronger.
The dragon let out a soft growl, and opened its mouth wide, spewing out a line of fire directed straight toward Sapphire. Sapphire threw up her hands, as if she were going to catch the flame. Instead, the fire stopped, as if it had run into an invisible wall ten feet away from where she stood.
The dragon stopped breathing its fire, staring at Sapphire in surprise. Sarin and Ava both took this as their opportunity to attack. They ran at the dragon from either side, Ava’s dagger was in hand, and Sarin carried a one handed sword that Xion had never seen before. He wondered if he had never noticed it, or if Sarin had summoned it with magic.
Just before the two of them made it to the dragon, he realized what was happening and reacted. He jumped with all four legs and turned in place. His tail lashed out toward Ava, who was not going to make the same mistake twice. Right before the tail would have hit her, she jumped over it and landed on the dragon’s back, her dagger slid between the dragon’s scales, and bright red blood leaked across its back. Sarin did not fare so well.
The dragon could see Sarin coming. She jumped upward to avoid its head, but it bent its neck and thrust its head toward her with lightning speed. If it had been any slower, Sarin would have sailed over it. Instead, its mouth opened wide and bit down, catching Sarin’s chest between its teeth.
Warren finally finished chanting and raised his arms, he brought them down quickly and four bolts of light flew toward the dragon, cracking loudly as they hit its armored scales. Sapphire threw her hand out and released three identical bolts that hit seconds after Warren’s.
Xion seemed to be the only one that had seen Sarin get grabbed. She had not let out any sound to signal that she was in pain. She swung her sword at the head of the monster repeatedly, but it glanced off every time, inflicting little, if any damage. Xion knew that Sarin would fight to her last breath, and he hoped it wouldn’t have to come to that.
He did not know any spell that would help him, so he just let his magic course through him. He focused on the dragon’s left eye, he let his blood burn and thought of nothing but its terrifying color as he loosed another arrow.
This time, the pull from inside him was violent, like part of his soul had been ripped from him as he let the arrow go. The arrow rocketed from his bow, much faster than it should have been able to. It glowed bright blue as it glided through the air. The dragon waved its head, with Sarin still clenched in its jaw, and Xion was sure the arrow would miss its mark. Until it curved in the air, like it knew where it was supposed to hit, and refused to miss.
When it hit, the arrow dug itself completely into the dragon’s eye, and in an instant, lightning arced across its entire body. Ava, who had latched onto the dragon’s back just moments before, was thrown into the air as the lightning hit her. She landed twenty feet away, with her hair standing on end.
The dragon let out a terrified, painful screech, and released Sarin, throwing her high into the air. Warren quickly said a few words in Draconic and ran to Sarin, who floated down into his arms as if she weighed nothing.
The dragon thrashed around, looking with its one eye to anyone that it could. It locked its half gaze onto Laira, who was crouched down far away from everyone else, and staring at the dragon in terror.
The dragon lunged and spread its wings, gliding toward Laira at an alarming speed. Xion tried to loose another arrow, but it fell far too short. He realized that the magic he had used had drained him much more than he had thought it would, his body and mind were exhausted. He fell to one knee, and helplessly watched as the dragon soared toward Laira.
The dragon swooped down, with jaw spread wide, ready to snatch Laira the same way he had grabbed Sarin earlier, but he didn’t get the chance. So quickly, Xion nearly would’ve missed it if he had blinked, Ava jumped between them and rammed Laira out of the dragon's path. In the same instant, she leapt upwards towards its open mouth.
The dragon didn’t make a sound, but a split second later it dropped heavily from the sky. Xion couldn't see what had happened, because a thick plume of dust and dirt had been thrown into the air when it had crashed into the earth. 
Xion forced himself to move. He struggled to make his way over to Laira and had just about reached her when his energy ran out. He fell forwards and just managed to throw out his hands to break his fall.
Laira quickly helped Xion up, and together, they watched as the cloud of dust dissipated. When it cleared, Xion saw the lifeless form of the dragon on the ground, its wings still outstretched, and its legs bent at odd angles. Ava, with her shirt covered in blood, and her hair sticking straight out of her head, ripped her dagger from the roof of the dragon’s mouth with a grunt, and then turned to Xion.
“Don’t ever do that again,” she barked at him.
“Xion, come quick,” Sapphire shouted. Her voice cracked and shook, and Xion knew that something terrible had happened. He looked over, and saw that Sapphire and Warren were huddled over Sarin. Who was laying on the ground. She was not moving.
Xion felt a wave of energy course through him and tried to stand. Instantly, it disappeared, and his knees buckled. Laira caught his arm and pulled it over her shoulder. With Laira supporting most of his weight, the two hobbled over to where Sarin lay on the ground. It could not have been more than forty feet, and Xion had been carried most of the way, but when Laira released him and he fell to the ground, he felt like he had run a thousand miles.
Which was nothing compared to how Sarin looked. The dragon’s teeth had left puncture wounds as big as daggers all across her chest. Some of them had been drawn out, stretching several inches long, probably from when the dragon had been shaking its head. Blood pooled on the ground beneath her and flooded across her chest so quickly that Xion could not believe so much blood could be contained within one body.
Warren was staring down stunned, his jaw open wide, a single tear stretched down his face from his wide open eyes. He looked at Xion with such anguish, and he knew Warren was thinking the same thing he was. “Not even Sapphire can heal this.”
Sarin’s eyes were closed. Her chest did not rise or fall. She laid limply on the ground, but her face held such peace.
Ava knelt down next to Sapphire, as Sapphire reached her hands out toward Sarin’s wounds. “No,” Ava said softly as she grabbed Sapphire’s hands.
“I have to try!” Sapphire screamed, fighting to pull her hands away from Ava, but Ava held them fiercely tight, she pulled Sapphire close to her.
Sapphire stopped fighting, she let Ava put an arm around her, and Sapphire began to sob and wail against Ava’s chest. They all sat like that for several minutes, with only Sapphire making any noise, until Xion could finally tear his eyes away from Sarin’s face.
The scene was too familiar. It was far too similar to what had happened to Jorham, not long enough ago. He felt his heart breaking in his chest, but he knew that this time, nobody was going to give him direction.
When Jorham had died, there were bandits to search for, to strike down, and to get justice. This time, the murderer was already dead. And this time, something was coming for them.
“We have to go, now,” Xion said, his voice came out dry and hollow. He had not shed a tear, but his throat was tight, and he felt like he could break down at any moment.
“Xion,” Ava scolded venomously, “really?”
“You heard what the dragon said,” Xion pressed. He looked at Sapphire and wished that there was something else that he could do, but he knew that every second they waited, the other dragons were getting closer.
“You understood the dragon?” Warren asked.
Xion nodded. Of course, he had, it was not being very cryptic about anything. “We need to leave before the other dragons get here,” he insisted.
“Other dragons?” Laira gasped.
“We can’t leave Sarin,” Ava said. She said it like it was a command.
“I don’t want to, but… this is what happened fighting one dragon. And, I can’t use magic like that again,” Xion explained.
Ava flicked her wrist, and instantly her dagger was in her hand. The hand she had placed on Sapphire’s arm was perfectly steady, Xion did not even think that Sapphire noticed the movement. Ava pointed the dagger directly at Xion’s face. She did not say a word, clearly trying to hide what she was doing from Sapphire, but the glare that she gave said plenty. They were going to pay respect to Sarin, or Ava was going to make them.
“I vote we do something quickly,” Warren said. Even though the dagger was not being aimed at him, he seemed as afraid as if it was.
Xion was torn, he did not want to just leave Sarin there, but there would be nobody left alive to give them a funeral if they did not get away before the dragons arrived. The look on Ava’s face told him there was no point in arguing. He looked over to the body of the dragon that lay, broken and defeated, not far away. If they were going to pay their respects to one of them, they could not disrespect the other.
“Okay, but we hurry,” Xion agreed as he turned his head back to Ava. “And, we do the same for the dragon.”
Ava’s jaw clenched, and she seethed through her teeth, “Are. You. Kidding. Me?”
“If we have time for one, we have time for both,” Xion insisted. Leaving the body of the dragon was just as wrong as leaving Sarin. Whether it was their enemy or not, it had still been a living creature.
“Xion’s right,” Sapphire sobbed as she removed herself from Ava. Ava’s hand lowered and her dagger disappeared in a flash. “It’s the right thing to do.”
Ava growled, “Fine. Warren, get over here and help me.”
Ava quickly grabbed underneath Sarin’s limp shoulders and heaved her up as much as she could. Warren ran over, until he realized what she was asking.
“Um, yeah, dead bodies, not my biggest…”
“Warren, help me now or I’ll be doing this to you next,” Ava spat.
Warren shivered in disgust as he lifted Sarin’s feet. They heaved her over to the dead body of the dragon and laid her down.
“We’re making a funeral pyre, on three,” Ava commanded. Warren’s face looked green, and he shook his hands so violently Xion was sure he was trying to remove them, but he nodded.
Xion walked Sapphire closer to where Ava and Warren started spraying fire from their hands, lighting both the bodies on fire. Laira followed behind, looking unsure of what to do. Xion was certain the dragon would not burn, but after a few seconds it did. He wondered if the magic that kept dragons from being hurt by fire ended when they died.
“Sapphire, do you know Fremia’s funeral rites?” Ava called without looking up, concentrating on keeping the spell going.
Sapphire nodded and then started reciting something that sounded like poetry, but Xion did not listen to the words. He moved his eyes between Sarin’s burning body, and the forest, searching for any sign of movement. After nearly a minute, Ava and Warren stopped their spells and stood by Sapphire’s side until she finished speaking.
Xion looked at her, tears still streamed down her face, but she looked like she felt better. Xion wished that he worshipped one of the gods in that moment, someone that he could pray to to make himself feel better. All he could do was thank every god that the dragon had only taken one of them.
“Ready?” Xion asked Sapphire. He did not want to rush her, but they were wasting time.
Sapphire nodded, and Ava took her hand. “Let’s move,” Ava commanded. All of them raced into the forest, and Xion looked back one last time to see the fire burning high. Then, he turned his head forward and raced on, hoping that he would not have to leave anyone else behind.
Xion could instantly tell that this forest was different from the one by Aur’in. The trees were thicker, and taller, and it did not smell like wet dirt and decay. This forest smelled both floral and fruity, though there were no obvious flowers or fruit to be seen. The dense flora was lusciously green and made everything look and feel fresh. However, the most notable difference to Xion was the steady incline they were currently traversing. Most of Ustama was exceptionally flat, as Xion should know by now, since he had walked across the entire width of the kingdoms. The land was changing into something he was less familiar with.
“Hey, so, uh, anyone know where we’re going?” Warren asked, a few hours after they entered the forest.
“I do,” Ava answered simply.
“How?” Sapphire asked. She had stopped crying after an hour or so, but her voice still sounded hollow.
“I’ve been there,” Ava answered. When Ava answered so shortly over and over, Xion knew it meant that they were not going to get any more information out of her. Laira was not used to Ava, and did not understand.
“When?” she asked, her voice filled with excitement.
Sapphire looked at Laira like she could not believe that she could possibly be excited by anything, but Laira did not seem to notice.
Ava kept walking like Laira had not spoken. Xion worried that Laira would ask another question and make Ava angry. Luckily, Warren spoke first.
“Hey, Xion, did you notice that dragon’s e…”
Before he could finish, Ava turned around and shouted, “Stop!”
All of them stopped walking at once. Xion was not sure what he had missed. He had only been walking without Laira’s support for an hour, and there was no way that he could possibly win a fight against anything that came at them. He looked around for any threat of danger, but the forest was eerily quiet.
“Wait, me?” Warren asked. His voice was filled with just as much confusion as Xion felt in himself.
“Yes, you. Don’t. Just stop,” Ava commanded.
Warren’s eyes went wide. “You knew! You let me read all that stuff, and you knew that…”
Ava flicked her wrist, and for the first time, Xion saw how she always had a dagger in her hand. When she reached her hand out, it was empty, but by the time it was fully extended, the dagger was in her hand. Xion had never realized she was summoning the weapon, and she had been doing that since her first day in Aur’in. There was no way that Ava could have said any spell for that before being taught. In that moment, Xion realized that he was not the only one that used chaos magic.
Ava pointed the dagger that had magically appeared in her hand at Warren. “Stop talking,” she threatened.
“Guys, stop,” Xion said immediately. He had no idea what they were talking about, but that did not matter. He could hear something moving in the forest behind them.
They only needed to stand in silence for a few more seconds, when they heard a rustling in the distance, but coming closer very quickly.
“Run!” Warren commanded, he chanted a spell quickly and waved his hand before he turned and followed everyone as they all ran as fast as they could farther into the forest.
Xion was still weak from the fight with the dragon, and running in a forest was not the easiest thing he had ever done. He kept stepping on tree roots and losing his balance, and having to slow down to dodge between trees. Everyone else was not faring much better than him. They were moving too slowly, and Xion knew that they were not going to make it very far.
Something about the sounds behind him was bothering him, though. Dragons in their true form would be much too large to move through the forest. They would have to knock down trees and make a lot of noise. Xion only heard snapping twigs and rustling of leaves.
That was it. There wasn’t much on the forest’s earthen floor. The trees were all tall, and for the leaves to rustle at all, something would have to be moving through them. Dragons could easily fly over them. Whatever was following them, it was not the dragons that they were dreading, it was something else.
Xion could not tell the others. They had been running for so long that he was out of breath and sweating profusely from the humidity of the forest, he could barely keep his feet under him. Everyone else had passed him, and he finally gave up.
He stopped, trying to catch his breath. He watched the others race ahead a few more minutes until they disappeared into the trees. There was no way that he could keep running, but maybe he could stop whatever was chasing the others.
He turned around and tried to summon the magic within him. He felt the fire burn in him, but it was not strong enough for him to do much of anything. He could not think of a single spell that could help the others from so far away. Short of trying to burn down the forest, he was out of options.
He was surprised when a figure dropped out of the trees and landed only a few feet in front of him. The figure was almost as tall as he was, and dressed head to toe in black leather armor, with a piece of cloth covering most of its face. Only its bright green eyes could be seen.
“Well, well,” the figure said, its voice slightly shaking with contained laughter, “I really expected more of a fight.” The voice was definitely male, and his height told Xion that he was an elf.
“Sorry to disappoint,” Xion said with ragged breath.
Three more figures, dressed exactly the same, broke through the trees. One of them, slightly shorter than the others, with purple eyes, pointed to Xion. “Bind his hands.” Another male voice. Xion wondered if all of them were elves, humans would have to be taller.
Two of the others, each with hazel eyes, moved forward and tied his hands together behind his back. Xion did not resist. Once his hands were tied, they pushed him forward. They were not rough, and they walked to his pace. Xion was not sure if they were showing kindness, or if this was some strange show of confidence. Maybe they did not need to be harsh, because they would get whatever they wanted without having to push him.
They did not walk for long, before they arrived at a large group of people, huddled in the trees, all wearing the same black armor. Several of them moved aside as Xion was ushered forward and pushed between them to see that his friends were all sitting cross legged on the ground, their hands bound just like his were.
“Sit,” the one with purple eyes commanded.
Xion walked forward and turned around before sitting on the ground between Sapphire and Ava. Sapphire looked too scared to speak, Ava glared at the man with purple eyes. Xion did not understand, until Ava spoke.
“What do you want, father?”


 




Chapter 7: Escape

“Whoa, no way!” Warren shouted.
Xion could not believe that Warren was drawing attention to himself, but could not do anything to stop it. He just hoped, just this once, Warren would stay quiet.
“You’re Dario Orcbane?” Warren continued. Xion let out an exasperated sigh.
The short man, with laughter in his eyes, chuckled. Then he reached up to his helmet and pulled on the cloth, one side of it fell down and revealed his face. There was no doubt, the man looked extremely similar to Ava. It was almost like looking at her face, with the helmet covering most of his head. His face was a bit thinner, and his eyes came to sharper points at the sides. Otherwise, they were nearly identical.
“Avalon has talked about me?” Dario asked. “Now, that is a surprise.”
“Don’t call me that!” Ava spat, she was glaring so fiercely at her father that Xion could not believe the man did not cower beneath her rage.
“I see you have not matured much,” Dario said brightly. “Tell me boy, what has she told you about me?” he asked Warren.
Xion could feel the rage radiating out of Ava like it was a solid force. He had never heard anything about Ava’s father, and was sure that she had never so much as mentioned him to Warren. He was starting to understand why.
Warren shifted uncomfortably. “Actually, not a lot,” he hedged the question.
“Just let us go,” Xion interrupted. Warren had a habit of talking too much, this was not a situation that Xion wanted to let that happen.
“Ah, yes, the chosen one,” Darion said in mock awe. Several of the other armor wearing figures around them laughed. Xion noted that not all the voices were male. There was no way to tell them apart, all the armor was the same to the last detail.
“Sorry, Your Excellency,” Dario said as he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against a tree, “but we’ve been paid. Nothing we can do about it.”
“Paid by who?” Xion asked. “To do what?”
“Xion, they’re assassins,” Sapphire whispered urgently beside him.
Dario laughed again. “Don’t worry, miss. If we had been hired to kill you, you’d be dead. Nope, we’ve been hired to deliver you. Except for Avalon, she has to stand trial.”
“You might as well just kill me now,” Ava growled.
“Now, child, do you really think I want to kill my own daughter? But, The Hand has rules, you have to face a trial.” Xion could not tell if Dario actually cared or not, but Ava seemed pretty certain about the outcome of whatever trial they were talking about.
“What if there was no trial?” Warren suggested.
“This is between me and my daughter, human. Stay out of it,” Dario commanded. His voice had not changed from the bright, breezy way that he had used with Ava, but the threat was obvious.
“Right, family stuff, I get that, trust me,” Warren said as he started to get to his knees. “So, why don’t the rest of us just get…”
Warren stopped suddenly when a dagger shot out of the crowd of armored people and stuck itself into the tree just behind Warren, embedding itself up to the handle. It had flown so close to Warren’s face, that Xion had to look closer to make sure that Warren had not been cut.
“Comfortable! I was going to say comfortable!” Warren insisted, sitting back down and crossing his legs again. “You didn’t let me finish, come on, guys. This seems like it might take a while, we should at least be comfortable, right?”
“Stop talking,” one of the figures commanded. Warren nodded fervently and said nothing.
Ava rolled her eyes at Warren and then looked back at her father. “You know where I went, and you know who he is,” Ava gestured with her head toward Xion, “you know what he is supposed to do, why would you stop us?”
“Gold, Avalon, gold. The price for delivering your friends was rather generous. The darkness pays well, it seems,” Dario said with a chilling grin.
Xion’s heart skipped a beat. These people, and Ava’s father, were working for Draxis? If they were delivered to Draxis, especially bound, they would all be dead within minutes. Xion could not let that happen, but they did not have a way out of the constraints. Let alone a way to get passed the thirty or forty people surrounding them.
“Do you know what Draxis is planning?” Xion asked. He needed time to come up with a plan, and Dario seemed to like talking. The longer the assassins were kept busy, the better the chances of Xion, or any of his friends, coming up with some kind of plan.
“Couldn't care less,” Dario answered. “All I know is that I’m supposed to deliver you to The Tomb of the Dragon.”
Xion looked to Ava quizzically. He had no idea what tomb Dario was talking about, but it did not sound like a place he wanted to visit.
“So, first you let mom get murdered, and now you’re going to kill your own daughter?” Ava snapped.
Xion felt like he had just had a rug pulled out from beneath his feet. If Ava’s plan was the same as Xion’s, she was much better at it than he was. He had no idea that Ava had lost her mother, that felt like something that she could have mentioned at some point.
Every person in armor went completely still. Dario even hesitated, the grin fell from his face in an instant. Slowly, he pushed himself off the tree and walked over to kneel in front of Ava. He grabbed her hair and yanked down, so that she had to stare right into his face.
“Your mother’s death was not my fault,” Dario said viciously. “And, I have spent decades trying to avenge her!”
Ava spat in Dario’s face, and he released her hair to wipe the saliva from his eye. He stood and kicked Ava in the stomach. She doubled over, coughing and gasping for breath, and Dario walked straight through the crowd of people.
“Take them!” he roared, his voice filled with fury. “I don’t want to see any of them again.”
“There are nice ways to talk to people!” Warren called after him.
“Shut up,” Ava scolded him, between coughing fits.
“Is now really the time?” Xion demanded of the two of them as several of the people crowded around them approached and pulled them all to standing.
Xion and the others were pushed along through the forest. Xion noticed that only six people in armor had gone with them. After a few minutes, Xion felt brave enough to ask, “Where’d the others go?”
One of the armor clad captors laughed, it was a woman’s voice. She walked behind Xion, who was the farthest back in the line of his friends. Xion could not see the woman, but her voice was high and light, Xion could tell that she was an elf.
“We don’t need everyone to watch three people and two humans,” the woman said. “Besides, the others have to set up the trial.”
“What exactly is the trial for?” Xion asked. He knew that he and his friends were being led to almost certain death, but he hoped that if he had enough information, he might be able to think of a way out.
“I ran away,” Ava called back. She was several places in front of Xion in their line, Warren was behind her, and then Sapphire.
“She betrayed her pledge to our lord and patron,” one of the other guards corrected. This one had a deeper voice. Xion guessed that he was a man, much taller than the others. Xion could not imagine that this group contained many humans, but he looked too tall to be an elf.
“Your patron?” Sapphire asked, she sounded like she was personally offended.
“All of us swear an oath to Dreskar, and only those given his blessing are allowed into our ranks,” the woman behind Xion explained. “Avalon broke her oath, and she must stand trial before Dreskar.”
“Ava,” Sapphire said, her voice filled with horror, “you…”
“Yeah,” Ava interrupted, “I swore an oath to Dreskar.”
“Anyone want to tell me who Dreskar is?” Xion called forward to the others.
“How is this what you guys are talking about right now?” Laira asked, she continued to walk forward, because their captors gave her no choice, but she turned her head to ask her question.
Nobody answered Laira. Instead, Warren responded to Xion, “Dreskar is the god of death and poison, the patron of thieves and assassins, the lord of darkness. He was removed from the council of the gods when he convinced a human to commit the first murder. He convinced the guy to kill his own brother,” Warren finished, shaking his head. “That wasn’t very nice of him.
“What bothers me, though, is Dario Orcbane letting his wife die. When did that happen?”
“I will gut you if you keep talking,” Ava warned.
“You are in no position to threaten anyone, Avalon,” the tall man pointed out. “Dario’s wife was taken by orcs, over a hundred years ago,” he answered.
“That’s horrible,” Sapphire said dejectedly.
“It was,” the woman behind Xion agreed. “Venitia was a wonderful and terrifying woman. The orcs feared her, they said she was cursed by their god and belonged to the five hells. One night, the most terrible storm I have ever seen appeared out of nowhere, and the orcs raided one of the tree cities. Dario realized Venitia was missing and tried to find her. Even now, he searches.”
Ava snorted in derision. “He searches for orcs. He became a famous murderer. He never cared about my mother, he used her as a reason to get famous.”
“Do not speak like that about the leader of The Hand,” the tall man growled. “Or, you will never make it to your trial.”
Xion’s head was spinning. Ava and Dario had both said that Ava’s mother was dead, but Dario still searched for her? Those two things could not both be true. Xion had met a few orcs, and he could not imagine anyone surviving being captured by them. He also knew that the orcs worshipped a strange, war-hungry god. Why would they believe Ava’s mother was cursed? Xion knew that he was missing a lot of important information about the story.
“Yeah?” Ava spat back. “Was there ever a trial for Vairiel?” she asked.
“What?” Warren and Xion exclaimed simultaneously.
Vairiel had been an apprentice in Aur’in. He was a vile, racist elf that had gone out of his way to make people feel badly. Now that she brought it up, Vairiel had mentioned both Ava’s father and a “guild”. At the time, it had meant nothing to Xion, but it seemed pretty obvious now. If Ava had been in this assassin’s group, then Vairiel surely must have been. That would explain how they had known each other before they got to Aur’in.
“Vairiel was sent there on Dario’s orders, traitor. He receives no trial,” the tall man answered smugly.
“Oh, of course,” Ava growled. “I ask to go, and I’m forbidden from ever using magic, but the great Vairiel, the son he always wanted, is sent with permission. Perfect.”
“Can we maybe complain later,” Warren suggested, “I’m learning a lot here.”
“Are we really just letting them lead us to some place where they’re just going to drop us off with the darkness?” Laira called back.
The woman behind Xion laughed. “Did you think you were going to escape?” she asked mockingly.
“Xion, you have your strength back yet?” Ava asked.
Xion did not know what good it would do, but he told her that he did. He had not fully recovered, but between the time sitting and talking with Dario, and their walk through the forest, he was feeling a lot better. As long as he did not try to over do anything, he felt like he would be fine.
“Warren, you up for a fight?” Ava called.
“I would really rather not,” Warren said, pleading. He never wanted to fight, Ava should have known she would not get an enthusiastic response.
“Nobody cares what you want,” Ava replied quickly.
“That’s not friendship,” Warren said, sounding offended.
“Sapphire?” Ava asked.
“Ready,” Sapphire nodded.
Everyone stopped walking. Xion and his friends turned so that they were facing the six people in armor. Their captors all stopped and drew their weapons, each one of them held a one handed sword in one hand, and a dagger identical to Ava’s in the other.
“Avalon,” the woman guard spoke, “you know there is no point in fighting us.”
“Warren, what’s the most useful spell to know in a fight?” Ava asked cryptically.
“Thank the gods,” Warren sighed back.
“Xion, remember you have armor,” Ava told him.
Xion understood immediately. Ava was giving them instructions. If the scales under his skin really did act like armor, he might be able to block a sword, at least a little bit. He only had it on his hands and arms, but if he could get the guards to attack him, that would be enough to remove the bonds on his wrists. He had no idea what Warren thought the best spell to use in a fight was, but he had to assume the command was just as useful as the one he received.
“Sapphire, Sarin’s favorite spell,” Ava commanded.
Sapphire hesitated. “I can’t do…”
“Not that exact one, but you know what to do?” Ava interrupted.
“Y-yes,” Sapphire stuttered. Sarin’s favorite spell was to summon a celestial lion, a giant, glowing lion from another dimension that was almost as dangerous as a dragon. Xion knew Sapphire could not summon anything that powerful, but to summon anything at all would be a tremendous benefit.
“What about me?” Laira squeaked out, her voice high and filled with terror.
“Don’t die. Go!”
At Ava’s shout, all the guards ran forward to attack. Xion waited until the woman that ran at him swiped her sword downward and spun on the spot. He gasped as the blade hit his wrist. He had hoped he could aim his hands so the blade would pass between them, but it was difficult to aim for something that you deliberately placed behind yourself.
Luckily, as the pain erupted in his hand, he felt the bonds break. He spun again and saw the woman stab at him with her dagger. The fire inside Xion burst to life, and he thrust his hand out toward the woman. She was lifted off her feet and flew backwards into a tree. The magic was not strong, but Xion could feel the energy drain from him. He would have to pace himself if he wanted to make it passed all the guards without passing out.
Xion turned to see the fight behind him had erupted quickly. Ava had already gotten out of her bonds, disarmed two of the guards, and stabbed another in the side. She was fighting the two unarmed figures hand to hand, keeping them both busy at the same time. A wolf that had not been there moments before had knocked another guard to the ground, and was on top of it, snapping viciously at the person’s face. The guard had a hand out, keep the wolf just far enough away that its teeth just barely missed the piece of cloth across the person’s helmet. The last guard lay unconscious on the ground, Xion did not know what had happened, but Laira had sat down next to the figure’s limp body and was sawing at the binds on her wrists with the guard’s dagger.
Before Xion could do anything else, something passed over him, like a wave of energy. Instantly, all the guards started moving in slow motion, like they were fighting through a pool of syrup. The wolf, too, snapped its jaws closed like it was fighting some kind of resistance.
Ava quickly punched each of her combatants in the face, grabbed both their heads, and slammed them together. She dove to the ground and grabbed a dagger, Xion could not tell if it was her own, or one dropped by their captors, and hacked the ropes off of Warren’s wrists, and then Sapphire’s.
Laira finished cutting her own bonds and stood up, looking around in confusion. “What’s going on?”
The words reached Xion like he was hearing them underwater, distorted and lower than he expected them.
“Kordonian’s Haste,” Warren said, his voice was distorted in the same way as Laira’s.
Xion remembered that spell. He had complained about having to learn it when they were preparing to break into the council building in Aur’in. He had never actually used it, because he thought it would be pointless to run faster. He obviously had no idea it could be so useful.
“Talk later, run now,” Ava commanded, and she took off at full speed, running perpendicular to the way their captors had been leading them.
Everyone followed after her as quickly as they could. Without anyone else around them, Xion could not tell if the spell was still in effect. They all looked like they were moving at normal speed to him, but if they were all under the spell’s influence at the same time, Xion assumed that meant that there could be no difference in speed.
“Why didn’t you do this in the first place?” Laira asked, after they had been running for a few minutes. Her voice started out distorted like it had been before they started running, but by the time she finished, it had returned to its normal sound.
As if in answer to her question, Warren stopped running and leaned against a tree. He was covered in sweat and panting like he had been running for miles. Xion raced over to him, threw Warren’s arm over his shoulders, and continued on as quickly as he could. The strain of casting a spell like that on so many people at once could not have been easy, Xion was surprised he had kept it up as long as he had.
“What’s our plan?” Sapphire asked. She had slowed down to keep pace with Warren and Xion.
“Ugh,” Ava groaned. She stopped running and waited for the others to catch up, Laira stopped beside her as she shouted, “you couldn’t even do this one thing!”
“That’s not friendship,” Warren gasped. “You try it, it’s pretty hard.”
“No time for fighting,” Xion insisted. “Where are we headed?”
“Evergreen, obviously,” Ava growled as she tapped her foot, waiting for them to catch up.
“Oh, right,” Warren said between breaths. “Wow, this has been a long day.”
Sapphire looked to the sky. Xion knew she was trying to tell what time it was. Sunlight still made its way down from the tops of the trees, but the ceiling of leaves above them was so thick there was no way to tell which direction the sun was in. It could have been minutes since they walked into the forest, or nearly sundown.
“Yeah, well, just wait until we get there,” Ava scowled.
“We need to hope they don’t catch us again, or we’ll never get there,” Xion pointed out. They were not moving as quickly as Xion would have liked, having to carry Warren was slowing him down, and everyone else was keeping pace with the two of them.
“They won’t find us,” Sapphire insisted. “I cast an illusion spell. Anyone who sees us will think that we’re trees.”
Warren laughed weakly. “We’re the fastest trees in the forest. Someone might notice.”
Sapphire shook her head. “The illusion will hide movement.”
“Sounds good to me,” Xion smiled.
“You guys need to be prepared,” Ava insisted. “Evergreen doesn’t let people just walk in.”
“Did we just run from one group of people trying to kill us toward another group of people trying to kill us?” Laira asked. “This does not sound like a good idea. Maybe we should turn around.”
“You’re an idiot,” Ava said simply.
“Hey!” Laira shouted. “You don’t have to be mean,” she insisted.
Ava shook her head, but said nothing else.
“What’re we walking into, then?” Sapphire asked, clearly trying to change the subject.
“Last time I was here,” Ava answered, “the king had just been assassinated.”
“By Draxis,” Xion remembered. When they had met the dragon, she had accused him of having the king of the northern forest murdered. Draxis had defended it, saying the king had the intention of declaring war on the northern kingdom. Xion did not know if there was any truth to it, but he admitted he had had the king murdered.
“Exactly,” Ava agreed. “The city was in the middle of a power struggle, The Hand insisted that they should control the city, and they actually had the strongest claim.”
“What?” Warren demanded. “How?”
“Vairiel,” Ava answered. “He is the son of the former king. Qua’ke is his by birthright, but the Four Lords insisted that he could not rule until he was married.”
“You have to be married to be a king?” Sapphire asked.
Ava nodded. “Humans like to have one person rule their kingdoms, and it never goes well. The elves of Qua’ke insist that it must be an equal pair. Vairiel was betrothed to a nymph, but his father died before the marriage, and the fey said that without a father to marry the pair, it could not happen.”
“So, who is in charge?” Xion asked.
“Last I heard, it was the princes of two lords. They married immediately and were put in place before Vairiel had a chance to arrange anything with the fey.
“That meant,” Ava explained, “that the people in power are only supported by the Four Lords. The people of the forest are split between wanting Vairiel, because most of them don’t know he is a general of The Hand, and the Myst.”
“What’s the Myst?” Laira asked.
Ava and Sapphire looked at Laira in shock. Xion was glad to see that Warren was just as confused as he was.
“How could you not know what the Myst is?” Sapphire asked, appalled.
“Yeah,” Warren did not sound very convincing, like he was actively trying to sound like he was faking his surprise, “how could you not know? It’s super obvious.” Xion could not help but laugh at Warren’s fake surprise.
“You’re an idiot, too,” Ava said flippantly.
“That’s not friendship,” Warren said immediately.
“The Myst,” Sapphire said, to stop the two from fighting, “is someone with very strong fey blood born to the elves. Exactly one is born every thousand years, they symbolize our races connection to nature and the fey.”
“Okay?” Laira was clearly hoping for more of an explanation.
“They’re like royalty among the elves and the fey,” Ava added. “The point is, everyone is waiting for some way to take down the current kings and put someone else up in their place. Vairiel can’t take his place until he’s married, and the fey insisted he must have a father to be married. The Myst refused to be married to anyone she wasn’t in love with. So, everyone is just waiting.”
“Sounds great,” Xion said sarcastically. He was not thrilled about heading into a city where half the citizens wanted the group of people that had just captured them to be in power, but it did not seem like they had much of a choice.
Before they could say any more, and arrow embedded itself into the ground, directly in the center of all of them. They stopped walking immediately.
In a bored voice, Ava said, “Welcome to Evergreen.”


 




Chapter 8: Evergreen

Suddenly, archers were in the trees all around them. They were high up, standing on branches, peering out of the leaves in the tops of the trees, and they were down below, appearing from behind every tree trunk. All of them were wearing green clothes, and carrying large, thin bows.
Xion briefly considered reaching over his shoulder and grabbing his own bow, but he knew he could only get off one shot before he was turned into a pincushion.
One of the archers on the ground walked right up to the group, stopping only six feet away. Xion and the others all stood at the defensive, ready to fight if they needed to, except for Laira who stepped behind Ava.
“Hey there,” the man greeted them. “I’m Larzan.”
Xion looked to Ava to see how he should react. Ava nodded almost imperceptibly.
“I’m Xion.”
“Nice to meet you,” Lazan said brightly. “What brings you to Evergreen?”
“We’re looking for a man named Kronos,” Xion answered cautiously, not sure how the information would go over.
“Really? What for?” Larzan asked. He was acting like they were having a pleasant conversation, but Xion had not forgotten the arrow that was only a foot away from where he stood.
Xion looked to Ava, again. He was getting uncomfortable, not liking how one sided the conversation had become.
“Xion is the chosen one. We were sent here to ask Kronos to tutor him in nature magic,” Ava said confidently.
Immediately, every archer swarmed them. They slid down trees, leapt from the branches above them, and raced forward all at once. Xion started to summon his magic, until he realized they were not attacking.
The archers all ignored his friends and came right up to him. They insisted on shaking his hand, clapping him on the back, asking him a string of questions that he had no chance to answer before he was asked another. Xion noticed that, while they were all elves, they were as tall as he was, or slightly taller, all with grey skin. Xion was used to elves having white or blonde hair, but all of these elves had grey or black. He expected eyes of purple or green, but every person around him had grey or light brown eyes. The women and the men barely had any difference between them. Xion realized that only their chests and their voices told them apart, and he had to continuously remind himself not to look at their chests, or he would give off the wrong impression.
Larzan stood back. He had braced his bow against the ground and was casually leaning on it as he laughed at the mob around Xion. After a few minutes, he called out to them.
“Alright, alright, leave the boy alone,” Larzan chuckled.
The crowd backed away only enough for Xion to breathe, but they were all happy and laughing. Something about Xion’s arrival had made them very excited.
“Chosen one and a dragon slayer, huh?” Larzan asked him.
“What?” Xion asked. He had not killed any dragons.
As if he had called it, an eagle flew down from the treetops, and landed on his shoulder. The bird was different from what Xion thought eagles should be, though he had never actually seen one in person before. He was pretty sure that they should not be two feet tall, and completely white.
“Fury here saw the fight,” Larzan told him.
“You can talk to your bird?” Laira asked in surprise.
Xion looked to Warren, Sapphire, and Ava, thinking this was some form of magic that he had not heard of, but all three of them looked just as confused as he was.
“Don’t the Aur’in mages have familiars?” Larzan asked, seeming genuinely curious.
“People still use familiars?” Warren asked.
“Ava?” Xion asked. If she had been in Evergreen before, she should have at least heard about this. He had no idea what a familiar was.
“I didn’t know I was a sorcerer until right before I left,” Ava said defensively.
Larzan laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m sure Kronos can explain it better than I can.”
“But, wait,” Sapphire interjected, “Ava killed the dragon.”
“Right, yeah,” Xion agreed. He had been so distracted by the new information he had forgotten that he was being given credit for something he had not done.
“The way I saw it,” Larzan argued, “chosen one, here, almost killed it with one hit. The finishing blow or not.”
“Ava killed it, not me, she saved Laira’s life,” Xion insisted.
He looked at Ava who just rolled her eyes. “Whatever, can we go into the city, or not?”
Larzan laughed. “Oh, sure. We don’t kick people out. Just needed to make sure you weren’t invading humans.”
“Why would humans invade Evergreen?” Warren asked.
“You know the war is going on in the human kingdoms, don’t you?” Larzan asked. They all nodded that they did. “And, you know that the riverlands and southern kingdoms just fought a battle, each trying to absorb the other?”
“What?” Xion shouted. They knew about the brewing war, but he had not known that it had actually come to anything. As far as Xion knew, the kingdoms were just bolstering their armies, he hoped that it would not lead to any actual battles.
Larzan nodded, a smile still on his face. “Yup, I expect the other kingdoms are waiting it out, so those two are weak and vulnerable.”
“Well, that sucks,” Warren commented.
Larzan chuckled. “It does indeed. The kings are worried that the northern kingdom might try to take the forest, so they have access to the eastern kingdom from the north.”
“Oh gods,” Sapphire lamented.
Larzan nodded. “So, can’t be too careful. But, the chosen one probably isn’t trying to overthrow Qua’ke with only a few others, so pass on through.”
Xion hesitated, and looked to the others, unsure if he actually believed that the archers would let them pass through so easily. Warren and Sapphire were looking at him, waiting for direction. Ava was already walking toward Larzan, Laira following only steps behind her. Xion shrugged and started after Ava, trying to appear more confident than he felt.
The archers all gathered around Xion as he walked, thanking him for coming, and saying how pleased they were to meet him. Xion was very uncomfortable with the attention, he had much preferred Aur’in, where everyone stared at him as he passed by. In fact, he greatly preferred Fairen, before he was “the chosen one”, where everyone pretended he did not exist at all.
They did not have to walk far, until they entered into a clearing in the forest. The trees stood in an almost perfect ring around a section of exposed earth. The trees above were so large that even though the clearing was at least a hundred feet across at every point, the leaves blocked the sky from view completely.
Xion did not understand where the city was supposed to be, until he looked up and gasped.
Sapphire had a similar reaction of, “Oooh! It’s so pretty!”
The city of Evergreen was built into the trees of the forest. Tree trunks were so large, that the windows and doors that ringed the trunks must have led into rooms, made inside the tree. There were a few structures attached to the outside of the trunks, but they were small, and seemed to be built out of woven together leaves, instead of wood. High above, where all the windows and doors appeared, there were rope walkways connecting the trees, so many they looked like an intricate spider web hanging in the forest.
They city did not stop its surprises there. All around the wood and leaves were flowers of every shape, size, and color, covering the city and creating scents that drifted all the way down to the ground where Xion and the others stood. As if that did not lend enough wonder to the city, there were also strange crystals growing out of every tree trunk. They were pointed shapes, grouped together and extending several feet from their bases, glowing with their own soft green light. In the dim glow of the forest, the city above was lit up in every corner by the crystals, as if it had its own personal green sun.
Larzan walked over to Xion and pointed to one of the structures of woven leaves, directly above the center of the clearing, which seemed to be supported by the rope walkways lacing together all around it.
“That,” Larzan said, “is the palace. The kings are there and would probably appreciate an audience with the chosen one.” He moved his finger over to a tree just outside the ring of the city. There was only one rope walkway leading to it, Xion did not get the feeling that it was by accident. “That one is Kronos’ place. Not sure he’ll appreciate the company, but you came here, so might as well try.”
“Great,” Xion muttered to himself. He was going to feel like a complete failure if he brought his friends all the way across the continent, got in a fight that resulted in Sarin’s death, and got them captured by a group of assassins, all to be turned away at the door of the person that he was sure would tutor him.
“Quick question,” Warren said, “How do we get up there?”
Larzan laughed and gestured toward the other archers. Each of them was scrambling up the trees on the edge of the clearing. All of them moved so quickly, Xion imagined they must have cast Warren’s spell from before on themselves.
“I’m not an elf, so… I don’t know how you expect me to do that,” Laira told Larzan.
“It’s easy, don’t worry,” Larzan replied, dismissively. “I’ll see you guys around, if you stay.” With that, Larzan turned around and walked back the way they had come.
Most of the archers disappeared right after Larzan, crawling up trees, or following him out of the clearing. Soon, Xion and his friends were alone, underneath the sparkling city.
“Well, we made it!” Warren cheered.
“Seriously, I don’t know if I can climb that high,” Laira said, not to be distracted. She was staring up at the trees that the archers had just ascended. Xion did not know if it was the light from the crystals above them, or if Laira was going to be sick, but she had a distinct green color to her face.
“Don’t be stupid,” Ava replied, “Come on, I’ll be right behind you.” She pushed Laira toward one of the nearest trees. Laira clearly did not want to go, she turned to look at Xion pleadingly, and then Ava pushed her forward again.
“Oh, wait! God of good ideas, coming through,” Warren said, as he jogged to catch up with Laira. Sapphire looked a Xion with a smirk. Xion chuckled, but did not say anything.
Ava let Laira stop walking as Warren approached her. Warren said a spell and pointed his palm at Laira.
A few seconds later, Warren patted Laira’s shoulder. “There, now you can’t fall.” Warren’s smile was weary, he had not fully recovered from the spell he had used not long before, and Xion worried that he was over taxing himself.
“What? How?” Laira demanded as if her life depended on it.
Warren laughed weakly. “Just go, trust me.”
Laira approached the tree, not looking the least bit reassured, and tentatively grabbed onto the tree. She lifted herself up easily and looked back at Warren in surprise.
Warren grinned. “Spider’s Touch,” he said brightly.
“Um?” Laira did not seem to have any more idea as to what Warren meant than Xion did.
“Anyone?” Warren asked, looking at each of them in turn with a mask of disappointment. “Come on! Doesn’t anyone listen when I read the spell books?”
“No,” Ava answered.
“That’s not friendship.” Warren looked back at Laira and explained, “For the next half hour or so, your body becomes weightless when you climb, and your hands and feet will stick to anything you want them to, for as long as you want them to.”
“We really need to start paying attention to those spell books,” Xion mused as he laughed in surprise.
Laira slowly started ascending the tree. She was tentative at first, but after the first few feet, she seemed to realize she was not going to fall. After that, she scaled the trunk just as quickly as any of the archers had, with no hesitation or fear.
“Okay, tell me how to do that spell,” Xion said eagerly.
Warren relayed to the others how the spell worked. Xion cast it first on Warren, worried that any more magic would leave him completely drained, while the others began casting the spell on themselves. The four of them climbed the tree in a line, and they quickly reached the rope bridges and doorways of the crystal lit city.
It was strange, not having to worry about falling when climbing up so high. Xion started out trying to grip the tree, but realized after the first few feet that Warren had been right. His hands adhered to the bark as if they had become fused together, and when he was ready to pull it off to reach higher, it detached with ease. Xion started to really regret that he had only paid attention to spells that could be used in combat and decided that he was going to have to look over the spells in Warren’s books more thoroughly.
Once they reached the city, Xion did not hesitate. He peeled his hands off the tree and started across the rope walkway toward the door that Larzan had pointed out. They had come so far, and he was so close to the person that he knew he had to convince to teach him. He did not want to waste any more time.
Xion had expected the walkways to sway or bend with every step. He was surprised when he started across the first one to find that the ropes were pulled taut, and not even the five of them walking across them at once made them move in the slightest.
They all marveled at the flowers and gems that surrounded them once they were inside the city. The floral, fruity scent that permeated the entire forest was much more potent inside Evergreen, like the scent started there and spread. Up close, Xion had to agree with Sapphire, the city was beautiful. All of the color, and the soft green light that covered everything, Xion could see why the elves would want to live there.
“Alright, I have to ask,” Warren said after they had reached the end of one bridge and started across another toward Kronos’ door. “Why do the elves here have grey skin?”
“You’ve never seen a High Elf before?” Sapphire asked.
“I mean, there was your temple lady,” Warren said uncertainly.
“Sister Azeral,” Sapphire corrected.
“Right, but besides her, nope,” Warren said.
“Evergreen is the first elf city that existed, outside of the human realm. All the elf races are here in some number,” Ava explained.
“Wait, ‘all’?” Xion asked. “How many are there?”
“Well, we’re Wood Elves,” Sapphire answered, counting on her fingers, “then the High Elves, Snow Elves, and Desert Elves. So, four.”
“You’re forgetting one,” Ava pointed out grimly.
“Oh, right,” Sapphire’s face fell, like she had remembered something unpleasant. “There’s one more, but… we don’t like to talk about them.”
“Do they live here, too?” Xion asked.
“Absolutely not,” Ava scoffed. “They’re exiled from every city, human kingdoms kill them on sight, if they can.”
“What?” Laira asked, appalled. “That doesn’t seem right.”
“It’s better that way,” Ava argued. “They’re called Unseem. They’re the result of humans and Unseelie fey.”
Xion was once again surprised by his utter lack of knowledge. Everyone seemed to know so many things that he had never even heard of, he wondered if he would ever catch up.
“What are Unseelie?” he asked.
“Dark fey,” Warren answered. “I didn’t know they had their own elves.”
“They do,” Sapphire said, her voice filled with discomfort. “But, we try to separate ourselves from them as much as possible.”
“Are they that bad?” Xion asked.
“Fey are naturally mischievous. They like to pull pranks, trick people, and sometimes it doesn’t work out for their target. The fey don’t usually mean to do harm, unless someone particularly offends them, but it happens. The fey we always talk about are Seelie fey. Unseelie are different: the kelpies, the boggarts, the banshees. They actively try to hurt people, usually humans. Killing for them is almost like a need, like eating and sleeping. They’re the dark side of the magic of nature.” Ava explained it all with a cold, callus tone that sent shivers down Xion’s spine.
“Okay, evil fey, got it, so why are the Unseem bad?” Warren asked.
“Imagine someone born who is half human, with the rage, need for power, and inclination toward destruction that the worst humans have, and half fey, with the magic and power of fey in their blood, but with an added need to kill and hurt people,” Ava told him.
“Okay,” Warren said, he chuckled, but his voice quivered with discomfort, “bad news, stay away from evil elves, got it.”
“And, it would be best if you avoid using their name around elves,” Sapphire added. “We usually call them the Dark Ones, if we have to mention them at all.”
“Great, thanks for freaking me out,” Laira called to them, she started walking a lot closer to Ava. Ava looked at her like she was about to shove Laira away, and then decided to ignore her.
With those happy thoughts in mind, Xion finally reached the door that Larzan had pointed out. There was only an oval shape in the wood, slightly depressed against the rest of the tree, and a round doorknob. Xion nervously rapped his knuckles against the depression and then stood back and waited.
Only a few seconds later, the door opened to reveal a woman, about Xion’s height. She had black hair that just reached her shoulders and framed her perfectly. Her skin was almost as dark as Warren’s, and one of her eyes was just as dark brown. Her right eyes shone a sparkling green, almost the same color as the crystals that lit Evergreen. She was bigger than any elf Xion had ever seen, almost like she was a human, but her face was too perfect. Immediately, Xion thought of Paarathax and Draxis in his human form.
“Hey,” the woman said, looking at Xion with confusion. Xion realized he had been staring at the woman for much too long without saying anything.
“Um, hey. Are you…? You’re not…?” Xion could not get the words out. He could not bring himself to ask out loud “are you a dragon?”
“I’m Xara,” the woman said, holding out a hand.
Xion reached out awkwardly to take it, and the second he did, he leapt back. They were not visible, but the second that Xion touched her he felt them. There were scales under the skin on the back of her hand, just like his.
The woman laughed nervously. “Yeah, the scales, right?” she asked, rubbing the back of her head uncomfortably. “People don’t like those.”
“You have scales, too?” Ava asked in surprise.
“Yup, that’s what I get for being born part…”
Xara was interrupted when a man stepped into the doorway. He was pale skinned, and shorter than the woman beside him by a few inches. His pointed ears broke through his white hair, and his purple eyes stared at Xion appraisingly. The man was obviously an elf. A Wood Elf, Xion corrected himself in his head.
“What do you want?” the man asked. The words were unkind, but his tone was calm and gentle, as if he were not trying to be rude, he just did not know how to be polite.
Xion remembered himself then. “I’m looking for Kronos. Sarin said that he would help me. Is he here?”
“He might be. I was under the impression Sarin was coming,” the man replied.
Xion shifted uncomfortably. “She tried. There was… We ran into a dragon at the edge of the forest,” Xion tried to explain. He could not bring himself to say those words out loud, either.
The man seemed to understand. He nodded grimly, “That’s disappointing. That would make you Xion?” he asked.
“Xion Dragonslayer, now,” Warren corrected. Ava elbowed him in the stomach.
The man looked around at the others, seeming to notice them for the first time. “Yeah, fine, come in then.”
The woman beside him laughed as she stepped back so that they could all enter. “I think he means, ‘nice to meet you, I’m Kronos.’”
Xion blinked in surprise, but did not say anything. He had imagined a powerful sorcerer, maybe proper like Sarin, or wild and free. Someone who would leave Aur’in to practice chaos magic on his own. This man just seemed grumpy and unfriendly.
He stepped inside as Kronos stepped out of the way to let them in. The house was almost completely bare. There was a table in the main room that they entered, and several wooden rocking chairs around the room. There were two windows in the curved wall of the tree, and two doors off of the main room. Everything else, the rest of the room, the walls, all empty space.
Kronos walked over to one of the chairs and sat down as everyone filed in and Xara closed the door behind them.
“I suppose you want me to train the lot of you, too,” Kronos sighed.
“Too?” Sapphire asked.
“Yeah,” he gestured to Xara, “that one showed up a few days ago, asking for the same.”
“That’s why I came,” Xion answered.
“Not the rest of you?” Kronos asked, a small smile touched his lips. “Elves afraid of nature magic?”
“I’m a wizard, I can’t use chaos magic. And, she can’t use magic at all,” Warren pointed to Laira.
“Hey,” Laira sounded offended. “I mean, no I can’t,” she told Kronos before rounding on Warren, “but you don’t have to say it like that!”
“I’ll learn,” Ava interrupted with a shrug.
“If you would be willing to teach us,” Sapphire added, “I guess I could try.”
Kronos grunted. “Well, that’s what I get for agreeing to help Sarin. Fine. I don’t have a place for all of you, so if you can find a place to stay, I’ll start with you in the morning.”
Xion sighed in relief. He had not expected it to be that easy. He felt elated to have finally gotten something accomplished. After everything that he had been through since he left Fairen, he was beginning to think that his life was just going to be one trial after another. So, he was completely unprepared when Xara spoke again.
“Wait, hang on, I think I just realized something,” Xara said, staring intently at Xion.
Xion looked at her with confusion as she asked, “You said Xion, right?” He nodded. “Born in Fairen?”
Xion’s eyes went wide. “Yeah? How did you know?” He was waiting for something about ‘the chosen one’, but nobody had ever known where he had been born before.
“Your mother was Xana?” Xara continued.
Everyone in the room looked at him expectantly. He never talked about his mother to anyone. The only person he had ever heard say the name besides Jorham had been Azeral, and he had expected it then. It was a complete shock to hear it come from a stranger.
“Yes, why?” Xion asked, with a mounting sense of discomfort.
“Xana was my mother, too!” Xara said happily. “It’s so exciting to finally meet my little brother!”


 




Chapter 9: Familiar

Xion and Warren were sharing a room again. Evergreen did not really have an inn, it did have a place for travelers to stay at no cost. The place that Kronos had told them to go was larger than anything Xion could imagine would fit inside a single tree. It had stairs that led up to the very top, and down so far Xion was not sure it even stopped at the ground.
The elf working in the main room already knew about Xion the second he and the others walked in. He excitedly directed them three floors up, and set them up in a room large enough for all of them to share. It was equipped with six beds, and they were told they could stay as long as they liked.
Once they were alone, Xion sat on one of the beds and pretended to be preoccupied taking inventory of the things that were left in his pack. He knew the others were watching him, but he had no intention of speaking to anyone, he wanted to think over what had just happened.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Sapphire asked him after a few minutes.
“No,” Xion said simply. His voice came out harsher than he had meant it to, but he wanted to be left alone.
“Don’t be rude,” Ava scolded him. He gave her a sarcastic smile and she rolled her eyes.
Warren laughed. “When Ava tells you to be polite, you know you’ve gone too far.”
“Shut up,” Ava snapped. “So what?” she said to Xion, “you have a sister. What’s the big deal?”
“I don’t know,” Xion answered. It was mostly true. He knew that having a sister should not have upset him as much as it did, but he was not exactly sure how to put into words what the problem was.
“Well, we’re going to be training with her from now on, so get over it,” Ava told him with finality. She dropped herself onto her bed and crossed her arms.
Xion wanted to snap back at her, but he could not think of anything to say. She was right, he needed to train with Kronos, and since he could not make Xara stop training, he was going to have to deal with her being there. Instead, he just dropped his bag off his bed and laid down. He grabbed the blanket at the foot of the bed and pulled it over him, he rolled sideways to face away from the others.
“We should get some rest,” Sapphire said before she laid down as well.
Soon, the room was quiet, and Xion was sure that he was asleep, but he kept drifting in and out of awareness. For a while he would have strange dreams that he could not remember moments later, but left him feeling alone and abandoned.
Even with his eyes closed, he could sense where everything around him was. He could feel the position of all of his friends in the room, the shape of the tree around him, and every leaf in the canopy above. He had had this happen before, it was the nature magic trance that all elves slept in. It was unsettling when it happened, especially since Xion had no control over it.
“... definitely demon,” Xion heard Ava’s voice.
She and Sapphire would obviously need a lot less sleep than he, Warren, or Laira did, so he was not surprised that they were awake, but he did not want to be eavesdropping, and he could not stop himself.
“You don’t know that,” Sapphire said reassuringly.
“What else could it be? The scales aren’t exactly being subtle,” Ava snapped back.
They were both speaking in just above a whisper, so Xion assumed that Warren and Laira were both still sleeping. He could sense their bodies in the room, but he had no way of knowing if they were awake.
What bothered Xion was the “scales” comment. Were they talking about him?
“True, but that doesn’t necessarily mean ‘demon’,” Sapphire whispered insistently.
“Look, it’s demon blood, I’m sure of it,” Ava said. “And, you can’t tell anyone.”
“How do you know for sure, though?” Sapphire asked.
“I’ve known for a while. It wasn’t hard to figure out. Now, promise, you can’t tell anyone,” Ava insisted.
Xion was sure they were talking about him. There had been a few times that Xion was sure that she knew what his bloodline was. Now that Xion heard them talking about it, the interaction she had with Warren after the fight with the dragon made more sense. Warren must have guessed it, and Ava had made him stay quiet, just like she was doing with Sapphire now.
“I just feel like the others should know, especially Xion, he would…”
“No!” Ava hissed. “Nobody. Do you know what they do to demons? Do you know what happened when people found out about a half demon in Qua’ke?”
Sapphire hesitated. “Yeah, I know. You told me before, and when we met your father… I figured it out.”
“Good, then you understand, right?” Ava demanded.
“Yeah, I guess, but still…”
“Sapphire!” Ava hissed.
“Okay, okay,” Sapphire said dejectedly. “I won’t say anything.”
“Good, now…”
Xion did not know what Ava said after that, he drifted out of the nature magic trance, and back into a dream.
Xion was standing in the forest, and looking at a large, hulking mass of darkness laying across a pile of giant, fallen trees. Xion could see the wings folded across the back of the mass, and smoke trailing upwards from the snakelike head at one end. Xion recognized Draxis immediately.
He had had many nightmares about Draxis, so it took Xion a few seconds to realize that this was not a dream, and that he was seeing Draxis from afar, once again.
Surrounding Draxis were a dozen people clad in black leather armor. Once more, Xion had become aware in the middle of a conversation.
“... a few miles away,” one of the leather clad people finished.
Draxis’ deep, growling voice rumbled through the forest. “You were defeated by a human without magic, and four apprentices of the city of blasphemy?” The anger in his voice sent a shiver down Xion’s spine. As much as he hated those who had captured him and his friends, he worried for them in that moment.
“My lord,” another figure spoke, Xion recognized the voice as Dario, “we were overconfident. My daughter is more crafty than we thought.”
Draxis growled menacingly, and then shook his massive head. “It is not the elf. The halfborn is gifted in many ways, he is NOT to be underestimated again.”
“Of course, my lord,” Dario replied quickly.
“It is no matter,” Draxis continued, “All that matters is that the portal is opened. Did you find the tome?”
Another leather clad figure walked forward. “We think we know it’s location. We tracked it to the dragon’s tomb, just as you suspected.”
“Do you have it with you?” Draxis insisted.
“No, my lord,” Dario answered.
“Then find it. Immediately,” Draxis commanded. “I need to release the Five Hells while the humans are distracted by their silly little scuffle.”
“Of course, my lord,” Dario agreed.
The dream quickly disappeared and was replaced with Sapphire’s face above him, her red hair falling down toward him, illuminated by the faint green light shining in through the window. Xion’s heart raced for a few seconds before he fully woke up.
“Morning,” she greeted him softly.
Much too quickly, whatever had happened faded and was replaced with his memory of her and Ava talking the night before. Ava knew that he was part demon, and Sapphire had agreed. They were keeping it a secret from him, which hurt more than he thought it would. How could she think that part of him was a monster, and still smile at him like that?
“Hey,” he replied.
Sapphire stood up and her smile faded. “Is something wrong?” she asked.
Xion shook his head. “No, just woke up,” he replied as he sat up. He tried to push the thoughts out of his head. He was sure they had a good reason for not telling him, but they should know him better than that. He was hurt that they did not trust him to know his own lineage, but he could not let them know that he had overheard their conversation.
“Okay,” Sapphire said, her smile returned quickly. “Everyone else has already gone down to the forest floor, we’re meeting with Kronos.”
“Even Warren and Laira?” Xion asked.
“Well, no,” Sapphire corrected, “they went hunting. Warren is trying to teach her how to use a bow.” Sapphire’s lips quivered as she tried to hide a smile. Warren was a decent sword fighter, but he was terrible with a bow. Sapphire could barely use any weapon at all, and Ava never even tried to fight with anything but her dagger. If anyone was going to be teaching Laira to use a bow, it should have been Xion.
Xion forced a smile. “How well do you think that’s going to go?” he asked, trying to make a joke.
Sapphire laughed, making Xion’s heart skip a beat again. What was wrong with him? Was he getting sick?
“I think it’s for the best. I don’t think anyone should eat meat in the elf capital,” she answered.
Xion pushed himself out of bed and followed Sapphire out of the tree. They used the same spell they had the day before to climb down the trees to the forest floor, where they found Kronos, Ava, and Xara waiting for them. The three of them sat in the center of the clearing in a circle that was completed when Xion and Sapphire sat down.
“Finally decided to wake up, I see,” Kronos said as Xion sat down.
“I need more sleep than you do,” Xion pointed out.
“So do I,” Xara commented, “but I was up two hours ago.”
Xion did not say anything. He could feel anger creeping into him, and he did not want to be rude.
“Now that you decided to join us,” Kronos remarked, “we can begin.”
“Begin what exactly?” Ava asked.
“Teaching you nature magic,” Kronos said in a tone that implied Ava had not been paying attention. She glared back at him, but said nothing.
“Or, chaos magic, as you called it,” Kronos continued. “Either way, it is powerful, and less draining to the system, because when you use it, you draw power from the world around you, as well as from inside yourself. Much like wizards do.”
“How is that possible?” Xion asked. “Every time I use it, it drains me so much I pass out.”
“Do I have to worry about you interrupting me every time I speak?” Kronos asked. Xion avoided Kronos’ eyes and said nothing.
“You probably drain yourself too much,” Kronos explained, “because you have no link to the natural world, which is the most important part of nature magic. You need a familiar.”
“Oh! We’re going to get animals?” Sapphire asked excitedly.
Kronos looked at her, not unkindly, but so seriously that her excitement drained out of her instantly.
“It is not something to take lightly,” Kronos insisted. “You will be calling out to nature until one of its denizens chooses to bond with you. When you first touch the animal that has chosen to become your familiar, you will exchange a piece of your soul with that animal.”
Ava’s eyes went wide with surprise, Sapphire gasped, and Xion felt his stomach drop out of him. Across the circle, Xara muttered, “So cool.”
“I like my soul to myself, thanks,” Ava said defiantly.
“Then go,” Kronos said gruffly. “I’m not stopping you.”
Ava shifted uncomfortably, but did not leave.
As if nothing had interrupted him, Kronos continued. “Now, open yourself up, force yourself outward like you do when you enter the nature magic trance, and call out for a companion. Do that for as long as it takes for something to heed the call.”
Xara closed her eyes immediately, but Ava, Sapphire, and Xion exchanged glances.
“Or, don’t learn nature magic, it’s up to you,” Kronos added with disinterest.
Ava rolled her eyes and scoffed before she closed them and went still. Sapphire tried to hide a smile as she followed suit. Xion closed his next, unsure of what to do.
He had never intentionally gone into the trance and had no idea that it was even possible. He tried to remember the feeling and force it to recur. After several minutes of accomplishing nothing, Xion heard a gasp and opened his eyes again.
Sapphire and Ava also had their eyes open, and saw Xara had her hand extended toward a lizard on the ground in front of her. The lizard was a foot long, and several inches tall. It was covered in black scales, and had stubby little legs, so its stomach trailed on the ground.
It just stared at Xara’s hands for a few seconds, and then quickly moved forward and bumped its nose against her finger. Where the two touched, a small black light snapped into existence, and then just as quickly went out. Xara jumped like she had been shocked.
“Whoa, tingly,” Xara chuckled.
The lizard crawled across the distance between them, climbed up her leg, and then scurried up her stomach and chest to perch on her shoulder. Xara laughed and lightly brushed her finger across the creature’s back.
“His name is Dirk. How cool is that?” Xara squealed.
“Yes, yes, good job,” Kronos said quickly. “Now, hurry up, the rest of you.”
Xion laughed at how little Kronos seemed to care about something so incredible. Xara had just shared part of her soul with that little lizard, how could he dismiss it so quickly?
The three that still did not have a familiar closed their eyes and tried again. Xion still could not get anything to happen. His consciousness did not expand, he did not feel any different, no matter how hard he tried.
“Oh, gods!” Sapphire gasped a few minutes later.
Xion, frustrated that he had accomplished nothing when two others had already succeeded. He opened his eyes to see that a cat was curled up in Sapphire’s lap. The cat glowed white, like its fur was lit from within. It was nearly half as big as Sapphire was while she was sitting down.
“A cat?” Ava asked with confused disbelieve.
“It’s a lynx!” Sapphire said excitedly as she pet the cat.
“It’s celestial,” Kronos said, he sounded slightly impressed.
“Is that possible?” Ava asked.
“Of course, familiars can come from any plane. It doesn’t happen often,” Kronos admitted, “but, it happens.”
“He’s so cute!” Sapphire exclaimed.
“How do you know it’s a boy?” Xion asked.
Sapphire looked up in surprise. “Oh… I don’t know, but I’m sure he is.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Kronos insisted, waving his hand, motioning for them to continue.
Ava groaned and closed her eyes again. Xion followed suit.
This time there was no gasping or exclamations for too long. Xion figured that Ava was having just as much trouble as he was. He struggled with it for what had to have been at least a half hour. Finally, his awareness heightened, he felt tree roots beneath him, the four people around him, and the leaves in all the trees flowing in the morning breeze
He was so excited that he had finally fallen into the trance, he nearly fell out of it. He felt his consciousness shrink back toward him and had to relax to get it to expand again. Once he was calm, he realized that he had no idea how to call out for a familiar.
“Um, hi,” Xion said into his expanded awareness. “I’m looking for a familiar. If anyone wants to volunteer, I would appreciate it.”
He waited a few minutes with nothing happening, and then tried again. “So, I really need some help here. I have no idea what I’m supposed to say, but I could really use something right about now.”
A few more minutes passed, and then he felt something move into his bubble of awareness. It moved quickly across the forest, running on all fours, like a dog. Xion could not tell if it was coming toward him or Ava, or if it was coming toward the clearing at all, until it ran straight up to him and stopped just inches from where he sat.
He slowly opened his eyes to see a tiny dragon sitting in front of him. It was about the size of a medium sized dog, three feet long including the tail, and standing at least two feet tall. It was covered in golden scales and filled with powerful muscles. He screamed and tried to scramble back, but the dragon followed after him and pounced on his chest, knocking him to the ground.
Xion was ready to fight the beast, until it made contact. The dragon weighed almost as much as he did, and the impact was jarring. That was nothing compared to the shock that rocked through him. His consciousness rocketed back into him, and then part of it ripped from him.
Xion felt like part of his heart had erupted out of him and was replaced by something else, some foreign mind had merged itself inside of him and he felt like he could feel the dragon, as if the dragon was an extension of himself.
He felt something brush his mind, and he corrected himself. It was not a dragon, it was a drake.
“What is that?” Sapphire asked in awe.
Kronos laughed. “Well, that is a surprise.”
The drake crawled off of Xion and sat beside him, blinking at the others, and waving its neck around to look at them all.
“She’s a drake,” Xion said, pushing himself back up to a sitting position, looking at the drake and trying to figure out how to feel about it.
“It’s a dragon,” Ava argued.
Xion shook his head as he reached out to the drake and softly ran his hand along its back. The scales felt like the ones on his arm, only smaller. The drake made a soft purring noise like a cat. He could feel its contentment drifting across the link in their minds.
“It doesn’t have wings, and it’s too small,” Xion pointed out.
“It’s a drake,” Xara said happily. “Oh gosh, drakes are so cool.” She looked at the lizard perched on her shoulder. “Why aren’t you bigger?” she asked it.
“So, everyone gets one but me,” Ava growled. She closed her eyes and went still again.
Xion was excited and wanted to keep talking about the drake, but he knew he had to stay quiet for Ava like they all had for him. He just sat and pet the strange animal and felt information pass between them.
Her name was Aurum, she was curious about the other people in the clearing, and she was very interested in Xara. He was not sure how to communicate with her, so he tried to extend his consciousness toward her like he had done when trying to call her, which he realized was not what he should have done.
Xion felt his eyes close, and when they opened again, he was much closer to the ground, and everything around him had a slight tint of yellow. He could hear everything as if it was being amplified ten times louder, smell everything in so much more detail than he ever could before, and he could feel a hand on his back. He was somehow inside Aurum’s body.
He snapped back into himself and blinked several times to get his bearings, again. Aurum looked up at him with the same surprise that he felt. She blinked twice and then turned her head back toward Xara.
Something about Aurum’s eyes looked so familiar, he knew he had seen something just like them before. The golden eyes with vertical slits, he knew it was important that he remember, but it was just out of touch. He was trying as hard as he could to place those eyes when he felt a shiver run through Aurum’s body.
Danger.
Xion heard the voice. Musical and loud in his mind, definitely a female voice. It was strange to hear someone else’s voice inside his own head, but he knew it was Aurum, and it felt somehow comforting. Until he processed what she had said.
Xion looked around the clearing and saw nothing out of the ordinary for several seconds. Then, the shadows of the trees shifted. At the edge of the clearing, the shadows cast by the light that fought its way through the leaves above, and the crystals in the city, grew darker, thicker, like they were becoming solid.
All at once, a wolf as large as a horse and as black as Draxis’ scales burst out of the shadow, soaring through the air like it could fly. It landed just behind Ava and bumped the back of Ava’s head. A black light flickered at their touch, just like it had with Xara and her lizard.
Kronos chuckled to himself. “You all had to surprise me, didn’t you?”
Ava turned her head to look at the giant wolf behind her. She did not seem surprised at all as she patted its muzzle. “Good girl,” Ava said sweetly to the wolf. Xion was just as surprised at how kind Ava sounded as he had been by the appearance of the wolf.
“What. Is. That?” Xion asked, wondering if he should be trying to protect Aurum.
“That is a shadow wolf, a beast from the fourth hell, the realm that inspires all rational creatures to fear the darkness,” Kronos said calmly. The words sent a shiver down Xion’s spine.
Aurum crawled into Xion’s lap and stood up as tall as she could. Xion smiled as he felt her desire to protect him come across their link.
Ava’s only response was, “Awesome.”


 




Chapter 10: Flames

Kronos, the amazing tutor in chaos magic that Xion and the others had tried so hard to find, did not seem to want to train them very much at all. As soon as each of them had summoned a familiar, he told them to go off on their own and practice using magic without spells. Those were his only instructions.
Xion felt a little let down, he had been expecting much more, but it was difficult to stay upset for too long with Aurum padding along beside him. Ava had decided to go off on her own to find Warren and Laira, leaving Xion to wander around the forest with Sapphire and Xara.
They had decided to stay close to Evergreen, in case the assassins show up again, which was made difficult by Aurum wanting to run off and explore. The farther away she walked, the less potent their connection seemed to be, but she never strayed far enough that Xion worried about it disappearing.
Sapphire tried to talk to Xara and Xion equally, but Xion refused to speak any time Xara tried to engage him in conversation. Every time she did, he would pretend to be preoccupied trying to use magic. He was more practiced than the others with chaos magic, but he did notice the difference in having a familiar.
Before, when he used magic without spells, he could feel the drain in his energy, no matter how small the magic. After his connection to Aurum, he felt the draw of energy from within himself, and from outside. The two sources of energy made simple magic so much easier, he summoned fire into his hand several dozen times before it had affected him enough to notice.
After several attempts to speak to him, Xara had given up. She instead started speaking only to Sapphire.
“So, what was Aur’in like?” Xara asked.
“It was great!” Sapphire exclaimed. She held her lynx, who she said was named Ferion, in her arms like she was supporting a baby. The glowing cat looked around with content disinterest.
“There were all kinds of shops in the markets that traders from all over came to visit. And, we trained in spells almost every day. They even taught us sword fighting,” Sapphire continued.
“They taught you sword fighting?” Xara asked excitedly. “Can you guys train with me? My master disappeared a couple months ago, I haven’t trained in ages!”
“Well,” Sapphire smiled apologetically, “I’m not really very good. You should talk to Ava. I’ve never seen anyone who can fight like she can.”
“What about you, Xion?” Xara asked. She looked at him hopefully for a response.
Xion just shook his head and placed his hand his hand on a tree he was passing by. With only a little effort, ice spread out from his palm forming a perfect circle several inches wide. Xion would really like for her to just talk to Sapphire, but she seemed insistent on tricking him into conversation.
Xara, for at least the twentieth time, did not take any offense from being ignored. She turned to Sapphire again, and continued as if nothing had happened. “Okay, I’ll ask her later. What about romance,” Xara giggled, “a big city like that, there must be lots of it.”
Sapphire turned bright red, and when she answered, her voice came out noticeably higher than usual. “Um, well, not so much for me.”
“Oh, come on, you’re so pretty, there’s no way,” Xara argued. She looked at Xion. “Why haven’t you asked Sapphire on a date?”
Xion’s concentration broke, the ice shattered with tremendous force, blasting him away from the tree. He stumbled back several steps and tripped over his own feet, landing painfully in the dirt. Aurum ran from wherever she had been and stood between Xion and Xara. She did nothing threatening, but one word passed between their link.
Sister.
“Yeah, I know,” Xion thought to himself as he pushed himself back to a standing position.
Xion felt his face burn, but he was not entirely sure why. He wanted the attention off of him immediately. “I wouldn’t want to get in the way of her and Ava,” Xion finally replied to Xara.
Xara’s eyes went wide, and her face lit up. “Ooohh,” she cooed and slowly turned her head to look at Sapphire.
Sapphire’s face had turned into a mask of absolute horror. “No, no, no,” she rushed, “that… it wasn’t… it was one time,” she stammered.
“Oh gods, this is so exciting!” Xara squealed. “Okay, tell me everything, was it just kissing? Or have you guys…” Xara waved her eyebrows up and down with a smirk.
Sapphire’s face turned so red, Xion worried that she was going to explode like a volcano.
“Oh, gods,” she whispered to herself, mortified. “No, just… She kissed me one time, that was it. It was right before she went into a battle.” Sapphire turned her eyes to Xion, and she added pleadingly, “It was nothing, I swear.”
“I was there, remember?” Xion said, confused as to why she would bother explaining it to him.
Xara laughed. “Is my brother a peeper? That’s creepy, you shouldn’t be watching stuff like that.”
Brother. The word sent a wave of anger through Xion. He wanted to keep it under control, but Xara was acting like there was no problem between them, and she could just show up out of nowhere and everything would be fine. It burst out of him, and once it was released, he had no control over it at all.
“Stop calling me your brother!” Xion shouted.
Xara furrowed her brow in confusion. “But, you are my…”
Xion did not let her finish, the words poured out of him, and he could only stop long enough to breath. “If I was your brother, you wouldn’t have let me grow up in Fairen on my own! You knew where I was born, which means you knew where I was. All alone, my entire life. If I was your brother, you wouldn’t have let that happen.
“And, I heard about my mother being pregnant while she was in Celemor, over a hundred years ago. That means that you have to be over a hundred years old. If you were Xana’s daughter, you would have done something to stop her from going after Draxis, and she would be alive!”
Xion felt his chest heaving as he panted for breath. He had no idea that he was even angry about those things until they came out of his mouth. Once they had, he realized they were not true. Maybe Xara could have come for him in Fairen, but there was no way his mother’s death was Xara’s fault. He wished he could take the words back as soon as they left his mouth.
Xara stared, blinking back tears that slowly fell down her face. Instantly, Xion felt a sharp pain in his chest. He had not wanted to hurt Xara, he wanted to take every word back, but before he could say anything, Xara was running back toward Evergreen.
Xion started to move to follow her, but Sapphire’s hand caught his arm. “Xion,” she chided, “what was that?”
Xion’s shoulders sagged in disappointment in himself. “I don’t know, it just came out,” he said miserably. “I need to apologize.”
“No,” Sapphire said sadly, shaking her head. “You need to wait. Talk to her later.”
Xion sighed in exasperation and covered his face in his hands. He slowly pulled them down and looked at Sapphire pleadingly. “Why does talking to people have to be so hard? I miss when nobody looked up when I walked by and I didn’t have to worry about people’s feelings or saying the wrong thing. Now, people hear I’m the chosen one and mob me, and I have a sister!” Xion lamented.
Sapphire nodded. “I can see how that would be hard,” she apologized. “But, you can’t take out your frustrations on Xara, she’s been so nice. How do you think she feels, meeting her brother after all this time, and the first thing you say to her is… well, that?”
Xion nodded. “I know, I’m horrible.”
“Come on,” Sapphire took his hand and led him through the forest at a slow walk. “You aren’t horrible, you’re in a difficult situation.”
“This sucks,” Xion complained.
Sapphire laughed. “Yes, it does. But, things are getting better, you’re going to train with Kronos, and you’re going to stop Draxis, and everything will be fine soon.”
“Draxis!” Xion shouted. He could not believe he had forgotten about what he had seen in his sleep.
His shout had made Ferion, who had been walking just beside Sapphire’s feet, leap a foot into the air. When he landed, he glared at Xion and let out a low growl. Aurum, who was climbing a tree as if she had cast Spider’s Touch on herself and chasing a squirrel up the bark, did not seem to notice his outburst at all.
Xion relayed to Sapphire what he had seen, explaining everything Draxis had said about the five hells. As he spoke, Sapphire’s face stayed calm and expressionless, but he could tell she was just as worried as he was.
“Okay,” she admitted, once he had finished, “so maybe it won’t be better right away.”
Xion smiled, thinking that she was putting it mildly. “Yeah, he’s just raising hell, not the greatest thing.”
Sapphire laced her fingers through his, and he felt his face grow hot again, his heart started beating so hard he was sure she would hear it.
“We can get through it together. You, me, Ava, and Warren,” she insisted.
“We didn’t stop him last time, and now every dragon that was killed is back,” Xion pointed out.
“It’s bad,” she admitted.
“Worse than last time.”
“Worse than last time,” she agreed. “But, we can do this. We just have to find that dragon’s tomb and stop him.”
“How? Do you know where it is?” Xion asked.
“No,” she admitted, “but we found the watchtower, I’m sure we can find this.”
“Seriously, though, how?” Xion insisted.
Sapphire seemed to think for a moment, and then she smiled. “I was thinking about what Sister Azeral said the other day, and I looked through one of Warren’s books, I have an idea.” She looked at Ferion and said, “Can you find a pool of water or something?”
Ferion’s ears and nose twitched and then it bolted through the trees. Without hesitation, Sapphire chased after him, pulling Xion along with her. They did not have to run for very long.
When Ferion stopped, it was close enough to Evergreen that Xion could still see the soft glow of the crystals in the distance. Water from a nearby stream fell over a small ledge and filled a pool about twenty feet across and roughly in a circle, before spilling out into another small stream that wound its way through the trees.
Sapphire pulled Xion over to the pool and then knelt down. “Okay, let’s see if I can do this with chaos magic,” Sapphire said to herself.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she let it out, she opened her eyes again and said, “Glora.”
The river showed Sapphire’s reflection in the pool for a few seconds. Then, a ripple went through the water and Sapphire’s reflection was replaced with the side view of a girl sitting at a desk. The girl was thin like Sapphire and Ava, and her pointed ears broke through her shoulder length white hair.
“Glora, can you hear me?” Sapphire asked.
The girl looked up in surprise, her bright green eyes shone in the water, and Xion finally recognized her. Unfortunately, she also recognized him.
“Hey, cutie, why is it just you two, huh?” Glora asked, waving her eyebrows up and down suggestively.
Xion just realized that he and Sapphire were still holding hands. He was not sure if Glora could see it, but Xion quickly let go of Sapphire.
“Um, are you calling me ‘cutie’, or her?” Xion asked.
“Uh huh,” Glora grinned. Xion glanced at Sapphire, who had turned bright red again. He wondered if she understood what Glora was saying, because he definitely did not.
“Um, anyway,” Sapphire said, her voice a little higher than usual, “we have a question.”
“Me first, when did you learn such a high level scrying spell?” Glora asked.
“Just now,” Sapphire told her, her voice returning to normal. “I did it with chaos magic!”
Glora blinked several times in surprise. “Wow, so, the chosen one isn’t the only one being taught?”
“No, I figured I should learn, too. You know, since I’m here, and look!” Sapphire tried to grab Ferion, but the lynx took several steps back to avoid her hands. “Oh, nevermind,” she looked back to Glora’s reflection, “but, I have a familiar!”
Glora nodded, “Impressive.”
“Sapphire,” Xion said, nudging her with his shoulder.
“Huh? Oh! Right, so Glora, do you know anything about a dragon’s tomb?” Sapphire asked.
“I mean, the dragon fire gems are technically tombs, right?” Glora suggested.
“Oh gods…” Sapphire whispered in horror.
Xion had not thought of that. The dragon fire gems contained the magic of dragons that were killed a long time ago. Draxis had used one to resurrect the dragons, but Xion knew there had to be others.
“How many are there?” Xion asked.
Glora shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m sure I could find out.”
“If you could, that might be really helpful,” Xion replied.
“Might be? I wanna be more appreciated than that,” Glora teased.
“Well, we still aren’t sure. All we know is Draxis is trying to open a portal to release the Five Hells, and it’s going to happen at ‘the dragon’s tomb’,” Xion explained.
“Ooh, that’s not good. Last time it happened was a bad time,” Glora said. Xion could not tell if she was joking.
“What happened last time?” Sapphire asked.
Glora took a deep breath, as if she were preparing herself for a difficult story. “Well, it’s happened a few times, actually. Everyone was sure that every time was the darkness’ doing, and every time it just sort of worked.”
“What do you mean?” Xion asked. “How do you ‘sort of’ release hell?”
“You only release a little bit,” Glora answered simply. “Only a handful of demons came through each time. And then, the last time, the portal stayed open longer. Like, for a month. It was eventually closed when, believe it or not, a bunch of orcs threw a demon back through it. That closed it again, and it hasn’t been opened since.”
“So, what’s different this time?” Xion asked. He doubted that Glora would know the answer, but he would not be able to forgive himself if he didn't at least ask.
“Who knows? Maybe the fact that he has other dragons now?” Glora guessed.
“Or, maybe it is the prophecy.”
Xion and Sapphire jumped, the voice was so close, but they had not seen or heard anyone approach. Xion looked above the reflection to see that a woman was sitting in the pool of water. Then, it occurred to him that the woman was actually sitting on the water, as if it was a solid surface.
She had skin as pale as an elf, and her blonde hair parted over her ears, longer than any elf, and trailed down to cover her chest, which Xion appreciated, because she was completely naked. She was sitting with her legs crossed, and since her hair covered her chest, Xion could not see anything inappropriate, but that did not stop Xion from looking down and putting his hand up to his face to block the woman from view.
“I apologize. I didn't mean to frighten you,” the woman said.
“Hey, what’s going on, I can’t see,” Glora called out of the reflection.
“Glora, I’m sorry, I’ll talk to you later.” Sapphire waved her hand, and Glora’s reflection disappeared. Then, she looked up at the woman, unashamed, and asked, “Who are you?”
“I am Riel,” the woman answered. “Princess of the clan Evergreen, and betrothed to the prince of Qua’ke.”
“Why aren’t you wearing clothes?” Xion asked. How was that not Sapphire’s first question?
The nymph laughed, and the sound was more beautiful than any music. Xion almost forgot why he was blocking her from view, he ached to glance at the woman. It took every ounce of self control that he had to keep his hand in place.
“She’s a nymph,” Sapphire whispered urgently. “Can’t you tell?”
“I don’t even know what that means,” Xion told her.
“A nymph is a type of fey. She’s basically the embodiment of nature’s beauty. There are nymphs of trees, nymphs of rivers and twilight, and many other things. This is a nymph of nature itself, the beauty of the natural world personified,” Sapphire explained quickly. Then she spoke to the nymph, “What do you mean about the prophecy?”
“The prophecy speaks of the dark ones singing darkness’ praise,” the nymph explained. “The dark ones may be the demons that he releases.”
“You’ve heard the prophecy?” Xion asked, making sure not to drop his hand. “Can you tell me?”
“It is not my place,” the nymph answered sadly.
“Oh, come on,” Xion groaned. “Really?”
Everyone always said they could not tell him the prophecy that revolved around him because they did not know the words, or the council who said he was not old enough. Here was someone who knew the words and refused to tell him for no real reason.
“I am sorry, but the court has decided that we are not to take any part in the conflict between humans and dragons,” the nymph explained.
“Which court?” Sapphire asked.
“The Seelie court.”
Sapphire sighed. “Can’t you just tell him? It isn’t actually affecting anything. He’ll find out eventually, and he isn’t a human or a dragon.”
The nymph did not say anything for a full minute. And then, “There are many things that you do not know.”
“That’s not helpful,” Xion chuckled in frustration.
“And,” the nymph added, “my fiance is on the side of the dragons. To tell you now, would be to betray him.”
“Okay, wait, who is your fiance?” Xion demanded, trying to wrap his head around what he was hearing.
“The true king of Evergreen.”
Xion’s head snapped up. Thankfully, the voice had come from the direction opposite the nymph, so Xion did not have to obstruct his vision.
Leaning lazily against a tree, wearing the armor of The Hand of Dreskar, was Xion’s least favorite person in the world besides Draxis.
“Can people please stop popping up out of nowhere?” Xion asked as he stood up to face Vairiel. “It’s getting really annoying.”
Sapphire stood as well. Ferion and Aurum scrambled across the forest floor to stand between them and Vairiel.
“Shut up,” Vairiel spat.
“What are you doing here?” Sapphire demanded. Her voice was fierce, reminding Xion briefly of Ava.
“I can do what I want, Qua’ke is mine,” Vairiel told her.
Xion sighed and his shoulders sagged. “Look, I’m getting really tired, can you just tell me what you want?” he said in exasperation.
“Fine, where is the traitor?” Vairiel asked coldly.
Xion threw his hands in the air. “Who?” Xion demanded.
“He means Ava,” Sapphire explained.
“Oh, right, well, she’s not here,” Xion told Vairiel.
Vairiel snorted in derision. “I can see that, halfborn. I guess I’m just going to have to settle for bringing the chosen one to Draxis myself.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Sapphire insisted.
“Vairiel, my love, please reconsider,” the nymph said from behind Xion.
Xion had difficulty processing what he had heard. Vairiel was so rude, callous, and downright evil, he could not imagine anyone loving him.
Vairiel pulled a sword from the sheath at his hip. The sword was one handed, like all the others in The Hand of Dreskar, but it was not gleaming grey steel. The blade had a tinge of red and gave Xion a bad feeling.
Xion reached behind his back for his bow, but found nothing there. He had not bothered to bring it with him that morning, because he thought he was just going to be training with Kronos. He was undefended and Vairiel was slowly walking toward him with a sword in hand.
“The interesting thing is the dragon king has not insisted on you being brought back alive,” Vairiel said with a dark smirk on his face.
Xion summoned the fire inside him, and felt magic pulse through him, ready to defend himself if he had to.
“You won’t hurt him!” Xara shouted as she burst out of the trees.
She ran at Vairiel’s side and brought down a thin black blade, Vairiel blocked it easily, but Xion could not focus on the fight. The blade looked too familiar, Xion was sure that he had seen it somewhere before, but he could not place it.
“Where do all these people keep coming from?” Sapphire asked out loud in surprise.
Vairiel swiped at Xara with such speed, Xion was sure that she would be sliced in half, but Xara ducked with alarming agility and spun on the ground with her leg extended, knocking Vairiel off his feet and he hit the ground hard.
Vairiel pointed his sword at Xara and shouted “Dragontooth!”
A line of fire blasted from the sword’s tip and hit Xara in the chest, tossing her backwards. She landed hard on her back. She rolled over and brought herself to her feet in under a second, the fire did not seem to faze her in the slightest.
Vairiel stood quickly and charged at Xara. He seemed to have completely forgotten about Xion once Xara had appeared. He brought his sword down toward Xara, and she threw up her arm up as if she had a shield. The sword hit her unprotected arm with a clang, fire erupted around the blade, but left no mark on Xara.
Vairiel brought his sword around and stabbed at Xara’s chest, she deflected the blade so quickly Xion could barely believe it. Elves were naturally better sword fighters than humans, with their increased agility. In Aur’in, they had been trained in sword fighting, and the elves all outclassed humans by a wide margin. Xion could barely comprehend how Xara was able to fight Vairiel off so well.
Still, he was not about to let Xara fight Vairiel on her own. He charged at Vairiel’s back, as he was facing the other direction, and channeled his magic. He felt a bubble form in his stomach, and just as he was close enough to Vairiel to strike, the bubble rocketed toward his mouth.
Xion was sure he was about to be sick, he suddenly stopped and opened his mouth, and his eyes widened in surprise. He did not get sick, instead flames erupted out of him. The fire started as a small stream and quickly spread outward, creating a large cloud of flames that completely engulfed Vairiel’s body.
Xara jumped backward out of the way as Vairiel dropped his sword and started to scream. The fire clung to Vairiel’s armor and kept burning long after Xion closed his mouth and the stream of fire stopped.
“Vairiel, this way, toward the water!” the nymph screamed in terror.
Vairiel stumbled and screamed as he tried to reach the water. Xion, Xara, and Sapphire all stared in shock. None of them had expected Xion to breathe fire, especially not Xion. The situation only got worse from there.
Vairiel finally fell into the pool of water, and the nymph kept screaming. The water did not extinguish the flames, they kept burning even after Vairiel was submerged.
“What’s going on?” the nymph screamed. “What did you do?” she demanded.
Sapphire looked at Xion like she was expecting him to answer, but he was more shocked than anyone. He tried to take a step toward Vairiel, and his knees buckled, forcing him down to the ground on all fours. The fire had drained him much more than he had expected, even with a familiar, the magic was too much for him.
Ice.
The word resounded inside his head, and Xion knew that it was supposed to be a yell, but there was no volume inside his own mind. He looked to Aurum, who was staring at him intently. It took him a few seconds to realize what she was trying to get him to do.
“Sapphire!” Xion tried to yell, but his voice came out weak and tired, “Use ice.”
Xion collapsed onto the ground. Slowly, his vision went dark, and Xion faded into sleep.


 




Chapter 11: Surprised

Xion drifted between sleep and the nature trance. He was briefly aware of every living thing around him, and then in total darkness, repeating the cycle so many times, Xion could not even guess at how long he was actually asleep.
The vision broke through the cycle, and Xion was glad he could see something again. He was just disappointed by what he saw.
He had been hoping for a hint at what Draxis was planning, instead he saw Paarathax and Xorn again. Xorn was lying in a small clearing, with Paarathax sitting on the ground, reclined against one of the trees on the clearing’s edge.
“... wasn’t her,” Paarathax finished part of his sentence just after Xion became aware of the two of them.
Xorn blew a stream of black smoke out of his nostrils, they shot forward several inches and then trailed toward the sky, growing less opaque until they disappeared several feet from where they started.
“You wasted all of that time,” Xorn growled. “You could have been using that time to stop the king.”
“No,” Paarathax said calmly, “the chosen one will stop Draxis. And, if I hadn’t gone, I would have regretted it my entire life.”
“Your life ends when the king finds out you are still alive,” Xorn pointed out.
Paarathax shook his head. “He knows what I’ve been doing,” he argued. “He will keep me alive to torture me for information.”
“Is that what you want?” Xorn asked.
“Of course not. I just need to not get captured,” Paarathax answered.
“You said the king is close to his goal, how is the chosen one going to stop him?” Xorn demanded.
“Obviously,” Paarathax said simply, “one of us needs to help him.”
“I will not be seen in the company of the king’s greatest enemy,” Xorn growled.
Paarathax laughed. “A boy, not even of age, is Draxis’ greatest enemy?”
“You know the prophecy, Draxis was there when it was first spoken, he knows the boy is destined to be his downfall,” Xorn said.
“That’s not exactly what the prophecy says,” Paarathax pointed out.
Xion would have gasped if he had been in his own body. Paarathax knew the words of the prophecy, too? Why was everyone so opposed to telling him the truth? It was about him, he had a right to know.
“I think the word ‘replaced’ is what frightens the king most,” Xorn mused.
“Maybe,” Paarathax sighed, “but the point is, the chosen one needs help.”
“Then help him yourself,” Xorn insisted.
“It should be you. Just go and tell him where the tomb is,” Paarathax argued.
“How do you think it will look for a dragon to enter Evergreen? Especially when Draxis’ little helpers have just discovered their general was almost killed,” Xorn asked.
“Don’t go as a dragon,” Paarathax suggested.
Xorn roared and unfurled his wings. “I will never lower myself to the form of a human!”
“I think you might want to reconsider when you realize what’s in the dragon’s tomb,” Paarathax said with a mischievous grin.
Xorn slowly folded his wings against his back and growled.
“Are you old enough to remember Xeraxia?” Paarathax asked, chuckling.
“Of course not,” Xorn scoffed.
“You understand that the ‘tomb’ isn’t actually a tomb. It’s a prison,” Paarathax told him.
“You don’t mean…?”
Paarathax nodded. “Xeraxia is still there.”
Xion sat straight up. Sapphire gasped and started shaking the person next to her awake. Xion was in a bed in the room they had been given in Evergreen. The torches had all been extinguished so the room was dark. It was hard to tell, but Xion guessed that it was either late at night, or very early in the morning.
“I’mmawake,” Warren mumbled, he was the sleeping figure Sapphire was shaking.
“Finally,” Ava complained, “Another week of the chosen one sleeping it off.”
“What?” Xion exclaimed. “I’ve been asleep for a week?”
At the sound of his voice, Xara, who was asleep in the bed next to him sat up like she had been shocked. Her head whipped toward him and she screamed.
In a flash, she had tackled Xion from the side and nearly knocked him off the bed.
“I’m so glad you woke up,” she pulled away so that she could look him in the eye when she said, “Your friends are making me read books.” She said it as if it were some sort of horrible punishment. Xion thought back to his time studying with them in the library of Aur’in, and realized it was not that much of a stretch.
“Oh, calm down,” Ava sneered, “you barely read, anyway.”
Xara sat down heavily next to Xion, he wondered if she had forgiven him for what he had said. She was not acting like it bothered her.
“Hey, I read a lot. It’s just so boring,” Xara whined.
“Reading what?” Xion asked.
“I told them about your dream, and we’ve been trying to find the tomb,” Sapphire answered.
“It’s not a fun time. Elves write down everything,” Warren said as he pulled himself into a sitting position, with his legs hanging off the bed.
“Literally everything. I read a book for like two hours and the guy wrote down what he ate every day,” Xara whined.
“Why would you read books like that?” Xion asked.
“All the elves books are like that. They live for so long, they can write about everything from a first person point of view,” Warren explained.
“It’s annoying,” Ava added.
A rumbling growl came from the other side of the room, and then the soft clack of something hard repeatedly hitting the floor before something heavy landed on the bed in front of Xion. It was too dark to see, but Xion could feel that Aurum had come over to him. A feeling of contentment drifted across their bond.
“Tenebris doesn’t like your lizard,” Ava informed him.
“Who?” Xion asked as he started softly petting Aurum.
“The wolf the size of a house,” Xara whispered. She must have meant Ava’s familiar, Xion guessed.
“Okay, so what else have I missed,” Xion asked.
“Kronos is lazy,” Ava said immediately.
“He doesn’t really teach us much,” Sapphire corrected. “He tells us to use as much magic as possible without spells, but he doesn’t really give us any more information than that. So, we’ve been trying to recreate spells without the words.”
“I’m jealous,” Warren told him. “Everyone can use chaos magic, and everyone gets a familiar, and I’m left with just my spells.”
“At least you have spells,” Laira said from the bed beside Ava.
“It’s not that big a deal,” Sapphire said reassuringly.
Warren groaned. “Even so, I’m jealous.”
“He’s also the only one without a bloodline,” Xara said.
“Hey, that’s not friendship,” Warren sighed. “Very true, but not nice.”
“Hey, what about me?” Laira demanded, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
“Anyway,” Xion changed the subject as quickly as he could, “I had another dream.” He explained what he had overheard from Paarathax and Xorn.
“I’ve read about Xeraxia,” Warren said as he laid back down on the bed. “First dragon, as far as anyone knows. Nobody knows how, but all dragons are descended from that one.”
“Anything else?” Xara asked. “That’s not really a lot.”
“It’s all I’ve got,” Warren said.
“Okay, well, I’ve been in bed long enough, I guess,” Xion said and made to stand up. As soon as he put weight on his feet, his legs gave out, and he collapsed back onto the bed.
Xara laughed and helped him to standing. Laira hopped out of her bed and hurried over to Xion’s side, she put his arm over her shoulder and said, “Come on, let’s go for a walk.”
Sapphire looked like she was angry, or maybe surprised? She watched as Laira helped him limp out of the building. Laira led him across one rope bridge, and then another. Xion had not had much of a chance to wander around Evergreen and did not know where they were going.
Laira pointed out the library as they crossed the bridge to get to it. Xion remembered the library in Aur’in, where he and his friends had studied before. He remembered how Warren had taught him to read every night, after they had finished their training for the day. He had always wanted to learn to read, but doing it because he had to, to fight off the impending doom looming over them all, was not as much fun as he had imagined.
Laira also pointed out the palace. Xion glanced at it and saw a grand building made entirely out of leaves in the center of the city. He was still too exhausted to really take it in, or to care much for the tour he was being provided.
Laira continued, despite his lack of enthusiasm. She pointed out a few more buildings before eventually pointing out the smithy. Xion asked how a smithy could possibly exist inside a tree, surely one rogue ember would burn the entire city down. Laira laughed and told him that she had asked the exact same question and had not gotten an answer.
Unlike when they had first arrived, when the city had been quiet and mostly empty, the early morning hours were bustling and full of people. Ava had been telling the truth, there were only elves in Evergreen, but not all of them looked like what Xion expected.
Some of them had red skin, and golden brown eyes. Some looked like they were made of snow, with white skin, even paler than Sapphires, they also had white hair, and irises so light grey it was difficult to tell where they stopped and the whites of their eyes began. A lot of them were the high elves, with dark hair and grey skin, while the rest were the type that Xion was used to seeing, wood elves.
When Xion had been in Aur’in, he had discovered that humans hated elves, but he wondered if they only hated the ones that they knew about. He had never actually understood how you could hate someone you had never met, it never made any sense to him. He never really wanted to understand, afraid that if he ever did, he would start to hate people for no reason as well.
With Laira supporting him, they walked across almost the entire city to a small store. From the outside, it looked like every other building in Evergreen. When Laira opened the door, he saw that it had only enough room for three or four people at a time. Laira purchased something quickly, which she kept hidden in a small sack, and returned to lead him even farther into the city.
They finally stopped, to Xion’s relief, in a small area where the trees were close together, and the branches had all expanded and grown to form a small patio where benches had been set up, overlooking the forest outside the city.
Xion and Laira sat, and Laira revealed what she had bought in the shop: two small round spheres covered in a white powder.
“You eat it,” Laira laughed at the confusion on Xion’s face.
Xion was unsure if he wanted to try a mysterious new food right at that moment, but he picked up one of the spheres. It was very soft, and the powder fell off with the slightest movement. He eyed it warily for a second, and then popped the entire thing into his mouth. It was pillowy and nearly melted in his mouth, it tasted sweeter than anything he had ever eaten before. The powder on the outside was pure sweetness and clung to his teeth as he chewed.
Xion swallowed it quickly, his eyes wide with surprise. He was used to stews and bread, sweet foods were reserved for people with extra money. He had heard of cake, even seen it before, but he had never tasted it. He assumed that was what he must have eaten.
“The elves call it a ‘donut hole’,” Laira laughed and nudged him with her elbow. “Don’t look so surprised.”
“A what? That didn’t have any holes in it?” Xion said in utter confusion. He tried licking the remainder of the powder from his teeth, but it seemed to stick to everything it could inside his mouth.
“I tried asking, but it’s some weird treat the humans had before the Great Shift. I don’t know, really. But, the ones with the powder on the outside are my favorite.” Laira lightly placed the other into her mouth, and her eyes rolled back in her head as she slowly chewed it.
Xion laughed, she looked like she was pretending to like it more than she actually did.
“What’s so funny?” she asked, after she swallowed.
“Nothing,” Xion assured her.
“So, what’s going on with you and Sapphire?” she asked suddenly.
Xion furrowed his brow in confusion when he asked, “What do you mean?”
“I don’t know, she stayed by your bed the entire time you were asleep,” Laira shrugged. Xion could tell she was not saying exactly what she wanted to, but he had no idea what she was actually asking.
“Nothing, I guess?” Xion answered, unsure of what to say.
“Good.”
With no warning at all, Laira leaned forward and pressed her lips against Xion’s. Her lips were warmer than the air around them, and her face was closer to his than anyone had ever been before. Xion’s eyes sprang open wide in surprise, and he saw that Laira’s were closed, like she was focusing intensely on what she was doing.
Xion’s heart raced, and the fire inside him sprang to life, warming his entire body in an instant. Laira jumped and pulled back, like she had been shocked. She looked at him with concern.
“Are you okay?” she asked. She had a slight smile, but Xion could hear in her voice that something was wrong.
“Um… I… uh…” Xion stuttered. His mind had gone blank, he was mildly aware that the fire inside him died as soon as Laira stopped touching him, but his face stayed as hot as ever.
Laira’s smile dipped and became sad, then she nodded and said, “I kinda figured.”
“I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about,” Xion said quickly.
Laira sighed. “It’s just…” she looked him in the eyes for several seconds, and then she started speaking very quickly, as if trying to get every word out all at once. “You saved me from those bandits, and then you just disappeared. I thought we had… I don’t know, something between us. But, you were gone, and I had to forget about you, because I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. Now, I know you actually went to go learn magic, which is amazing, by the way. And then, you showed up in Aromir, and I was so happy. I thought the gods had brought us back together, and that there really was something between us. But, I see the way Sapphire looks at you, and I think you look at her the same way. And… this wasn’t the same as it was with Ava…”
Xion stared at Laira in surprise, his brain seemed to have stopped working, and his heart continued to beat so hard and fast that it shook his entire chest. Responding to most of what she had said seemed too difficult to even be attempted, so he latched on to the only thing that he could that was not about him.
“You kissed Ava?” he asked.
Laira’s face turned red immediately. She laughed lightly, “That’s what you took from all of that?”
“Yes?” Xion said, knowing as he said it that it was not what Laira wanted to hear.
Laira looked at Xion like he had just confirmed something for her. She laid her head on his shoulder and sighed. They both sat in silence for a few moments, looking out into the trees of the forest.
“Yes,” Laira said quietly after several minutes. “I kissed Ava.”
“How was that?” Xion asked, not sure how he felt. She had kissed Ava before him? He had never thought about Laira like that before, but he felt slightly hurt by the fact that he was not her first choice. He tried to decide if that was all that bothered him, but he could not be sure either way.
“It was nice. And, she didn’t just stare at me,” Laira teased.
“Hey, I was surprised,” Xion defended himself.
Laira nudged him again. “You should’ve seen it coming.”
“I really don’t think I should have,” Xion insisted.
Laira chuckled. “So, it doesn’t bother you that I kissed her?” she asked.
Xion shook his head, and then realized Laira could not see him. “No, I don’t think so.”
“So, when are you going to kiss Sapphire?”
Xion’s entire body went stiff. “Um…” his mind went blank again.
“Oh, come on,” Laira sat up and looked at him. “You know you want to, and she wants you to. I’m surprised you didn’t kiss her before your fight with the dragon guy.”
Xion had no idea what to say. He briefly imagined himself kissing Sapphire, and his stomach immediately tied itself in knots and his heart hammered against his chest again. He pushed the image from his mind and tried to deflect the question.
“Ava did,” he said quickly. After he said it, he considered that it may not have been the best thing to say in that moment. Laira’s face fell, and Xion knew he had made a mistake.
“Ava kissed Sapphire?” she asked, she sounded more hurt than surprised.
“I… You should probably talk to her about that, I didn’t mean to say it,” Xion explained quickly. He did not have any experience kissing anyone, but he figured upsetting them immediately afterwards was not the best thing to do.
“I will,” she said with certainty.
Xion felt his stomach drop. Ava was going to kill him. He did not know what was going on between her and Laira, exactly, but if Laira had not known about the kiss with Sapphire, he did not expect Ava to be happy when she found out that Xion had told her about it.
“This sucks,” Laira groaned and she looked back out over the forest.
Xion stayed silent. The entire interaction was so confusing he had no idea what to think or say. He decided not to say anything, so they sat together for a while in silence.
Xion tried to figure out exactly how he was supposed to feel about Laira, but his thoughts kept shifting to Sapphire. Did she really look at him in a way that told Laira she liked him as more than a friend? Did he feel that way about her?
Since Xion had found out about his destiny, the mysterious prophecy, and his strange, unknown lineage, everything had seemed so dire and important. He barely spared a thought for his personal life, because he was always too worried about how his decisions could impact the entire world.
When Ava had kissed Sapphire before the battle at the dragon watchtower, Xion remembered briefly considering his romantic future. It had seemed so distant, so unlikely in the current moment, that he had not put much thought into it. He could not possibly have any real future until Draxis was defeated, so what was the point of thinking about it?
As Xion sat and looked off of the small platform, he let himself wonder for a moment. Where would he live? He had grown up in a small village, and had not been treated kindly there, so maybe he should live in a city? Although, that had been before he was the Chosen One, maybe any city would welcome him like they had in Evergreen once Draxis was defeated. He could always just stay in Evergreen, but he doubted he would ever be able to eat meat again, and that was not something he wanted to endure long term.
The more he thought, the more he realized that no matter where he imagined himself living, Sapphire was always there. Maybe Laira was right. He could not focus on the thought until Draxis was gone, but it gave him a warm feeling in his chest to even consider it for a few minutes.
Laira stood up after a while, breaking Xion from his reverie.  They had been sitting long enough that Xion had regained enough strength to walk on his own again, and the two of them slowly made their way back to where they had left the others.
When they walked back into the room Sapphire looked up at them, and there was something in the look that made Xion feel distinctly uncomfortable. It was like she knew something had happened between them, and she was hurt by it. Xion knew there was no way she could possibly know, but he still felt the need to walk across the room and separate himself from Laira as quickly as possible.
Warren and Xara looked like they were just waking up, again. They must have gone right back to sleep after Xion and Laira had left. Sapphire and Ava were sitting together on a bed each reading a book, with Ferion purring loudly behind Sapphire’s back.
“We were just about to go get some breakfast,” Xara told Xion and Laira as they walked into the room.
“Sounds great,” Xion replied casually. The sweet that Laira had given him was not sitting comfortably in his stomach. He was eager to get something more solid in his system.
“Then, I’m going to go check on Vairiel,” Xara added.
Xion looked up in surprise. “Why?” he asked, astounded.
“After you almost cook someone alive,” Warren joked, “you have to see if they’re okay.”
Xion was horrified. Vairiel was still injured after a week? He had not meant to hurt him that badly, he had just wanted to protect Sapphire and Xara. Whatever that fire was, it was clearly more dangerous than he had expected. But he also hadn’t expected to breathe fire in the first place.
“I should go, too,” Xion insisted. At the very least, he had to apologize for what he had done.
Xara looked unsure. She glanced over at Sapphire and Ava, but both of them avoided her gaze. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea,” Xara mused.
“Why not?” Xion asked.
“The embodiment of nature’s exquisite beauty,” Warren said reverently, “is not super happy about you burning the skin off of her fiance.”
Xion was sure that he was exaggerating. “I’m going, the nymph isn’t going to scare me off.”
“Are you sure you don’t just want to see her again?” Sapphire asked. There was something in her voice Xion had never heard from her before, almost like she was trying to hide that she was angry.
Xion felt his face burn slightly when he remembered the naked woman, but he ignored it. “I didn’t mean to hurt Vairiel so badly,” Xion insisted. “I have to go. Besides, he’s one of the people that could become king of Qua’ke. And, he was sent to capture Ava. I have to talk to him.”
Xara shrugged. “Alright, but I’m not hurting a nymph. If you get in a fight with her, you’re on your own.”
Xion was not afraid of the nymph, at all. There had been a fight feet away from her and she had not acted in any way. He was sure that everything would be fine.


 




Chapter 12: Revealed

After they ate breakfast outside one of the shops, Ava, Sapphire, Warren, and Laira went straight to the library to try and figure out where the dragon’s tomb was. Ferion followed after Sapphire, and Xion briefly wondered where Aurum was. He could feel across the bond that she was content, but he had no idea if she was wandering around on her own, or if she was sleeping.
Xara and Xion made their way down the trees to the forest floor, and Xara led the way back to the nymph’s pond. Xion was still unsure how he was supposed to feel about Xara. She had come back to help him, even after he upset her. She had to be a good person, but it still felt strange never knowing that he had a sister, and then finding out all at once. He decided to try and get to know her as a person, and not think about how they were related. He thought that was the most fair thing for Xara, and it made the whole situation easier for him as well.
They made most of the walk in silence. Xion felt awkward, after their last encounter, he had no idea what to say to her. He could not tell how Xara felt, she was smiling and walking through the forest, looking up at the trees like everything she saw was incredible and nothing could possibly bother her. At least, until they made it to the nymph’s pond.
They walked into the small clearing. The nymph was sitting in the water, this time, with Vairiel laying against her. Xion was thankful, because Vairiel covered most of the nymph’s naked body.
He was also horrified to see Vairiel. He had been stripped of his armor and wore only traveler’s pants. Most of his arms, his chest, and half his face were covered in glistening, scabbed over burns. Most of his once long hair was gone, only a few patches of it remained, and they were all cut short at varying lengths. Xion assumed that the fire had done most of the damage, but some of his hair may have been cut away afterwards.
The nymph looked up as they walked into view. At first, she looked calm, but when her eyes met Xion’s she scowled, and the pond that she was sitting in started to ripple as if an invisible fish were writhing around inside it.
“What vicious mockery is this?” the nymph demanded, glaring at Xion with absolute hatred. “Have you come to try to end the life that you have already destroyed?” she accused.
“He’s still alive,” Xion reasoned. He was not entirely sure how the nymph could be so angry at him. She had seen what had happened, she knew that he was acting in self defense and that Vairiel was the one to blame for everything. He may have gone a little far, but it had not been on purpose.
“We just came to check on him,” Xara said soothingly. “Xion promises not to hurt anyone.”
Xion nodded. “Unless he attacks me, again,” he qualified.
Vairiel slowly pushed himself up to a slightly more upright sitting position. Xion was surprised, he had assumed Vairiel was unconscious, due to the extent of his injuries and his eyes had appeared closed. He realized after Vairiel sat up that his eyes were almost completely swollen shut, but he was still very aware.
“What have you done with my sword?” Vairiel demanded, his voice hoarse and strained.
Xion could not help but laugh. As soon as he did, the water in the pond started thrashing, and Xion imagined the ocean would probably look similar in the middle of a storm.
He stopped quickly and forced his face into a blank expression. “I have no idea what happened to the sword,” Xion answered honestly. He knew that he and Vairiel were very different people, but Xion could not imagine thinking about a weapon when he was so damaged, he had to be in a tremendous amount of pain.
“Actually,” Xara interjected, “I took that. I mean, you tried to kill us with it, I didn’t want you to have it.”
“You had no right to take what belongs to me!” Vairiel was clearly trying to yell, but his voice was barely any louder than it had been before, and as soon as he finished, he started wheezing for breath.
“You had no right to attack us!” Xara shouted back. “And, we just came to see if you were doing any better, no need to be so mean.”
Before the two of them could continue their argument, Xion interrupted. “Actually, I came for another reason.”
Vairiel contorted his face. It was hard to see through the disfigurement, but Xion would guess he was not trying to put on a happy expression. Since Vairiel was still struggling for breath, Xion decided to take the opportunity to speak.
“We know that you’re part of The Hand of Dreskar, and that you’re working with Draxis. That means you know where the dragon’s tomb is. I need you to tell me, so I can stop Draxis,” Xion explained quickly.
It took a moment before Vairiel could speak again, and Xion waited with mounting anxiety. He doubted Vairiel would be eager to help, but it was Xion’s best chance.
“I would rather,” Vairiel said, his voice even more hoarse than before, “every one of your disgusting humans died a slow and agonizing death. And, once the demons are finished with them, I hope they come for the disgraceful halfborns.”
“You’re not a very nice person,” Xara mused, she put her hands on her hips and glared at Vairiel. “I was really hoping you would be a good guy.”
“Look at what he did to me!” Vairiel croaked, the strain made him start coughing, and Xion felt no sympathy.
“It wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t attacked us for no reason,” Xion insisted, his temper mounting. “You would not make a very good king.”
Instantly, a stream of water shot out of the pond and slammed into Xion’s face with such force he was tossed to the ground.
“You do not disrespect my Love that way!” the nymph shrieked.
“Okay, time to go,” Xara laughed.
She knelt down and grabbed Xion’s arm. Xion stood just in time to dodge another stream of water from the pond. He and Xara raced into the forest, outside of the line of fire, or water in this case.
Once a few yards into the trees, they slowed to a walk and Xara laughed.
“You don’t have the best people skills,” she noted.
Xion took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. He was angry at Vairiel and was soaking wet from the attack by the nymph. He did not want to take out his frustrations on Xara.
“Neither do you,” he replied.
“Nope,” she said brightly. “But, whatever. Evil volcano slug checked on, let’s go study with the others.”
They made their way back through the forest and up the trees to the city, and Xara led him to the library to join the others. The entire time, Xion marveled at how Xara could take everything in stride. He wondered what it must be like to be happy all the time. Xion knew that he had a tendency to let everything impact him more than he should, and he did not like to do anything that he was not interested in. Xara had no complaint about the nymph or Vairiel, and she had been miserable at the idea of reading in the library, but she skipped into the building as if she could not think of anything else she would rather be doing.
Xion sighed as they entered the building. There were books everywhere, towering from floor to ceiling, covering bookshelves and tables, and intimidating Xion to his core. While he had learned to read, he could not do it very quickly and it did not take long before it made his eyes hurt. He was not looking forward to the prospect of reading for hours on end.
They spent most of the next few days in the library, scouring through hundreds of books trying to find any information about the dragon’s tomb and its location.
They would go and see Kronos every morning, but he was not helpful at all. Xion realized that Kronos was never going to be worth the trip, but he knew that Draxis was planning something inside the forest, so it was not a complete waste. Xion was going to stop him this time, he had to. His failure at the watchtower still haunted him.
After a week of flipping through thousands of pages, Xion had the sinking feeling that they weren’t going to find the answers they needed this way. This method had worked in Aur’in, the library there was full of educational tomes on every subject imaginable, but these journals just didn’t have the right kind of information.
Finally, someone else voiced the same concern.
“Okay, we need to try something else,” Warren gave up, pushing away the book he had been reading for several days.
“We can’t give up,” Sapphire insisted. “It’s our only hope.”
“Not exactly,” Xara argued. “We do know someone who might know where the tomb is,” she said cryptically.
“Who?” Xion asked. If they could ask someone, why had they spent a week reading musty old books.
“That guy you barbecued,” Xara answered simply.
“Vairiel?” Ava laughed. “Didn’t you already try that?” she asked.
“We could help him become king,” Xara answered, as if it were the obvious solution.
“Why would we do that?” Ava demanded. “He tried to kidnap me and kill Xion.”
“And, he knows nothing about friendship,” Warren added seriously.
“Look at it this way, half of Qua’ke wants Vairiel to be king, half wants the Myst to be queen, and basically nobody wants the current kings to stay in power, right?” Xara asked.
“Right,” Ava confirmed.
Xion nodded and looked at Sapphire to make sure he was correct. Sapphire just smiled at him and put her hand on his arm. Whatever problem she had had the other day with him and Laira had slowly disappeared, and she was acting more like herself again.
“Okay, and we know that Vairiel wants Qua’ke to side with Draxis, and the Myst wants to side with the humans, right?”
There was silence as Ava, Warren, Sapphire, and Laira exchanged glances. Unless Xion had missed something, he was pretty sure that none of them knew that there was anything about taking sides.
“This news to anyone else?” Warren asked.
“Oh, come on,” Xara laughed, “am I the only one that pays attention?”
“That’s not friendship,” Warren said, sounding offended. “You’ve been here longer than we have.”
Xara took a deep breath and began explaining. “Okay, so, Qua’ke is divided because the people all want to take a side in the coming war.”
“The war between the human kingdoms?” Sapphire asked.
Xara considered for a moment. “Yes and no. That’s part of it. So, everyone knows the prophecy says something about defeating the Darkness. Half of them want to fight with Draxis and destroy all the humans.” Xion’s jaw fell open, but he did not interrupt Xara. “The other half want to fight against him. Qua’ke doesn’t really care who takes over the throne, they care about what side the elves are going to be on. If we help Vairiel become king and convince him and the elves not to side with Draxis, we could help all the humans and hopefully take away a chunk of Draxis’ supporters.”
“Draxis wants to destroy the humans?” Warren asked in defeat. “We’re dead,” he collapsed onto the table. “I don’t want to die.”
Ava rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Why does he want to destroy all the humans?” she asked.
Xara shrugged. “Probably because the humans all supported Aur’in in wiping out the dragons. The elves were split, and Draxis knows that, but the humans helped drive the dragons to extinction. He brought the dragons back, so now he wants to destroy the humans so it can never happen again.”
“Okay, so what about the ‘raising hell’ part?” Xion asked. “What does that have to do with the humans?”
“Demons hate humans more than the elves do,” Ava answered. “Every time the demons come out, they attack the humans first.” Ava pushed the book she had been reading toward the center of the table. “This is an account of every time demons have come into our plane. There is only one exception, only one demon came here to stay out of the Hells.”
“Why though?” Sapphire asked. “What do the demons have against humans?”
“Since the Great Shift, humans have found ways to summon demons and bind them so they could gain power. Humans bring the demons here, and then they make deals with them. The demons basically have no choice but to grant the humans the ability to do magic, or whatever else the humans want, otherwise the demon is trapped by the summoning spell until they give in. There are even horrible rituals where you can syphon all of the magic out of a summoned creature and give it to someone else, which usually kills the demon. If someone was doing stuff like that to me, I’d want revenge,” Xara answered.
“Elves don’t do that?” Xion asked.
“We wouldn’t need to,” Sapphire answered. “We are born with magic in much greater numbers than the other races.”
Xion nodded. “Okay, so we know his plan, sort of. We know why The Hand is behind him. What are our options? All of them, let’s just examine everything we've got so far.”
“Kill Vairiel,” Ava shrugged.
“That's a little extreme,” Laira argued.
“He’s pretty weak right now, he isn’t healing very quickly,” Xara mused.
“I know he hates humans, and The Hand wants to side with Draxis, but are there any elves that would really follow him?” Xion asked.
“Vairiel isn’t the only elf that hates humans,” Ava answered darkly.
“Anyway, Sapphire sprayed him with ice pretty quickly, but fire like that doesn’t go out easily,” Xara continued as if nobody had spoken.
“Fire like what?” Xion did not understand how the fire he breathed on Vairiel would be any different from other fire.
“The point is,” Ava interrupted, “he’s weak. We kill him, the Myst has plenty of time to get married to who she wants, and Qua’ke will help the humans because it will have sided with the Myst. Also, that would take a major piece out of Draxis’ army.”
“We can’t kill someone who is too weak to fight,” Xion argued. “It’s not right.”
“Xion’s right, we can’t do that,” Sapphire agreed.
“Fine, let him lead the elves to slaughter all the humans,” Ava said as she crossed her arms over her chest and slid down a few inches in her chair.
“One of us could marry the Myst,” Laira suggested. She sounded like she was joking, but Warren started hopping in his seat.
“I volunteer!” Warren shouted instantly.
“Why would the most beautiful woman alive marry you?” Ava snapped.
“Hey, be nice,” Xara chided.
“Okay, what else?” Xion insisted on staying focused.
There were a few minutes of silence, before anyone spoke.
“The only other option is to convince Vairiel to switch sides,” Sapphire mused.
“That will never happen. Vairiel hates humans more than anything,” Ava said.
“We have to try again,” Xion insisted.
“A human killed his father,” Ava reminded him.
Xion hesitated. That was a pretty good reason to hold a grudge.
“Wasn’t that ordered by Draxis, though?” Warren asked.
“Maybe if we told him that, he would turn against Draxis,” Sapphire suggested.
“And, if not, I can always marry the Myst,” Warren said eagerly.
Xara laughed. “I really want to see that.”
As much as Xion knew Warren would love that option, it did not seem very likely. Another dreary thought also occurred to him in that moment.
“Wait, even if Vairiel does change his mind, doesn’t he need his father to get married? That’s why it hasn’t happened yet, right?” Xion asked.
“We can worry about that later,” Warren said, “it doesn’t matter unless he agrees.”
“I’ll go and talk to Vairiel,” Xion volunteered.
“And, you can take his sword back,” Xara gave an evil grin.
“Oh, right,” Xion had forgotten about the sword. He was not all eager to talk to Vairiel again, but maybe returning the sword would get him to listen.
“I don’t think Vairiel is the way to go,” Ava insisted. “Besides, technically the sword belongs to you, now. You shouldn’t be giving away incredibly powerful magical weapons.”
Every part of what Ava said confused Xion. “Hang on, the sword is magic?” he asked, wanting to get the most interesting part out of the way first.
“Yup,” Xara said cheerily. “We tested it while you were asleep. It’s red because it’s enchanted to be all fiery when you fight with it.”
As exciting as that was, because Xion had always dreamed of having a magic weapon, he still did not understand what made the sword his.
“Why is the sword mine?” Xion asked.
“‘To the victor goes the spoils’,” Warren quoted. “It’s basically law. If you beat someone in combat and take their stuff, it’s rightfully yours.”
“I don’t want his sword,” Xion insisted.
“You can always give it back,” Warren suggested. “But, I think it might be, ya know, safer if you didn’t.”
“Warren, you can have it,” Xion told him.
Warren shook his head. “Nope, I don’t like being near fighting people. No swords for me.”
“Ava?” Xion suggested hopefully.
Ava scoffed, “I don’t use swords.”
“Xara, you use a sword,” Xion pointed out.
“I already have an enchanted sword,” Xara replied.
“You do?” Laira asked.
“Yeah, the black one. My master told me that if he disappeared again, I should take it until he comes back,” Xara explained. “I don’t know how it works, exactly. But, people really don’t like being cut with it.”
“So many questions,” Warren laughed.
“Actually, yeah. You haven’t told us very much about yourself, Xara,” Sapphire pointed out.
“Fun! Story time, okay. So, I was raised by one of my mom’s friends. We stayed outside Celemor for a really long time, and then we moved to Aur’in about fifty years ago. My master started teaching me magic once we were in Aur’in, but right before he disappeared again, he told me to find Kronos and learn chaos magic,” Xara started to explain, but Xion had to interrupt.
“Wait, were you in Aur’in when we were there?” Xion asked in surprise.
“Probably,” Xara shrugged, “he kept me in a room inside his chambers. He said if anyone in Aur’in found out about me, I would be in danger.”
“So, when did you leave?” Sapphire asked.
Xara thought for a few seconds. “Well, I came straight to Evergreen after I left, and I got here a few days before you guys did.
“But, anyway,” she continued, excited to continue her story, “every time my master would go off recruiting new people for Aur’in, he would tell me in advance. But, every so often, he would disappear for a few months, sometimes a year at a time, when that happened, he never warned me. This time, he told me that if he didn’t come back in a few days, I should come here. After I retrieved his sword, of course. He really liked his sword.”
“He disappeared for months at a time?” Sapphire asked. “That’s awful.”
“I think you skipped the part where she was locked in a room,” Warren pointed out. “That sounds like the bad part.”
“Oh no, it was completely fine. Aur’in probably would’ve killed me if they had found out about me,” Xara assured them.
“Why would they kill you?” Xion demanded. “Aur’in was pretty bad, I’ll admit, but they didn’t kill people for no reason.”
“Oh, they had a reason,” Xara laughed. “I’m part…”
“NO!” Ava shouted.
All of them stared at her, except Sapphire, who took her hand off of Xion’s arm and stared at the table in front of her.
“Okay, what is up with you not wanting me to know?” Xion demanded. “I heard you and Sapphire talking,” he admitted. “I know you figured out that I’m part demon.”
“Demon?” Xara asked in surprise. Then, she started laughing hysterically. It did not take long before she was out of breath and pounding her fist on the table in front of her, laughing silently and wheezing to get breath.
Xion felt his stomach drop out of him. He was sure they had been talking about him. He was embarrassed that he was so wrong, and he had sounded so sure in front of everyone. Now he had no idea what his bloodline was, again. And, he was lost as to who they could have possibly been talking about.
“We aren’t demons,” Xara wheezed with barely any breath.
“Then…” Xion could feel that his face had turned bright red, it was much too hot not to be, “What…?”
Ava growled. “I’m part demon,” she said in a low voice.
“Oh,” Xion deflated.
“Nobody can find out. My mother was killed because people found out she was part demon. And these,” Ava laid her arm on the table, revealing scales identical to Xion’s, “aren’t helping me stay hidden.”
“Nice,” Warren said, sounding impressed. “That explains all the,” he bared his teeth and growled.
Ava punched him hard in the arm, and he laughed while he rubbed where she had hit him.
“It doesn’t matter what you are,” Laira said reassuringly, “we still… you’re still our friend.” She turned red when she hesitated.
“Are we done talking about me?” Xara asked, sounding disappointed.
Warren laughed, Sapphire looked at her disapprovingly.
“Ava, you know we don’t care, right?” Xion asked.
Ava crossed her arms again. “Whatever,” she said simply.
“Okay, back to me,” Xara insisted.
Laira glared at her, but nobody argued. Warren looked like he was doing his best not to laugh again.
“What more is there?” Sapphire asked.
“Do not tell him your lineage,” Ava growled. “He doesn’t need to know right now,” she insisted.
“I don’t?” Xion demanded. “Why don’t I get to know?”
“You aren’t going to like it,” Ava assured him.
“You think I like not knowing?” Xion asked coldly.
“Drop it,” Ava seethed.
“Not about his lineage,”
Xara interrupted. “More important!” she insisted.
“More important than the thing that makes me the subject of a prophecy that says I have to save the world?” Xion demanded. He was really trying to be nice to Xara after the way he had treated her before he was unconscious for a week, but she was making it very difficult.
“Okay,” she considered, “more fun to talk about.”
“What is it?” Sapphire prompted.
“I think you guys knew my master,” Xara told them.
For a few seconds, they were all silent, trying to figure out how they could know who Xara was talking about.
Slowly, it fell together in Xion’s mind. A recruiter from Aur’in. The thin black sword. Xion realized what Xara was going to say before she said it, but it just brought up so many more questions.
“His name is Agron,” Xara finished excitedly.


 




Chapter 13: Abducted

Xion could not think about much else besides Xara’s admission for the next few days. He had been sure that Agron had been working with Draxis while they were in Aur’in. Even after they had infiltrated the watchtower, he had not been sure what side Agron was truly on, until he died fighting against Draxis. Xion had not had the heart to explain to Xara that part.
Now, Xion had to consider the fact that the entire time they had known him, Agron had been keeping Xara safe. It all had become even more confusing somehow, and he was having a hard time wrapping his head around this new information.
As if that was not enough, Xion and the others kept debating what to do about Draxis opening a portal and releasing demons to destroy every human in Ustama. Xion refused to kill someone who could not defend himself, no matter how many times Ava suggested removing Vairiel from the equation. Xion kept suggesting that they forget about who became king and just focus on finding the dragon’s tomb so they could stop Draxis before he even got started.
The group could not agree on an action to take, so they filled their time with training. Xion had a quick grasp of chaos magic, because he had been accidentally using it since he first knew he was a sorcerer. Ava and Sapphire had a much more difficult time with it, but they did make progress. Warren studied spells on his own, but Xion did not know how he was doing. Xion had decided to stop learning spells, as they took so much more energy than chaos magic.
Xion also decided to try to learn how to fight with a sword, and Xara volunteered to teach him. He did not like the idea of Vairiel keeping anything dangerous, so Xion might as well learn how to use his sword effectively. He had gotten some training in Aur’in, but he could not even hold his own against Warren, who had much slower reflexes than Ava or Sapphire. Xara, who insisted that she was half human, was faster and stronger than any of them. She was the best suited to teach him, and much better than any of them with a sword.
Laira could not study magic and had no interest in learning to fight. She spent most of her time studying in the library or watching the others practice magic. Xion could not tell if she was interested or not, but she was always there.
Their familiars, Tenebris, Ferion, and Dirk, all followed their respective partners everywhere. Dirk could easily perch on Xara’s shoulder any place that she went. Ferion was always padding along behind Sapphire. When she climbed up the trees after training, Ferion would scurry up after her without a problem. When Sapphire climbed down the trees, Ferion would dig his claws into Sapphire’s shirt and hang onto her until she reached the ground. Tenebris wanted to be near Ava at all times, but the trees were impossible for him to climb, and the rope bridges were too narrow for him to walk across. Instead, whenever Ava would stay in one place for more than a few minutes, Tenebris would simply appear out of the shadows near her.
Aurum seemed to have a lot less concern for Xion’s attention as the other familiars. When Xion climbed up or down the trees, she would follow, digging her claws into the bark to climb. Once she was on the same level of the city as Xion, she would wander away. Xion knew she fine, he could feel it across their bond, but she had no concern for what Xion was doing at any given moment. Xion did not mind, he could tell that Aurum just wanted to be free to do as she pleased most of the time. An opportunity that he wished he could have.
A week after the argument in the library, Xion and Xara were training in a small clearing just outside the city. Warren, Sapphire, Ava, and Laira were sitting beside the trees around the clearing, and all the familiars were sitting beside them, except Aurum. Xion could feel Aurum was running after a squirrel, she was not hunting, it was almost as if she was chasing it for sport.
Ava and Laira were reclined against Tenebris, sitting side by side. Warren and Sapphire sat nearby, with Dirk sitting on Sapphire’s shoulder, she was the only person he liked to be near besides Xara, and Ferion laying on the ground between them.
“You need to be more aggressive,” Xara told Xion. “In a real fight, you need to take them out as soon as possible. The longer you fight, the more tired you’ll get and the worse off you’ll be.”
Xion was already panting, he had removed his shirt when it had become drenched in sweat, and the sword was starting to feel heavy in his hand. Xara had barely broken a sweat and was not breathing heavily at all.
“How do you do this?” Xion asked, panting and letting the tip of his sword drag on the ground. “You were locked in a room, and I’ve been fighting my way across Ustama.”
“I’m older than you,” Xara laughed. “Using magic changes your body to bring out your bloodline.”
Xion nodded. “I knew that,” he told her.
Ava and Sapphire had explained that to him months ago. That explained his, Ava’s and Xara’s scales. It also explained why Xara’s were less noticeable, they must have faded into her more as she aged. Xion wanted to ask what else about his body was going to change, but any time he tried to ask about his bloodline, Ava would interrupt.
Xion envied Sapphire. Her bloodline was fey. All elves showed fey characteristics, which meant that the only change Sapphire was going to go through was that she would become “more beautiful” which Xion had never understood. He had not asked about it, because he could not imagine what Sapphire could possibly look like if she changed.
“What does that have to do with you not getting tired, though?” Xion asked.
Xara laughed. “D… I mean, we,” she glanced at Ava, “don’t get tired very easily. It’s necessary for them for when they travel.”
“Travel?” Xion asked.
“Nevermind,” Xara said dismissively. “Just strike.”
Xion breathed in deeply and lunged forward. Xara knocked his blade aside and struck out at him. Xion felt his fire surge in him, without thinking, he flicked his wrist and Xara’s sword was launched from her hand. Xion brought his sword around, intending to stop just before he hit her neck, but he never got the chance.
Xara threw her arm up and blocked Xion’s sword with her forearm. The sword slammed into her scales. It cut her arm a little, but not enough to worry her. Then, she reached out her other arm, which burst into flame for a fraction of a second. When the flame disappeared, her arm looked completely different. She had black scales covering her arm, down to her fingertips. Her fingernails had become sharp, curved claws.
Xion was so surprised he forgot to defend himself. Her arm transforming was strange, but that was not what bothered him. He was so surprised, because the same thing had happened to his arms when he was fighting with Draxis several months before. Only, the scales on his arm had been checkered black and gold.
In his brief moment of distraction, Xara grabbed Xion’s sword and ripped it from his hand. In a second, the blade was at his throat.
“Dead,” Xara grinned. The scales on her arm retracted into her skin and her claws shrank back down to fingernails. Xion felt a shiver run down his spine watching the change.
Xara handed him back his sword, and he was just about to ask her how she had done that, when a loud cry broke the silence in the little clearing.
Xion looked up toward the source of the sound and saw that a raven was flying down from the trees. The raven swooped down and landed at Xion’s feet. It let out another “CAW,” and flew away again. Xion watched as it swiftly disappeared between the trees.
“What?” Xion asked. He looked around at the others to see if they understood what had happened, but they all looked just as surprised as he did.
“Oh!” Sapphire gasped. “Xion, look at the ground.”
Xion looked down to see, right where the raven had landed, was a perfectly white scroll. It was rolled up and bound with a thin leather cord.
He picked it up off the ground, removed the cord, and unfurled it to see the page had only a few lines written on it. The script was so elegant and twisted that the shapes did not even look like letters, and Xion quickly gave up trying to decipher it.
“Can you read that?” Xion asked, holding the letter out to Xara.
Xara took it, her eyes quickly darted back and forth across the page for only a few seconds, and then she shouted, “Wow! This is so exciting!” and she bounced up and down on the balls of her feet.
“Care to share with the rest of us?” Ava asked icily.
“Oh, right,” Xara laughed. She stopped bouncing and said, “The kings of Evergreen have invited ‘the chosen one and his companions’ to meet with them. There’s a lot of fancy words and stuff, but that’s the gist of it.”
“No thanks,” Ava said as she readjusted herself against Tenebris’ side.
“You don’t want to meet the kings?” Sapphire asked in surprise.
“Nope,” Ava answered simply.
“You guys are missing the most important part!” Warren announced, a gleam in his eyes.
“What’s that?” Laira asked, looking at him confused.
“We finally have the perfect name! The Chosen Companions!” Warren cheered.
Ava groaned at the same time as Sapphire laughed.
“I thought we were finally done with that,” Ava growled.
“We are now! That’s perfect!” Warren jumped to his feet. “I have to go, now. I have to thank them. This is so amazing.”
“But, why do they want to talk to us?” Xion wondered aloud.
“Whatever it is, it’s political,” Ava answered.
Sapphire stood and walked over to Xara to return Dirk, and then said, “We have to go. Refusing an invitation from the kings would be rude. Offending them when we’re staying in their city isn’t a good idea.”
Xion sighed. “Okay,” he looked to Ava. “You sure you won’t come?”
“I’d rather lick Vairiel’s wounds clean,” she returned.
Xara laughed. “Gross.”
“Okay,” Xion was not sure whether to laugh or remark on how disturbing the thought of that was. “Everyone else?”
“I’m staying,” Laira announced. “I don’t think I’d like being in the palace of leaves, anyway.”
“I’ll go with you, Xion,” Sapphire said happily, smiling brightly at him. Xion could not help but smile back. Somehow, Sapphire coming with him made the thought of talking to the kings seem less intimidating.
“I think I’d better stay, too,” Xara told him.
“Why?” Xion asked. He did not particularly want Xara to come with him, but there was no reason that she should feel like she could not go.
“I don’t really want to bring any attention to the fact that I exist, you know?” Xara explained.
“Then, the three of us can thank the kings for the name,” Warren said happily. “Come on, let’s go!”
Xion did not even get a chance to respond before Warren started off at a jog toward the city. Sapphire and Xion followed after him at a much slower pace. Xion could not imagine why the kings would want to see him, but he worried that Ava was right.
He was not really interested in politics. He did not want to stand behind one king or another, and he had no real interest in who ruled Qua’ke, as long as it was not Vairiel. He would prefer it if the kings wanted to support the humans, or at least try to stop Draxis, but he did not want to do anything about it. He was more than happy to oppose Draxis with only his friends by his side.
Xion had to agree that Sapphire had a point, though, they could not ignore the kings. So, Xion, Sapphire, and Warren made it back to the city’s clearing, and the three of them, with Aurum and Ferion leading the way, climbed a tree to enter the city.
While shops, homes, and bridges dotted the entire city, the palace was impossible to miss. From the ground, it looked no different than any other of the leaf clad structure, but in the trees, the palace was unmistakable.
The leaves that made up the building fluttered softly in the light, ever present wind, but not one detached itself from the rest. They laced together to form walls ten feet high. Then, a second floor towered over the first, smaller in size, but just as tall. Finally, a small column rose above the second floor, and pierced through the ceiling of leaves above them. Xion had seen a multitiered cake in Fairen one time, and that was all he could think of as they approached the palace. Xion did his best not to laugh at how similar the two looked.
“I bet they’re glad there isn’t much wind in the city,” Warren joked as they crossed the last bridge to the palace.
Sapphire smiled, but said, “There is only ever as much wind as the kings want. They block all outside weather, that’s why it hasn’t rained the entire time we’ve been here.”
“It’s been raining?” Xion asked. He looked upward, but could only see the faint sunlight that made its way passed the leaves above.
“It’s almost the middle of spring,” Sapphire answered. “It’s been raining for weeks.”
“Man, I love this place. Can we just forget about Draxis and live here?” Warren asked. Xion was not entirely certain that he was joking.
“I doubt they’d be so happy to let us stay if we said we weren’t fighting Draxis anymore,” Xion answered.
Warren nodded seriously. “You’re right. You guys go do the fighting, and I’ll stay here and see about getting us our own tree.”
“Don’t say things like that,” Sapphire said sadly. “We need you with us.”
“Yeah, who’s Ava going to take out all her anger on if you leave?” Xion asked, grinning at Warren.
“Then, it’s settled, I stay here,” Warren confirmed.
“Stop it you two,” Sapphire said as they reached the palace doors.
Xion stared at the wall of leaves for a few seconds, not knowing what he was supposed to do next. “Do we knock?” he asked uncertainly.
The doors opened before Xion got an answer. The double doors split apart and opened inward, making no sound at all. Xion wondered if you could attach hinges to leaves, and then realized it was probably magic that kept every part of the building together.
When the doors fully opened, there were two men standing only inches away from the path the doors had traveled. Both of them were tall for elves, an inch or two taller than Xion. They both wore light green dresses, decorated with jewels of every color from the neckline all the way down to the hem. When the first man stepped forward, Xion could hear the gems dragging against the bark floor of the palace.
“Welcome, my honored guests,” the man greeted, spreading his arms out like he expected a hug. “I am Torlon, king of Evergreen, so nice to meet you, at last.”
Torlon had long blonde hair that fell almost to the middle of his chest, and light green eyes that matched his dress perfectly. He smiled so brightly that Xion almost felt like he was actually happy to see them. Until it occurred to him that they had been in Evergreen for weeks, and they had only just been invited.
“This is my husband, Avorin,” Torlon gestured toward the other man.
Avorin did not seem to want to pretend to be nice, like Torlon was doing. He had a bored expression on his face, and was staring over Xion’s head, instead of into his eyes. His sandy brown hair was cut shorter than any elf he had ever seen, just barely covering the tips of his ears. His eyes were a dark, mystifying purple.
Torlon stepped aside so that they could enter. “Please, do come in,” he invited.
“Will do,” Warren said happily as he marched into the palace. He animatedly saluted Avorin as he passed, but Avorin gave no indication that he even noticed.
Xion was not sure what he expected inside a palace, but he was very surprised when he followed after Warren. Sapphire gasped and turned in circles on the spot, taking in everything in the room. As the door shut behind them, Xion wondered what was the point of having all of these things.
The walls were made of tree bark, just like every other building in Evergreen, so he did not understand what the leaves covering the outside were for. The room, easily much bigger than even the tavern in Celemor, was filled with art. Paintings lined the wall, there were pedestals set up around the room with wavy vases made of gold, gold and silver jewelry with gems much too large to ever be worn were sitting encased in glass. There were weapons made of gold hanging all around the room, sometimes off the walls, sometimes in display cases, and there was one sword that was merely leaning against a chair in the corner.
There were chairs and couches, most of them in odd shapes and sizes, placed haphazardly around the room, all facing different directions. Xion could not imagine anyone ever wanting to sit in one of them, they looked extremely uncomfortable. And, on the side of the room opposite the front doors, there were two large golden chairs with small cushions on the seat. Behind them, Xion could see a door that he assumed must lead to the second floor, but he doubted he would ever find out.
Torlon and Avorin gracefully walked around Xion and the others and majestically sat down on the golden chairs. Xion realized those must be the thrones. He also wondered if putting so much effort into walking tired them out more quickly than if they had just walked normally.
“It’s an honor to meet you both, Your Highnesses,” Sapphire greeted, bowing her head.
“Uh, yeah, hi,” Xion said awkwardly before quickly dipping his head a few inches and then standing up straight again.
“Who are you?” Warren’s voice came out very excited.
From around one of the uncomfortable looking couches, a woman was walking toward them. She was only as tall as Sapphire, and almost as beautiful. She wore only a simple white dress with thin straps over her shoulders. Her ears were even longer than other elves, and she had silver, spiraling tattoos on her face, arms, and what Xion could see of her legs. Her eyes were a stormy grey, and her smile was kind.
She looked only at Warren when she spoke. “I’m Illaria, but you may call me Ari.”
“You’re the Myst!” Sapphire said in awe. “I never thought I would get a chance to meet you!”
Torlon cleared his throat. He still had a smile on his face, but he obviously did not like people paying attention to anyone besides himself.
“My apologies, cousin,” Ari said to him. She turned to the others and said, “After you have finished speaking to the kings, may I request a meeting of my own?”
“That will not be necessary,” Torlon said kindly. Xion got the feeling it was supposed to be an order.
Warren did not seem to feel that the king had any say in the matter. “Not necessary, but it would be our pleasure,” he said brightly.
Ari laughed softly. “Then I will gladly wait until you are finished.”
She glided over to another strangely shaped chair and sat down slowly, as if gravity did not affect her correctly. Xion had no idea why they all thought they needed to walk like that, it seemed like a lot of unnecessary effort, and Xion thought it just looked strange.
“Very well,” Torlon said, Xion could hear a twinge of annoyance in his voice, “but first, I have an offer for you, Chosen One.”
Xion waited for the king to say more, but he paused, like he was waiting for a response. After several seconds, Xion asked, “Okay, what’s the offer?”
Ari smiled and hid her mouth behind her hand as Torlon continued. “We would like for you to become a knight of Evergreen, a champion for the elves and fey of Qua’ke.”
Xion looked at Sapphire and Warren. Warren’s eyes had gone so wide it actually looked like they had gotten bigger, but Sapphire had a serious frown on her face. He knew that, just like him, Sapphire was thinking that the offer had to be more complicated than it sounded.
“Why,” Xion asked, “would you want to make me a knight?”
“It would inspire the people of Qua’ke to know that the chosen ones stands on our side,” Torlon answered brightly.
Beside him, Avorin rolled his eyes. “Because, if you pledge yourself to the current crown, the people of Qua’ke would support us over the heir to the throne and the Myst,” he corrected.
“A secondary benefit, to be sure,” Torlon chuckled.
“Oh, come off it,” Avorin scowled. “Look, halfborn, the people of Qua’ke know the prophecy will come to pass soon, we want to maintain our position. If you pledge yourself to us, we keep our position. In exchange, we will put the full support of Qua’ke behind you in the fight against Draxis.”
Xion felt a twinge of anger at the word “halfborn”. Xion knew that it was being used as a slur. He did not mind when certain people said it, when they used it as a simple identifier. Others, like Avorin, said it like a dirty word. A disparaging word meant to make people with mixed lineages sound like lower lifeforms.
“Does he remind you of anyone?” Warren wondered aloud.
Xion tried to hide a smile. Avorin seemed so much like Ava it was a little unnerving. He wondered if they were related.
“What do you want to do?” Sapphire whispered to Xion, her face calm and unreadable.
“What if I refuse?” Xion asked cautiously.
“Well, that bit is unpleasant,” Torlon admitted, his tone apologetic. “But, if you refuse to support the well being of the people of Qua’ke, we must assume the worst of the prophecy, and act accordingly.”
Xion threw his hands up in frustration. “Everyone keeps talking about the prophecy, but nobody will tell me what it says!” Xion did his best to keep his voice from a shout, but it still came out louder than he had meant it to.
“I would be happy to tell you,” Ari interjected with a smile.
Xion’s heart skipped a beat. “Wait, really?” he asked. He was so surprised that his anger and frustration disappeared instantly.
“Now is not really the time for that,” Torlon argued.
“Just tell him,” Avorin said dismissively. “I’m already bored of this.”
Ari smiled again and looked at Xion. “Are you sure you want to know?” she asked. “It has implications that you may not want to hear.”
Xion nodded confidently. “I have to know,” he insisted.
Ari nodded, and then spoke, as if she were singing a haunting melody. “A halfborn three times will come of age, when dragon’s fire and wars rage, the hero’s choice must then be made, and sacrifice must then be paid, the dark ones call and lost ones cry, the world’s hope will that day die, if Darkness is not that day faced, Darkness can never be replaced.”
The room went silent, and Xion was sure he could hear the words of the prophecy echoing repeatedly off the walls. The words felt dark and hopeless. The only problem was, that Xion had no idea what they meant.
“Translation?” Xion asked Sapphire.
Just then, the doors of the palace burst open and Xara sprinted into the room, panting and clutching her shoulder. Blood spilled out from under her palm, coloring her brown shirt red, and coating her hand a color so dark it was almost black.
“We have a bit of a problem,” Xara announced to the room.
“What is the meaning of this?” Torlon demanded as he stood from his throne. “You do not have permission to enter the palace!”
“Yeah, yeah,” Xara rolled her eyes. “Xion, The Hand came back.”
Sapphire ran to Xara immediately. Her hand glowed with a white light as she placed it over Xara’s shoulder. When she removed her hand, so did Xara, revealing only a rip in her shirt and dried blood.
“What happened?” Xion demanded, the fire inside him blazing to life in an instant.
“They attacked out of nowhere. I came running when I heard Laira scream. She’s okay!” Xara added quickly when Sapphire gasped. “But, I don’t know about Ava. She’s gone.”


 




Chapter 14: Misled

Xion did not hesitate. “I’ll talk to you guys when I get back,” he said quickly to the kings. “I’m so sorry,” he apologized to Ari.
“Go,” Ari insisted, concern in her eyes.
“Wait! We are in the middle of an important…” Xion did not hear the rest of what Torlon said, because he was already out the door, following behind Xara.
Xara did not want to waste time running down a tree and leapt from one of the rope bridges as soon as they were out of the building. Xion did not find the prospect exciting, but seconds after Xara jumped, he followed.
Wind whipped by his face as he plummeted toward the ground. The fire inside him burst to life, and he willed himself to land softly. If it did not work, he just hoped that he would only injure himself enough that Sapphire could heal him quickly. It would be a complete waste of time if he died trying to save a few minutes of time.
Xara hit the ground, as softly as if she had only jumped a few feet, and immediately broke into a run again. Just before Xion touched the ground, he felt a sharp tug in his stomach, and his bond with Aurum tightened in his mind. He hit the ground hard, jarring his knees and making his first step uneven, but he was not hurt.
He sprinted after Xara, pushing himself as hard as he could. It took less than a minute to reach the small area where he had left Ava and Laira.
Surprisingly, Tenebris was still there, standing over Laira protectively. Laira was on the ground, her face contorted in rage, with tears streaming from her eyes. Her leg was laying on the ground at an odd angle, and a cut on her cheek left a small trace of smeared, dried blood around it.
“Which way did they go?” Xion demanded.
Laira pointed the direction opposite of Evergreen, but she said nothing. Xion started to run where Laira was pointing, but Xara grabbed his arm.
“What do you think you’re going to do, exactly?” she asked.
“I’m going to go get Ava,” Xion replied. There was nothing else to be done, if Ava was in danger there was no time to stand around talking.
“Oh yeah? You against the entire Hand of Dreskar? You going to use that sword?” Xara gestured toward the sword hanging off Xion’s hip with the hand she was not restraining him with.
“If I have to,” Xion insisted. He knew it was not the best plan, but Ava said that if they had captured her before, she would be put to death, and Xion refused to let that happen.
“Can you guys run slower next time?” Warren huffed as he jogged into the clearing. “I can’t cast spells on the fly like that.” He sat down on the ground, panting for breath.
Sapphire jogged passed him and knelt down next to Laira, she placed her hands on her leg for only a second, and Laira’s shoulders sagged in relief.
“Thank you, Sapphire,” Laira said as she stood. Sapphire only nodded solemnly in response. “If you think you’re going without me, you’re crazy.”
“Then, let’s go!” Xion shouted. “We have to catch them before they get too far ahead of us.”
“Xion, think,” Sapphire said as she stood. “We don’t know which way they’re headed, we don’t know how long it will take to get there, we can’t just rush off without planning.”
“The more we think and plan, the closer Ava is to getting killed because we wasted time,” Xion insisted.
“Seconded!” Warren called between breaths.
“You should at least bring your bow,” Xara reasoned. “It’d be better than a sword, which for you is basically a club.”
Xion nodded toward Evergreen. “Fine, here it comes.”
Xion had no idea how Aurum had known what to do, but she raced into the clearing with his quiver full of arrows and his bow, and his backpack in her mouth. She ran right up to him and dropped the supplies at his feet.
Xara let go of his arm so that he could kneel down and grab the supplies. He patted Aurum and said a quick, “Thanks, you’re the best,” before throwing the quiver over his shoulder. Aurum blinked at him, which he took to mean, “You’re welcome.”
He stood and held out the pack to Xara. “There’s your supplies, are you coming or not?”
Xara groaned. “This is a bad idea.” She took the pack and laced her arms through it and gestured toward where Laira had pointed. “Lead the way,” she sighed.
“Ugh, come on, a break would’ve been nice,” Warren moaned as he got to his feet.
“Xion, we still don’t know which way they went,” Sapphire pointed out.
“Right, we don’t,” Xion nodded. “But, Aurum gave me an idea.” He looked Tenebris directly in his black eyes and said, “Can you lead us to Ava?”
Tenebris snorted, Xion got the feeling that he had stayed behind specifically for that reason. Without waiting for anyone to follow, Tenebris took off into the forest at a full run.
Xion knew that The Hand had quite a bit of a head start, and the fastest way to catch up with them would be to use magic. He doubted they could keep up a spell long enough to close the divide, though. They’re only chance now was to hope Tenebris could make it to them before they killed Ava.
Xion chased after the giant wolf, and he could hear footsteps pounding behind him. He did not think to look back, he just assumed that everyone would be coming along. He knew that Laira coming would be a liability at best, but she had seemed so determined that he knew arguing would just be a waste of the precious time they had.
The only thing that Xion had not thought through well enough, was how difficult it would be to keep up with a giant wolf. They ran for maybe twenty minutes before Xion heard a call behind him.
“I can’t! I give up.” Xion turned in time to see Warren collapse onto the ground.
Once Warren was down, Laira fell to her knees. She had a look of determination on her face, but she was breathing so quickly Xion knew she would not be able to go any farther. Xara and Sapphire were both out of breath, but seemed fine. Xion was about halfway between the two groups, panting, covered in sweat, and a little dizzy, but still standing.
“Okay, five minute break,” Xion conceded, letting himself fall to the ground and recline against a tree.
Tenebris returned seconds later, growling ominously at the group. Aurum skittered over to the wolf and had to recline her head so she was looking almost straight up. She glared at Tenebris as fiercely as the wolf glared at her, and neither of them moved. Xion briefly considered trying to convince her to back down, but he did not need to. After a few seconds under Aurum’s gaze, the wolf stopped growling and sat down on his haunches.
Sapphire leaned against a tree to try to catch her breath, and Xara put her hands on her hips and looked toward the sky. “We got pretty far,” Xara commented.
Xion looked up to see what she meant. Sure enough, drops of rain were slowly trickling down through the leaves above them, hitting the ground at a random uneven pace. They had to have passed the boundary of Evergreen’s protection from the weather.
“Not far enough,” Xion panted. “I don’t see anything.”
“We need a better plan,” Warren said from the ground. Xion had not seen him lay down on his back, but he could see his chest heaving violently.
“Running. Not good,” Laira said angrily, her face so red Xion was worried she might be sick.
“She’s right,” Sapphire agreed. “They said they were going to put her on trial, right? That means we have a little bit of time.”
“That’s assuming the trial lasts more than five minutes,” Xion insisted. “We can’t risk missing it.”
“If we run for a few minutes and then stop to catch our breath the entire way,” Xara rebutted, “it’ll take longer than if we just walk.”
Xion hated the idea of going slowly, but he knew Xara was right. It felt so much less productive, but they were all just sitting at the moment, and Ava was moving farther away every second.
“Fine,” Xion agreed. “We walk from here, as quickly as we can, though.”
“Thank the gods,” Warren gasped.
“I just wish we knew where they were going,” Xion said.
“Probably to the dragon’s tomb,” Sapphire mused. “Everything we hear about Draxis says that’s what he’s focusing on. If The Hand is helping him, they probably want to stay near it.”
“That’s not really helpful,” Xara said, “seeing as we still don’t know where that is.”
They took a few more minutes to catch their breath, and then started walking. Tenebris agreed to go at a slower pace, though he did not seem any happier about it than Xion did.
The farther they went, the more the rain fell through the trees. After a few hours of walking, when the light from the sun dimmed and the forest was cast into near darkness, the rain fell hard enough that Xion would not have thought they were still in the forest at all, if they were not still surrounded by trees.
Eventually, when everyone was shivering from the wet and cold, Sapphire insisted they stop for the night. She reasoned that The Hand was unlikely to continue in such conditions, so there was no reason they had to either. She refused Xion’s point that if The Hand had stopped, walking through the night would allow them to catch up. She insisted that if they did find them after a sleepless night, they would not have the strength to rescue Ava, anyway.
So, after making a quick shelter out of a few dozen fallen branches placed up against trees, the five of them huddled together to sleep. Sapphire assured them that if anything approached in the night, she would be aware enough to wake them. The familiars all crowded around them, providing extra warmth, and a feeling of security.
With a growing fear that they were wasting time, Xion fell into a restless sleep.
“... be here soon, my lord.”
Xion was in a large clearing. The trees around them were much farther apart than the ones he had just seen before falling asleep. It must have been very far away from where Xion was. A tall tower sprang up from the ground. It was made of smooth stone, and looked pristine and untouched, like it had been in the forest for only a day. Xion recognized it immediately, a dragon watchtower, identical to the one he had fought Draxis in so many months ago.
In front of the building was a crowd of people, and two individuals. One of them was Dario, his helmet was under his arm, but otherwise he wore the full armor of The Hand. The other, Xion recognized immediately. He saw that face in his nightmares for weeks.
The man’s face was perfect, the way Xion imagined the gods would look. He had shoulder length, jet black hair pushed behind his pointed ears, and eyes so black it was impossible to tell the iris from the pupil. He wore fine black pants, and a black buttoned shirt. He looked exactly like Xion remembered him. It was Draxis in his humanoid form.
“Good,” Draxis smiled, showing all of his teeth. “Then, soon I will have my army. First, you will have Qua’ke, we can bend the the fey to our will, and if the humans haven’t destroyed themselves by then, we wipe out whatever remains of them!”
The crowd around them cheered and raise their swords. Xion could not believe that they were all rallying behind someone so vile. How could they want to destroy all the humans? And, what did the fey have to do with anything?
“Once we have the key to the portal, she will be tried by your laws, and if found guilty, she will be sacrificed to bring the demons to our side!” The crowd cheered again.
“There is only one person that could stop our rise, will we let him stop us?”
“NO!” the crowd shouted as one.
“Will you be defeated by a child?”
“NO!”
“Then, make sure that our key gets here!”
“NO!” Xion sat up under their makeshift shelter so hard he knocked several of the branches down, and slowly the rest collapsed.
“Wasgonon,” Warren mumbled as the rain started to fall on him.
Xara groaned, “Not cool,” she said as she rolled over and covered her face with her arm.
“Sorry,” Xion mumbled as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.
“I was about to wake you all up, anyway,” Sapphire told him.
Xion looked over to see Sapphire sitting against a tree in a small dry spot. Ferion sat in her lap, purring loudly. Laira was beside her, using a dagger to whittle down branches for arrows. Xion recognized the dagger, it was Ava’s, but he had no idea how Laira had gotten it.
Warren groaned. “No, more sleep,” he complained as he sat up and rubbed rain off of his face.
“We need to go now,” Xion said solemnly. He explained to everyone what he had seen in his dream as they all got up and started walking.
“So,” Warren asked as he stumbled along with his eyes half open, “Ava’s somehow the key to opening the portal?”
“That’s what it sounded like,” Xion answered.
“Makes sense,” Xara said. “If she is part demon, maybe that has something to do with it.”
“Let’s just get to her before we find out,” Xion insisted.
“Xion’s right,” Sapphire agreed, “we can worry about the portal after Ava is safe.”
A flash of black brought Xion to a complete stop. Everyone else took a few more steps before they noticed. Xion thought someone asked him a question, but he was already running, pulling his bow from his back as he ran.
If the black was the armor of one of The Hand members, they might have somehow caught up to Ava’s captors. All he had to do was catch the person.
He raced in the direction he had last seen the figure, and every few seconds he would catch glimpses of it again. After a minute or two of running, he realized it could not be armor. He saw it whip around trees and float up off the ground. Then, the person ran through a small clearing, and Xion saw that it was someone wearing a black cloak.
Xion felt fire burn inside him, and he put on an extra burst of speed. After the small clearing, the trees opened up to a wide open area, even bigger than the clearing beneath Evergreen. He dashed after the figure who was running even faster than he was, but he only made it a few feet passed the treeline.
Something long and green came out of nowhere, and hit the front of Xion’s entire body, throwing him backward. As he was lifted off his feet, he felt three long claws drag upward from his navel to his collarbone.
Xion flew several feet and then his back slammed into a tree and he saw stars as he fell to the ground. Before even looking for what had hit him, he looked down to see how badly he was hurt. His shirt had been ripped to shreds, and he had long scratches along his torso, but he had a new sheet of scales covering him. They had not been there the last time he checked, but he was very thankful they had appeared when they did.
Once he knew he was not going to bleed out, he looked up to see what had hit him and screamed in terror. There was a hulking green figure, with skinny legs and chicken like feet, with three claws in the front and one in the back. Its torso was long and covered in bulging muscles. Its arms were so long that its three fingered hands trailed on the ground. The claws extending from each finger were longer than Xion’s torso. It had a small, round head with a black beard that trailed down to its navel, and tusks that protruded from its mouth. It opened its mouth and let out a roar, showing its rows of rotting, yellow and black, pointed teeth. It stood almost as tall as the trees beside it. Xion knew that he was in trouble.
Xion scrambled to his feet and looked for his bow. He saw it a few feet away, where he had been standing when he was hit. The bow lay just feet from where the monster stood. There was no way he could get to it without the monster hitting him again.
The beast took a step closer to Xion, and its foot crashed down right on top of Xion’s bow. “NO!” he screamed, just as his friends burst out of the forest beside him.
“Nope,” Warren said immediately when he saw the monster and tried to duck back into the forest.
Xara grabbed him without looking away from the monster. “You’re not running,” she said calmly.
“What is that?” Laira asked in disgust.
“It’s a troll, now let me go,” Warren struggled.
“Did anyone see what I was chasing?” Xion asked, looking across the open area to where the figure had disappeared.
“Xion, focus,” Sapphire said briskly.
“Right,” Xion looked at the troll again, “Warren, info.”
Warren groaned and stopped fighting. He took a deep breath and recited, “Trolls are related to giants, their bite is infectious, and they rip their prey apart. They also heal extremely quickly, only wounds from fire don’t regenerate, and… they aren’t as stupid as the ogre we fought, but not smart.”
“Fire, got it,” Xion nodded.
The troll had been watching them, but had not moved. It seemed to be waiting for them to act.
“Okay, so spread out, attack with magic. Laira, stay back,” Xion commanded.
Laira looked like she was going to argue, but then the troll roared again and started stomping towards them. She bolted back into the trees without a word.
Xara stayed in position as the rest of them spread out, putting distance between them and the monster. Xion and Sapphire both threw balls of fire at it simultaneously. They hit at the same time, right before the troll reached Xara.
Angered by the fiery onslaught, it turned around and roared again. Sapphire was the closest to it, besides Xara, so it decided to run at her instead. It had walked rather slowly, but when it ran, it did so with astonishing speed.
Warren threw another fireball, and Xion shot one right after, hitting the troll back to back. It didn’t cry out in pain, or act like it was hurt in any way, but it did stop charging at Sapphire.
Xion was not going to let something happen to another one of his friends. When he realized he could not distract the troll, he ran toward it as fast as he could, he drew on his magic to push him even faster.
The troll swung his arm far back, which was likely what it had done to Xion to slash upward at him. At the same time, Sapphire threw up her hands and he saw the air in front of her ripple, as if she had summoned some sort of shield.
As the troll’s hand flew down, Xion dove forward and shoved Sapphire out of the way. The shield that Sapphire had created did slow the troll’s attack, but only enough to allow Xion to push Sapphire out of the way. The troll’s claws smashed through the shield and caught Xion’s side and raked upward again. It lifted him into the air, but this time Xion was thrown upward instead of back.
Xion felt the claws rip into him, digging in passed his scales, he felt the hot blood seep over his side as he crashed into the ground. His head hit first, and his vision went black. It cleared just in time to see a flash of red collide into the troll, and he heard a terrifying screech from the troll.
Xion tried to make sense of what he saw, but his ears were ringing, and he felt dizzy. He was only mildly aware of how he was positioned on the ground, he assumed he was on his back, because of how his head was angled, but he was not sure. The pain in his side was nearly overwhelming, and he could feel his consciousness slowly slipping away.
Suddenly, a cord of clarity broke through, keeping him awake.
Brother.
Aurum’s voice resounded in his head. Insistent, and unsure of whether to be relieved or afraid.
Xion wanted to explain that he did not have a brother, but he could not get his mouth to form words. He pushed his consciousness outward, the only thing that he could do in that moment. Aurum was only a few feet away from him, and when his mind reached her, he fell into her body, the same way he had when they had first met.
Instantly, Xion’s pain was gone, and so was the dizziness. He was standing very low to the ground. His body was a few feet to the left, and the troll was on the ground several yards away.
Xion turned Aurum’s head to look at himself. Blood coated his entire left side, and more pulsed out every second. His eyes caught his attention, still open, and staring toward the troll, but they were not purple, like they were supposed to be.
He had been told that when he used magic, his eyes changed. He thought that he had caught a glimpse of it in his reflection once, but he could never be sure, now he knew. There were no whites in his eyes now, just shifting shades of gold, and his pupil was black and slitted. He had seen that exact eye before, on the Blood Orb, when it was revealed that he was a sorcerer. He saw it in one of the trials in the dragon watchtower, only that one had been blue. And, he saw it every time he saw that dragon form of Draxis. The eye of a dragon.
Ava had figured it out. When they had fought a tribe of orcs. Xion had accidentally used chaos magic, and the orcs had said something about the “ancient ones”. Warren had figured it out after they fought the dragon outside Qua’ke. Xara had tried to mention it several times, but it had not come together until that moment.
Xion finally realized that he was part dragon.


 




Chapter 15: Imprisoned

“He hit his head really hard,” Sapphire’s said with worry in her voice.
“He’ll be fine,” Paarathax said, sounding unconcerned.
“Who are you, again?” Xara’s voice was farther away than the first two.
Xion struggled to open his eyes. His head was in Sapphire’s lap, and her hands were on either side of his head. He saw the light coming off of them out of the corners of his eyes. The ringing in his ears slowly faded as he looked up at Sapphire’s face. She looked at his eyes and smiled when she saw that they were open.
“Finally,” she sighed. “I was worried you were going to sleep for another week.”
“Yeah, I’m supposed to be the lazy one,” Warren laughed. “You’re taking away the only thing that I’ve got.”
Xion sat up, with Sapphire’s help, and slowly pushed himself to standing. He looked for the troll and saw that most of its body had been burned black. It lay completely still, the hair all over its body gave off a horrid smell, but Xion was relieved that it was not moving.
“That was stupid,” Xara said, tapping the point of her sword against the ground repeatedly.
“What was?” Xion asked, rubbing his head.
“You could’ve died trying to save Sapphire, you idiot,” Xara scolded him.
“That wasn’t stupid,” Sapphire argued. She smiled at him and said, “I really appreciate it.”
Paarathax interrupted saying, “You could have created a stronger shield. You could have pushed her with magic. Why would you have to do it physically?”
Xion glared at him. “I didn’t think about it, okay? I just didn’t want her to get hurt.”
“And, what would’ve happened to the rest of us if Paarathax hadn’t showed up?” Laira demanded. Xion was surprised at how angry she looked.
Xion did not want to talk about any of this, none of it mattered. Paarathax had showed up, they were safe, the troll was dead. Ava was still in danger, and Xion had finally realized what his bloodline was. What did it matter that he had protected Sapphire?
“Can we just talk on the way?” Xion demanded.
“On the way where?” Paarathax asked.
“Our friend was captured by The Hand of Dreskar,” Warren answered. “We aren’t super happy about it.”
“I don’t understand,” Paarathax looked around at them. “Why would the Hand take your friend?”
“Draxis believes she’s the key to opening the portal to the Five Hells,” Xion told him.
Paarathax furrowed his brow in confusion for a few seconds, and then his face went blank. “She’s got demon blood.” It was not a question, he had figured it out.
“It doesn’t matter,” Laira insisted. “All that matters is that we get her back.”
Paarathax nodded. “We’ll talk on the way.”
They continued across the open space between the trees, and into the forest on the other side, with Tenebris leading the way. Xion noticed the difference between the two forests immediately. The trees were more spaced out, the leaves above could not block the rain from falling on them, and the smell was more like the forest Xion remembered from where he had grown up. The scent of flowers and fruit was left behind and replaced with damp earth and the scent of the vegetation and trees all around.
As they began to slog through the mud, and step around the tree roots, Paarathax asked, “Have any of you seen a young man recently?”
“I saw someone in a black cloak before the troll showed up,” Xion answered.
Paarathax shook his head. “That doesn’t sound right, anyone else?”
“Why?” Warren asked. “How many people are running around in the forest?”
“Not as many as I would hope,” Paarathax answered cryptically in a low voice, almost as if he were speaking to himself.
“What are you doing here?” Xion asked.
“Xion,” Sapphire chided, “he saved us.”
“Not that I don’t appreciate it,” he added.
Paarathax smiled. “I’m looking for someone, he was supposed to find you days ago, the fact that he never did is troublesome.”
“Xorn, you mean?” Xion wondered.
Paarathax looked at him in surprise. “How did…” and then he sighed. “You have The Eye.” He grinned to himself.
“Duh,” Xara laughed. “We both do.”
Xion looked at both of them, confused. “The what?”
Paarathax appraised Xara for a moment, and then asked, “Past, present, or future?”
Xion hated not understanding when people spoke. Paarathax was always dodging questions when they had met before, and Xion was not happy to see that he was at it again.
“Past,” Xara answered cheerily. “My mom had the same thing.”
Paarathax’s face went blank before he asked. “What was your mother’s name?”
“Xana,” Xara smiled at him.
Xion could not discern Paarathax’s expression. After several moments, he looked toward Xion again. “The Eye is a magical ability, a gift of subconscious divination. Some, like your mother, see into the past. Some see the future. You and your father share a gift for the present.”
“You have dreams like I do?” Xion asked Xara. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
Xara shrugged. “I thought it was obvious. How else could I know so much about my mother?”
“I assumed Agron told you,” Xion admitted.
Xara shook her head. “Nope, he never talked about her much.”
“And,” Xion asked Paarathax, “my father can see stuff that’s happening far away, like I do?”
Paarathax nodded.
“So, Xion’s a Seer?” Sapphire asked.
“No,” Paarathax said quickly. “Seers have a gift of Prophecy, they see the future in metaphors and images, that’s why prophecies come out so unclear. The Eye is much more exact.”
“Is it a dragon thing?” Xion asked, looking at Paarathax for his reaction.
A small smile touched Paarathax’s lips as Warren shouted, “You know?”
“Oh gods, tell Ava I wasn’t the one who told you,” Xara pleaded. “She’ll assume it was me.”
Xion ignored them and waited for Paarathax’s response. “It is present in a few magical creatures, but the ones I know about are dragons, yes.”
“So, you knew I was a dragon, too?” Xion clarified.
Paarathax nodded. “I did.”
“And, that must mean my father is an elf,” Xion guessed.
“Why an elf?” Sapphire asked, looking between Paarathax and Xion.
“Paarathax told me my parents knew I would be halfborn three times before I was even born,” Xion explained. “Xara looks human, I look like a half elf, so my father had to be an elf.”
“Close,” Paarathax answered with a smile. “Your father is half elf, and half dragon.”
“Whoa,” Xara chuckled.
“Wait, so that makes Xion half dragon, right?” Laira asked.
“Wait! Xion has more dragon blood that I do?” Xara complained. “Not fair.”
“Again, regular human chiming in, none of you have a right to complain,” Warren interjected.
Xion did not say anything. It made sense. Xara’s scales, when her arm had transformed, had had only black scales. Xion’s had been black and gold. Two different kinds of dragon.
Aurum ran up behind them. Xion could not see or hear her, but he felt the bond between them grow stronger as she approached. Once again, a word rang in his head in Aurum’s voice.
Brother.
This time more urgent, like she was trying to get Xion to understand something, but he had no idea what it was.
“What about this portal,” Xion asked, trying to force himself to stay focused on saving Ava. “What all do you know?”
Paarathax sighed. “Well, I know that it was dangerous the last time it opened. Demons came trickling out for weeks before anyone knew what had happened. Draxis was trying to build an army.”
Xion nodded. Draxis was doing the same thing now, it made sense that this was not the first time.
“Last time, a half demon had been on this plane for a long time. Venetia was her name. Amazing woman. She had learned so much about the portal, just in case it ever opened again. She knew how to close it.” Paarathax continued.
“How?” Warren asked. “Maybe if Draxis does open it, we can close it again.”
Paarathax gave a grim smile. “There lies the problem. The portal has to be closed from both sides, trapping someone in the Five Hells.”
Sapphire grabbed Xion’s arm tightly. “No,” she insisted.
Xion could not help but laugh, he did not understand how she had known so quickly. As soon as Xion heard the words, he was ready to volunteer to be the one to close the portal.
“If it isn’t opened, it won’t be an issue,” Xion told her. To himself, he decided that if it did open, he would have to close it. He would not lose anyone else.
“There’s more,” Paarathax said darkly. “Your friend is going to be used as a key, the same way Venitia was.”
“Why does that name sound so familiar?” Laira mumbled.
Xion ignored her. “How?” he asked.
“The portal stays in one place, a weakness in reality that is the thinnest point on this plane, it is where our world and the Five Hells touch. If demon blood, something that should not exist here, is spilled near the portal, it will open. That’s why your friend is the key.”
Xion nodded. “That’s why Draxis is working with The Hand. They get to hold their trial, and when it’s over, Draxis gets his portal opened.”
“I really don’t like these guys,” Warren commented.
“The last time it was closed, Ava’s mother disappeared,” Laira said suddenly. “Venitia was Ava’s mother!”
Paarathax nodded. “She is.”
“Is?” Sapphire asked. “Isn’t she… didn’t she…?” Xion could tell that Sapphire did not want to say the words out loud.
Paarathax smiled. “I was on this side of the portal when we closed it last time. Venitia was on the other.”
“Do you think Ava’s going to be happy, or upset when she finds out?” Warren joked. “I put three silvers on upset.”
Xion was going to tell Warren that it was not a time to be joking around, but just then he heard a sound in the distance. It was the exact same sound that he had heard in his dream, a crowd of people yelling all at once.
All of them broke into a run at the same time, Tenebris bolting ahead faster than any of them could follow. It only took a couple of minutes for them to start to see the bodies of the crowd. The ground sloped downward just before the treeline broke, so they could crouch down, hidden in the forest, and see over the crowd to where Dario, Ava, and Draxis stood, only feet away from the stone building.
Ava was bound, with a piece of cloth in her mouth as a gag. Torches had been set in the ground, forming a large circle with two triangles inside that met in the center, forming a shape Xion did not recognize. It almost made it look like a tall, skinny “X”.
“... today, she will be judged by the god himself!” Dario finished, and the crowd roared.
Draxis stood with his arms crossed over his chest, watching the proceedings with a small smirk. Dario shoved Ava roughly into the center of the shape made by the torches and ripped the gag from her mouth. She spat at him as he backed out of the circle, smiling.
“God of Darkness, hear our words,” Dario called, and the crowd around the torches fell silent. “We try this betrayer in your name. She fled from our ranks and besmirched your grace. She abandoned her oath and helped your enemies.
“Our blessing makes us immune to the poisons in your domain, we call on you to judge whether she is deserving of your forgiveness.”
Dario reached into his pocket and pulled out a small vial of green liquid. He pulled the cork from it and slowly walked back to where Ava stood.
Ava was not fighting or trying to run. She stood tall, with her chin raised and her eyes narrowed, as if challenging them all at once.
It took Xion a few seconds to realize what was going to happen. “They’re going to poison her?” Xion demanded in a whisper. He started to stand so he could run into the crowd of people, but Paarathax grabbed him and pulled him back down.
“Don’t,” he whispered.
“She’s going to die!” Xion insisted, trying to keep his voice down.
“Nah, she’ll be fine,” Warren said, his tone unconcerned.
Xion looked at him like he had lost his mind. “What are you talking about?”
“Demons are immune to poison,” Warren explained. “Even Ava should be fine.”
“Should be?” Sapphire asked, sounding worried.
“She will be,” Paarathax assured them.
Xion felt the fire inside him blaze. His blood burned with magic fighting to get out. Only his bond with Aurum, who was standing only feet in front of him, kept the magic from bursting out. It took all of his self control not to run out and try to save Ava. He did not think he would be able to live with himself if, for whatever reason, the poison killed her, and he had just sat there watching.
“Open,” Dario commanded coldly as he lifted to vial to Ava’s lips.
She opened her mouth obediently, and did not flinch as the poison was poured in. She swallowed and stood defiantly as the crowd watched and waited.
“Are we ever going to try to save her?” Xion demanded, his voice came out louder than he meant it to, but nobody in the crowd seemed to hear.
“Not until it seems necessary,” Paarathax said evenly.
“They just poisoned her,” Laira said, her voice high and quivering like she was about to cry. “Why wasn’t it necessary then?”
“Watch,” was Paarathax’s only reply.
Xion watched, with his heart racing and his blood burning inside his veins. He was terrified that any second Ava was going to fall down, and be lost to them forever, but what happened next was even more terrifying.
All at once, every torch erupted in a column of fire, several of them inches from Ava and Dario. The flames turned a sickly green, the same color of the poison Ava had just drunk. Wind came out of nowhere and whipped around the clearing, though it did not sway the pillars of fire. There were clouds everywhere, and rain pouring down, but it became somehow even darker around them, as if the sun was being blocked by more than clouds.
A booming voice echoed through the clearing, somewhere between a hiss and an echo, bringing to mind spiders and snakes. The sound sent shivers down Xion’s spine, and made him wish for sunlight, to push away the cold feeling that wrapped around him.
“By the word of Xyna, Xarothorn, and Orin, I am overruled, and the dark assassin is pardoned.”
As soon as the voice stopped speaking, the dim light returned, the wind stopped, the fire returned to normal, and the clouds above them parted just enough for the sunlight to brighten the clearing. The rain stopped all at once, and Sapphire’s gasp was covered by the sounds of confusion that rippled through the grumbling crowd.
Dario looked confused and angry as he looked to Draxis for instruction. Ava did not give any indication that she had heard the voice at all, she stayed as still as a statue, waiting with quiet dignity.
“What in the hells was that?” Xion demanded of Paarathax.
Paarathax’s eyes were wide, he was just as surprised as everyone else in the clearing. “I have no idea. I’ve never heard a god speak before.”
“Their god actually spoke?” Xion asked in surprise.
Xion was not sure what he had expected in response. He had never really given the gods much thought, and he definitely did not expect to ever hear one speak. He was sure that they cared very little for what happened in the world, and never thought that a group of assassins and thieves would be able to get the god’s attention whenever they wanted.
“He must have because everyone down there looks too upset to have done it themselves,” Paarathax reasoned.
He was right, Xion noted. Everyone was starting to frenzy, even Draxis’ smile had turned to a scowl. Everyone in the crowd had apparently expected something entirely different.
It took several minutes of Dario yelling, “Alright! Stop!” for the crowd to quiet down. Once they had, Dario grabbed Ava roughly by the hair and shouted, “Our god was clearly coerced into pardoning the traitor, that means that she is guilty, and the other gods want her spared. But, we listen to Dreskar, and no other gods!”
The crowd cheered again, and Xion stood. This time Paarathax did not pull him back down.
“Wait!” Draxis yelled as Dario reached for the dagger on his belt.
Dario looked at Draxis defiantly, before his features melted into a forced calm mask. “My lord?” his voice came out stiff.
“The gods have declared she must not be killed. But, there was not one word about imprisonment,” Draxis smiled brightly. He gestured toward the building beside him. “Lock her in the tomb.” The crowd cheered their agreement.
Dario smiled as he tugged Ava by the hair toward the door to the tower. She grimaced in pain, but allowed herself to be led toward the door.
“Xeraxia is inside there, Xion, go!” Paarathax yelled.
Xion did not need the encouragement, he was already running.
Xion willed the magic to push him faster, and so much of it had built up inside him that when he gave it direction it burst out of him. He leapt upward, trying to make it as deep into the crowd as he could, and felt a sharp tug as the energy inside him pushed him forward. Instead of clearing one or two rows of people, as he had expected, he glided over the entire crowd.
Xion was not expecting to move so far, or so fast. When he hit the ground, he stumbled and fell, slamming face first into the mud. He spit out the wet ground and wiped what he could from his eyes as he stood, already running again.
Draxis laughed in surprise when he saw Xion, but made no move to stop him as he rocketed toward Dario and Ava. Dario glared at him, with a wicked smile on his face as he wrenched open the door to the tower.
“Xion, no!” Ava shouted as he ran toward her.
Xion did not care what she was going to say, he did not want her locked in a tower with a blood thirsty dragon. He pushed himself as hard as he could, the energy inside him drained quickly as he used every bit of magic he could.
Dario shoved Ava through the door seconds before Xion could stop him. Rather than risk not being able to get the door open again and being stuck trying to fend off the entire Hand, he dove through the door just before Dario could slam it shut.
Instantly, Xion was enveloped in darkness. There was not a sliver of light to be seen anywhere. Xion laid down on the cold stones beneath him, panting. The run had not tired him as much as the magic had. Using so much so quickly took his breath away and left him feeling exhausted.
“What. An. Idiot,” Ava growled.
A light burst to life between them. There was a small, floating orb that cast a dim white light around them. Ava was still standing, her hands tied behind her back, with a scowl on her face.
“Hey, I tried,” Xion said between breaths.
Ava rolled her eyes and turned around. “Get these off me,” she commanded.
Xion rolled over and pushed himself to standing. He drew the red sword from his belt and carefully cut the rope around Ava’s wrists. Ava turned back around, rubbing where the rope had ground against her skin.
“You’re a moron,” she spat. “I had that under control.”
“You got poisoned and locked in a tower with a dragon,” Xion pointed out.
“I don’t see any dragons,” she argued.
“Well, Paarathax said there was one in here, and I couldn’t let you go alone,” Xion insisted.
“He was wrong.” Ava hesitated a few seconds before asking, with a softer voice, “Is Laira okay?”
Xion was surprised by the abrupt turn in conversation. “Uh, yeah, she’s fine.” After he said it, the realization hit him. “But, um, she’s with the others. Just outside the huge crowd of people that just tried to kill you.”
Ava stepped toward him, with a look of murderous rage on her face. Xion held up his sword in self defense. “Hey, remember that I just tried to save you.”
As angry as Ava was, she did not look like she wanted to attack someone when she was unarmed.
“Save me from a dragon that doesn’t exist,” Ava corrected.
“I exist, Little One.”
Xion and Ava looked at each other in surprise. Seconds after the voice had sounded, torches lining the walls burst to life, lighting the cavernous room much better than Ava’s floating light had.
The room was identical to the one Xion remembered from the first watchtower he had been in, vast with tall ceilings, made completely of stone, and filled with a tremendous amount of torches. The only difference was, this room was not empty.
Standing in the majority of the room, filling the space from floor to ceiling, and taking up the middle third of the space, was a dragon so large it dwarfed Draxis in size. Her scales glistened with every color imaginable, a spectacle of iridescence that made Xion think the words “rainbow dragon”. He felt like he should know those words, but he could not place why.
“It has been many years since I have had visitors,” the dragon spoke. “A pleasure to have your company.”
“What is that?” Ava asked, her voice quivering with fear.
“Nice to meet you?” Xion said uncertainly. He had never met a dragon, or seen one in his dreams, that was not at least a little hostile.
“And, you,” the dragon answered politely, bowing her head in greeting. Xion noticed that even her eyes were multicolored.
“What are you doing?” Ava snapped, “Stop growling at it.”
Xion turned his head to Ava, concerned. “What are you talking about?” he asked her.
Realization lit her face. “Nevermind,” she said quickly, “what did it say?”
“She was saying hello, didn’t you hear it?” Xion asked, confused. “She’s not exactly being quiet.”
“We are speaking in the tongue of dragons, My Child. The Little One does not understand,” the dragon explained.
Xion looked back and forth between Ava and the dragon, not understanding what was going on. “But, you understand her?” Xion asked the dragon. She nodded.
“Then, why can I understand you?” Xion asked.
“All my children speak our language. Even those with other blood in their veins.”
Xion sighed. “I can speak dragon, because I’m part dragon. I didn’t even have to learn it?” Xion asked.
The dragon shook her head. “No, it is in your blood.”
“Aren’t the spells in Aur’in all in dragon, though?” Xion asked Ava.
Ava looked at him confused, and he realized that she was only hearing part of the conversation. “Draconic,” she corrected.
“The magic in your blood has you speak our tongue when faced with one of us,” the dragon explained.
Xion shook his head. As confusing as all of that was, it did not matter at the moment. “Whatever, fine, okay,” he said to himself, trying to focus. “Why aren’t you… I don’t know, eating us?” Xion asked.
The room trembled with the rumbling of what Xion assumed was the dragon’s laugh. “Not all of our kind want to harm others,” she answered. “My son is angry and hurt. But, he is not to represent all my children.”
“Your son? Who’s your son?” Xion asked, feeling like he was missing something.
“The dragon you call Draxis, he is the firstborn of all dragons left on this plane, the king of the dragons.”
Xion felt like he had been dropped from the city of Evergreen, it took considerable effort to not fall to the ground as he tried to wrap his mind around the fact that he was talking to Draxis’ mother.
“Wait… okay… so, if Draxis is king of the dragons, and you’re his mother, what does that make you?” he stumbled across the question.
“My name is Xeraxia, daughter of Xyna and Xarothorn, first of my kind,” the dragon answered proudly.
“First?” Xion’s heart skipped a beat. “Are you saying… you’re…”
“I am the first dragon,” Xeraxia confirmed.


 




Chapter 16: Cut

“Would you stop gaping like an idiot and translate?” Ava demanded.
Xion turned his eyes away from Xeraxia with great difficulty and repeated to Ava what she had said. Ava seemed to have little reaction to finding out that they were in the presence of the first dragon to ever exist, who also happened to be the mother of the monster terrorizing the world.
“Great, so does she know how we can get out of here?” Ava asked.
Xion looked at Xeraxia. “Um, did you get that?”
Xeraxia nodded. “The door does not lock. This building is constructed so that anyone who wants to leave can.”
“Wait, so how are you stuck in here?” Xion wondered.
“I am not stuck, My Child. I choose to stay here,” she answered.
“It’s called the dragon’s tomb,” Xion argued.
Xeraxia’s rumbling laugh shook the room again. “A fitting name, I suppose. I am here to guard the contents of this building and refuse to let anyone pass. This is no punishment, it is my atonement.”
“I don’t understand,” Xion told her honestly.
“If you don’t tell me what she said, I’m going to kill you,” Ava growled and crossed her arms.
Xion sighed and repeated what Xeraxia had said again.
“Then, let’s go,” Ava said quickly as she walked toward the door.
“Wait,” Xion shouted, “you’re the key to the portal!”
Ava hesitated with her hand against the door, ready to push it open. “What?” she asked in surprise.
Xion tried to explain to her everything that he had learned from Paarathax, being gentle with what he said about her mother, and making clear that any of her blood spilled anywhere near the portal would open it.
“How do you know the portal is near here?” Ava asked.
“Why else would Draxis be so determined to find it? Why would he have your trial here?” Xion asked.
Ava groaned and backed away from the door. “Fine, then what’s the plan?” she demanded as she crossed her arms over her chest.
“I’m not sure,” he admitted. He turned to Xeraxia and asked, “Is there another way out of here?”
Xeraxia shook her head. “No, there is not.”
“What is this building even guarding?” Ava scowled. “Why is she here?”
Xion looked at Xeraxia and waited for an answer.
“It is of no concern,” she answered. “It is an object of immense power, that must be kept away from anyone who would seek to use it.”
Xion was very curious, but he did not press for answers.
“Well?” Ava demanded.
“She said it doesn’t matter,” Xion translated. “But, she said she wouldn’t let us pass, so it doesn’t seem like it matters, anyway.”
“I’m not going to just sit here,” Ava said. “What are we going to do?”
Xion looked around hoping that something would give him some kind of idea. “I don’t… I mean, what are Sapphire and the others doing? If they’re trying to figure out a way to get us out, maybe we just wait.”
“How are we supposed to know?” Ava scowled.
“Oh, I got it!” Xion said. He walked over to the wall and sat down with his back against it. He did not know if he would be able to stay standing if he was not in control of his body. Once he was sitting down, he closed his eyes.
“What are you doing now?” Ava asked.
“Just wait,” Xion said.
He pushed his consciousness outward. He felt Ava and Xeraxia first, and then tried to push out past the building, but there was a barrier that he could not get through. It was like the building was keeping his consciousness from getting outside. He struggled with it for several seconds, to no avail.
He was about to give up when he realized that he could still feel his bond with Aurum. He tested the connection, pushing himself along it a little outside the building, instantly he snapped out of his body and into Aurum’s.
He saw himself looking up at Sapphire, Xara, Warren, Laira, and Paarathax, who were crouched in a circle whispering to each other. They all glanced over to the crowd, which was now ringed around the building itself, they just watched the door and waited.
“We can’t just fight passed all those people,” Xara reasoned with the others in a low voice.
“Not with that attitude,” Warren grinned. “I say you guys give it a shot, I’ll keep watch.”
Paarathax sighed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We would never make it passed Draxis, even if we could fight off every one of his men.”
“I’m not letting them stay in there, we have to do something,” Laira insisted.
Sapphire gave Laira a look that Xion did not understand, but she said nothing. Was Sapphire angry at Laira?
“Okay,” Warren said, “so, we can’t go in. They can’t come out. If Ava so much as gets a papercut, the portal opens. So, what we need to do is get them out, without any of the people staring at the door seeing.”
“How do you propose to do that?” Paarathax asked. His face and voice were both without emotion.
“I don’t know, that was the idea, my jobs done. So, what’s the plan?” Warren answered.
They all looked around at each other, clearly none of them had any ideas.
Luckily, Xion did have one. He noticed that Dirk was sitting on Xara’s shoulder. He looked around and saw Ferion sitting on the ground between Sapphire and Laira. He turned around, noticing how strange it felt to move Aurum’s legs instead of his own, and saw Tenebris lying on the ground away from the group. The giant black wolf was staring intently at the crowd, but not moving a muscle. That was all he needed to know.
It took no effort to pull himself back to his body, he opened his eyes to see Xeraxia staring at him curiously.
Mother.
“Yeah, I know, Aurum,” Xion mumbled to himself.
He looked to Ava and said, “Call Tenebris.”
“You want him to break down the door?” Ava asked sarcastically.
“No, I want him to jump out of the shadows inside the room, we get on his back, and he does the same thing to get us out of here,” Xion explained as he stood up.
Ava opened her mouth to argue, hesitated a few seconds, and then closed it again. “That’s not completely moronic.”
Xion smiled at such high praise coming from Ava. “Glad you agree, now call him.”
Ava closed her eyes and Xion waited with mounting excitement. Almost a full minute passed by before anything happened. Then, the flames on the torches grew smaller, the shadows in the space between the light condensed and thickened, and finally, the giant wolf burst out of the darkness, landing between where Ava and Xion stood, and Xeraxia on the other side of the room.
Tenebris padded softly to Ava and nudged her gently with his head. She patted the wolf’s muzzle and scratched underneath his chin as she said, “I know, I missed you, too.”
Danger.
As if Xion was seeing ghost images flash beneath his vision, he saw what Aurum was trying to show him. They were just flashes, a fraction of a second long, but they came across the bond vividly. Paarathax striking down men in black armor, Warren raising a glowing hand, the outside of the tower where Ava and Xion were stuck, undefended except for Draxis, who stood facing the door.
Xion understood what had happened, his friends had tried to create a distraction so that he and Ava could escape, not knowing they had a plan of their own. They were fighting the entire Hand trying to give them time to get free, and Draxis was standing just outside the door.
“Ava, we need to go, now.” Xion quickly explained what Aurum had shown him.
Ava scowled. “Those morons. Down, girl.”
Tenebris laid down on her stomach, she was still rather high up for two people as short as Xion and Ava, but Ava managed to climb on in only a couple seconds. Xion had a lot more difficulty. Tenebris’ fur was still wet from the rain, and the few times he had ridden a horse were not enough to prepare him for trying to mount a wolf.
Finally, after watching him struggle for almost a minute, Ava reached out her hand and grabbed Xion’s forearm. She locked her legs on either side of Tenebris and heaved Xion up enough for him to throw his leg over.
“That was not as easy as I thought it would be,” he panted as he tried to get comfortable.
“Shut up and hold on,” Ava said coldly. “Tenebris, get us out of here.”
“Hold on to… whoa!”
When Tenebris stood, her entire body shifted and moved beneath Xion. He would have fallen off immediately if he had not wrapped his arms tightly around Ava’s waist. Ava had merely grabbed onto Tenebris’ fur, her body shifted at the same time as Tenebris’. Xion got the feeling she had done this before.
Xion expected jumping between shadows to be simple, the wolf would leap into the darkness, disappear in one place, and reappear in another. He was completely unprepared for the actual experience.
Tenebris dove at the shadows on the ground, and it felt like diving into a pool of ice cold water. Except, instead of getting wet, you were just compressed on all sides by tremendous pressure, as if the air around him were much heavier than it should be. Xion could not breath, when he tried to inhale, he could get no air. There was also no light. Unlike the tower they had been in, before Ava had made her orb appear, this darkness felt thick and all consuming.
All at once, he was free. Everything was bright, he could smell the wet grass, and breathe in the crisp air. Xion did not ever want to jump through the shadows again. He was quite happy with a familiar that said random words in his head every so often and nothing else.
Tenebris landed in the wet earth, surrounded by trees. Less than ten feet away, people dressed in black armor were fighting against one girl who whipped her thin black sword around so quickly that Xion could barely see it, fighting off three enemies at once.
Xion looked around for the others. Paarathax was blocking sword strikes with his bare forearms, grabbing men with blinding speed, throwing men bodily at one another, and fighting off half the army on his own. Sapphire, Warren, and Laira were yards away from the fighting.
Laira was firing arrow after arrow into the crowd of men with a tall brown bow. Xion had no idea where she had gotten a weapon, but he could tell she had never learned to use it. Every arrow she shot missed. Sapphire and Warren fired icicles, balls of fire, and small silver orbs of pure energy at the armored men, doing considerable damage, but not enough to stem the flow of men that continued to rush towards.
Xion slipped down from Tenebris’ back and landed awkwardly on the ground. He saw as every enemy not already fighting Xara or Paarathax started moving to encircle Tenebris, the new target in the fight.
“Stay on Tenebris!” Xion shouted to Ava.
It was more important than anything that Ava not be injured. They were not far from the tower, and Xion was not sure what the safe distance around the portal was. If she was injured, even a little bit, the world would be overrun with demons.
He hoped that Ava would understand that, but she was looking toward where Warren, Laira, and Sapphire were standing. Several of the armored assassins were running toward them. Xion was not worried, between Warren and Sapphire he was sure that they could incapacitate their attackers before they were in any danger. Ava did not seem to be thinking the same way.
Ava gave a fierce scream and leapt from Tenebris’ back, over many of the attackers, and landed on top of one of them. The man fell to the ground and Ava pushed two more aside as she raced to protect the others.
Xion cursed as attackers started coming at him. He could not focus on whether Ava was safe or not, he had to make sure he stayed alive long enough to worry about the consequences of Ava’s recklessness.
He drew the sword from the sheath at his hip and blocked an incoming attack. As the blades connected, the fire inside Xion burst to life. With magic coursing through him, he willed himself to move faster. He remembered the feeling of running when Warren had cast Kordonian’s Haste on him, and pushed out energy, willing himself to recreate the spell.
He felt the tug in his stomach and on his bond with Aurum, and he saw everyone around him slow down. The slow drain of energy did not bother him, it was almost unnoticeable.
It was easy to block attacks when everyone around him was moving at such a slow speed, but it felt wrong to kill anyone when he had such a powerful advantage. He knocked swords out of people’s hands, stabbed them in the legs, pushed people to the ground, and did his best to stop them from fighting without hurting anyone too badly.
It did not take long for Xion to clear out the people around him. Even so, when about fifteen of the armored warriors were on the ground, Xion could feel how much the magic was affecting him. The drain of energy was slow, but it was enough to tire him out quickly while he was fighting. When he was sure that the people around him were all going to stay on the ground, he released the magic. Instantly, it felt like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.
He took a second to breathe. He did not know when he started panting, or when the sweat had started to drip down his back, but once he stopped moving, he became fully aware of it. He looked toward his friends to see if they had fared as well as him and broke into a run.
He dodged around Tenebris, who was tearing the throat out of one of the men on the ground, ripping pieces of armor to shreds with her teeth as she did, and jumped over the bodies that covered the ground. He could not have been fighting for more than a couple of minutes, but in that time, members of The Hand had surrounded his friends. Warren was lying on the ground, Sapphire was hiding behind a shield of energy that two of the assassins were slashing at, each with a sword in one hand and a dagger in the other. Ava was standing in front of Laira, fighting off attackers as best she could with a sword in each hand, while Laira fired off arrows at anyone who approached.
Xion did not think to help Laira or Ava. It was not that he thought that they were doing fine on their own, it did not even occur to him. All that he could think was that Sapphire was in danger.
He did not decide to yell, but he heard his voice come out as an angry scream as he got closer to the two warriors attacking Sapphire’s shield. One of them turned toward him and swung at him with a sword. Xion deflected it, but not fast enough to be able to react to the man’s other hand, which struck at him just as quickly with a dagger.
Xion tried to jump back, but the dagger slashed upward at the last second and tore the skin on his arm. His scales deflected most of the blade, but a small trickle of blood started to seep out of him. Xion lunged, and the assassin blocked his strike.
Xion was surprised to realize that the man was slower than Xara. He could tell that if he had trained with Xara longer, this man would be easy to defeat. As it was, Xion was skilled enough to fend him off, but not enough to defeat quickly.
They slashed and blocked each other, seeming to be evenly matched, for almost a full minute. Xion was not sure how much longer he could fight, the sword was growing heavy, and he could feel himself slowing down. His opponent may not have been as naturally fast or strong as he was, but he was more practiced. Xion was sure that the man could fight longer than he could, and he was going to have to end it quickly or his enemy was going to get the upper hand.
And then he heard Sapphire scream. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the shield shatter. If she had let the magic break, she probably did not have the energy to do anything else to defend herself. She had no weapons. If Xion could not get to her quickly, her attacker would take her down in seconds.
The fire inside of Xion raged. He felt his bond tug hard against his mind, trying to keep his magic under control, but it burst out of him. The man he was fighting was lifted off his feet and thrown backwards as Xion turned away, almost forgetting that he was there. Xion ran at the warrior standing over Sapphire and threw his sword with every ounce of strength that he had left.
As it left his hand, the sword’s blade burst into flame and shot forward as if it were being drawn straight toward the assassin. The man looked up, and Xion saw the surprise in his eyes just before the sword impaled him, slicing through his armor on one side. The blade pierced him all the way to the hilt, and broke through his other side, the blade still encased in fire. The man went still at the same moment the fire died.
“Are you okay?” Xion asked as he helped Sapphire stand.
She was trembling, weak from using so much magic, but she looked up at him and her eyes sparkled in the dim light of the setting sun. It looked like she might be about to cry, but she had a smile on her face. Xion thought for a second that something might be wrong with her. Her face started to get a red tint to it, and she looked like she was thinking about something really hard. He saw her heart start to beat so fast it shook her chest.
“Alright, stop!”
Xion turned around so quickly that Sapphire stumbled a step forward. He would recognize that voice anywhere. Draxis was no longer watching the tower. He had come to join the fight.
Draxis was not far away, and coming closer, walking toward them from the direction of the tower, an amused grin on his face. At his words, all the fighting in the forest stopped. He surveyed the aftermath of the battle with a dark twinkle in his eyes, like seeing so many of the people fighting on his side laying on the ground and bloody was enjoyable for him.
“Not sure how you two got out of that tower,” Draxis called out, Xion guessed he was speaking to him and Ava, “but that was most impressive. How did you convince that dragon not to tear you apart?”
“Not every dragon is as evil as you,” Xion called back.
Draxis chuckled. “There it is again. ‘Evil’, you call it? Well, consider this: was it good to slaughter an entire race just because they frightened you? Was it good for you to burn Brawne to ash because he wanted different things than you did?”
Xion felt like he had been punched in the stomach. He had not meant to kill Brawne. Brawne had stabbed him, and fire poured out of him, another random act of his chaos magic acting on its own. Brawne had died because they happened to be fighting, and as much as Xion hated the man, he regretted his death.
Draxis seemed to notice Xion’s reaction and continued. “You see, everyone calls me ‘the Darkness’. But, everyone does things that aren’t all that great. I am a king, and I act in the best interests of my people. You only call it ‘evil’ because you want to stop me. Every dragon thinks that I am doing what is right, and I am leading my people to the justice they deserve.”
Everyone in the clearing was staring at Draxis as he walked closer to Xion. Even when he passed Xara and Paarathax, they did not move against him. None of The Hand took advantage of the distraction, they all just stared. When Draxis was only a few yards away from Xion, he stopped and put his hands on his hips.
“Not every dragon,” Xion argued. “I’m half dragon, and I think what you’re doing is wrong. The humans that killed dragons aren’t even alive anymore! You’re punishing innocent people for something that their ancestors did!”
“That may be true, but I refuse to let the dragons be wiped out again. And, don’t forget, the humans that were there may be long dead, but I was there. I remember, and I will not allow it to happen again.” As Draxis spoke, his smile disappeared, and his face became dark. A cold, calm anger that was more frightening than if he had been screaming.
“Xion,” Ava called to him, “stop talking with the evil overlord.”
Xion looked around to make sure Sapphire was still alright. She was helping Warren up. There were lines of blood on his shirt and his face, but he was not bleeding anymore. Sapphire must have healed him while Xion was talking to Draxis.
“What are you going to do?” Draxis asked, a sneer appearing on his face.
“I say we run,” Warren suggested as he steadied himself.
Xion nodded. “Run!”
He pushed out as much energy as he could, throwing out a spell to cover Sapphire, Ava, Warren, Xara, Paarathax, Tenebris, Aurum, Ferion, and himself. He tried to recreate Kordonian’s Haste again, but as the spell hit everyone, he realized it was too much. He felt a dramatic drop in his energy, and he knew he could not sustain the magic.
He pulled the spell back, pushing everyone to move faster, but not as much as he had done when he was casting the spell on just himself. They all ran away from Draxis, in the direction opposite the tower. Xion was relieved to see that the spell worked as much as it needed to. Draxis breathed a plume of flame after them, but they all moved just fast enough to escape it.
They raced through the forest, Xion felt his feet sink into the mud with every step, and he had to dodge trees and roots with every step. He kept running as long as he could keep the spell going, but it was not long. Every step felt like fifty, every breath was more difficult than the last. Xion and the others had almost made it back to the open space where they had fought the troll before Xion collapsed to the ground and let the spell go.
“Best spell for a fight!” Warren said, breathing heavily.
Sapphire knelt down in the mud beside Xion as lightning cracked across the sky, illuminating the open field only a few yards away from them.
“A storm is coming,” Paarathax noted. He looked concerned about it.
“Who cares?” Ava asked. “We just need to worry about getting farther away from Draxis.”
“How many did you guys take down?” Xara asked, stretching her arms above her, I think I got about ten. The rest of them kept falling over, what wimps.”
“Is that really important right now?” Sapphire sighed.
“Ava, are you okay?” Laira asked, her voice filled with worry.
“Fine, why?” Ava asked.
Laira took Ava’s wrist and turned her arm over. On the back of Ava’s bicep, there was a small cut in her sleeve. The edges of the tear had been colored red by Ava’s blood. Just visible through the torn shirt was a small cut.
“Does anyone else feel like we’re cursed?” Warren asked with a groan. “I feel like we’re cursed.”


 




Chapter 17: Unleashed

Xion pushed himself up to a sitting position. “Do you remember when that happened?” he asked quickly.
Ava shook her head. “I didn’t realize that it happened.” She did not sound concerned, but she was staring at the cut on her arm intently, like she was trying to get it to admit when it happened.
Lightning lit the sky again, and Paarathax’s face darkened. “I have a feeling we made a mistake.”
“It was not a mistake,” Ava growled immediately.
“You don’t think opening the portal to the Five Hells and allowing demons to come out and destroy all of the humans in Ustama was a mistake?” Paarathax asked with a raised eyebrow.
Ava looked at Laira with a strange expression on her face. “No, I don’t,” she said fiercely.
Laira turned bright red and held out Ava’s dagger. “You, um… dropped this, before,” she stammered.
Ava took the dagger gingerly and then looked back at Paarathax. “It doesn’t matter what happened, we just need to know how to stop it.”
Paarathax nodded. “It needs to be closed from both sides,” he said.
“Yeah, Xion told me that,” Ava replied. “What I mean is, how do we get back to it. We left Draxis and The Hand there. They aren’t going to let us just walk up to it and jump in.”
It started to rain harder, and the lightning started striking every few seconds. The clothes they wore were soaked through within minutes, and the sky was lit so often that Xion could not tell if it was day or night.
Nobody had a quick response to Ava, but they all knew they could not just rush in without a plan. Warren sat down next to Sapphire with a groan.
“Okay, so,” Warren started, “we’ve got nothing, right?”
“Right,” Xion sighed. He wanted to do something, but he could not think of any course of action besides running in. There was no chance of them being able to close the portal with Draxis near it.
“How long until the world is overrun with demons?” Warren asked Paarathax.
Paarathax shook his head. “There’s no way to know. Venitia said that the portal opening is like a door being unlocked. Unless there are demons checking the door on the other side, many will not know anything’s happened for a while.”
“Okay, so we probably have some time, right?” Sapphire clarified.
“Probably,” Paarathax nodded.
“So, let’s think this out,” Warren stated. “What’s stopping us from going to close it?”
“The dragon guy,” Laira answered.
“Draxis,” Ava corrected.
“Yeah, him,” Laira nodded.
“Okay, so we need to lure him away,” Warren mused.
“How?” Xion asked. “He seems pretty set on building his army, I don’t think he’s just going to walk away from where they’re going to come out.”
“But, he opened it before, right?” Xara asked. “So, maybe he thinks it’ll take a while for them to come out, too.”
“The sooner we try to get him to leave, the easier it’ll be,” Sapphire agreed.
“So, who volunteers to start a fight with the oldest dragon in existence?” Warren joked.
“Second oldest,” Ava corrected. She explained what had happened inside the tower, and everything that Xeraxia had said.
Once again, something bothered Xion. He knew he was forgetting something extremely important, and he knew it had to do with Xeraxia. It was starting to irritate him that he could not remember.
“I’ll fight him,” Paarathax volunteered. His face and voice were both coated in anger that Xion did not understand.
“I was definitely joking,” Warren pointed out.
“He would slaughter any one of you,” Paarathax rebutted. “And, someone has to get him away from the portal.”
Xion wanted to argue, but Paarathax was right, it was their best shot. If Paarathax could lead Draxis away, they would only have The Hand to deal with, and that gave them a real chance. Xion wanted to be the one to volunteer, but he was already weak, and if they waited long enough for Xion to even last a few minutes against Draxis, half the humans in Ustama might already be dead.
“Good, we have a starting point, what’s next?” Xara asked.
“We fight through The Hand, one of us closes the portal from the other side, one of us closes the portal from this side, done and done,” Ava said confidently.
“And, which one of us is going to be trapped in the Five Hells?” Sapphire asked. Before Xion could say anything, Sapphire spoke directly to him. “And, it can’t be you. You’re our only hope for defeating Draxis, you can’t be trapped on another plane.”
“The Five Hells are a plane of darkness and fire,” Paarathax stated. “It is not a decision to take lightly.”
“How about I go?” Xara suggested. “Fire isn’t going to bother me, and the world is in just as much danger from the demons as Draxis, so somebody has to.”
Xion had still not completely come to terms with the fact that he had a sister, but he knew that he did not want her banished to the Five Hells.
“It should be me,” Xion argued. “Maybe closing the portal from the other side is how I defeat Draxis.”
Paarathax shook his head. “The prophecy says that decision will be made when you come of age. You have over two years left.”
“Oh, come on,” Xion complained. “How do you know I’m not of age?”
“You are fully grown, and an adult by human standards, but dragons don’t come of age just because they’re done growing,” Paarathax told him.
Xion somehow felt reassured, but he still wanted to be the one to shut the portal from the other side. He did not want any of his friends to be trapped or in danger. When Ava had been captured was bad enough. He did not know if he would be able to retrieve someone from another plane of existence.
“Can you get over your issues when the world isn’t in danger?” Ava demanded.
“Alright,” Xion agreed, “let’s go.”
“No,” Sapphire said and put her hands on his shoulders as he tried to stand up, pushing him back to the ground.
“Did you miss that entire conversation?” Xion asked, laughing in surprise.
“We can wait a while for Xion to recover, right Paarathax?” Sapphire pleaded.
Paarathax nodded. “There is no way that anything is going to come through in the next few hours. Someone on the other side would have to be checking the door constantly. Everyone stay here and rest. I need to see if I can find out what happened to Xorn. Now that you are all done trying to get yourselves killed,” he smirked, “I figure you can handle a few hours without me.”
“There, now rest,” Sapphire told Xion.
Paarathax walked back into the forest from the direction they had just come, leaving them to sit in the rain and wait. Xion had a bad feeling that him leaving was not the best idea, but it was difficult to argue. Xion felt like, somehow, Paarathax was an authority figure. Even though he just showed up, helped, and then disappeared again.
With them all left alone to rest, Xion moved himself to sit against a tree. Aurum walked over to him and curled up in his lap, he petted her absentmindedly, as the others settled themselves down. As ready as everyone had seemed to go rushing back in, the second they were told to rest, they all crumbled. Sapphire sat up against a tree near him, with Ferion on the ground beside her. Warren found a tree on Xion’s other side that had larger branches and more leaves than the others and was the only one of them that stayed relatively dry. Xara did not seem to care about the rain at all, she laid against a tree on the edge of the forest, letting it fall on her more so than anyone else.
What stood out to Xion was Ava and Laira. They sat together, leaning against Tenebris. Laira had cuddled up to Ava, who wrapped her arm around Laira’s shoulders. Xion had never seen Ava so comfortable with anyone before, and something occurred to him.
After about fifteen minutes of silence among the group, Xion asked, “Laira, how did you get Ava’s dagger?”
Laira’s eyes had been closed, but at Xion’s question, they flew open in shock. “... She dropped it. I said that earlier,” but she sounded unsure and her face had started to turn red.
“We know that Draxis won’t leave the portal, but there is every possibility that he could send The Hand after us any second. Is this really what’s important, right now?” Ava snapped. Xion would have thought that was a really good point, if her face had not flushed slightly when she spoke. Xion could tell she was just trying to change the subject.
“Wait, he’s right,” Warren said, smiling widely. “Ava wears that thing when she sleeps. She never would’ve dropped it.”
Sapphire looked like she was fighting a smile when she said, “You two were alone when we left you in that clearing.”
“Would you just drop it?” Ava scowled, her face turning even more red.
“Did you guys at least get dressed before the assassins showed up?” Warren joked.
Laira hid her face in her hands, but Xion could still see her face had turned bright red. It took Xion a few seconds to understand Warren’s comment, but when he did, he could not bring himself to look at Laira or Ava. He turned his gaze to Aurum and tried to focus on her until he felt his cheeks stop burning.
“How about we talk about who told Xion he was a dragon?” Ava demanded. Xion could feel the shift in the group’s mood.
“I swear, I didn’t,” Xara answered urgently.
“It wasn’t me!” Warren added immediately.
“I figured it out myself,” Xion said, looking up at Ava. It still felt awkward to look at her after what he had just learned, but he did not want her to think that he was lying. “I saw my eyes, they looked exactly like the Blood Orb did when I was tested. And, exactly like the eyes of every dragon I’ve seen. I can’t be hurt by fire, I’m growing scales all over my body, and Paarathax confirmed it when he told me both my parents were half dragon. But, why didn’t you want me to know?”
Ava glared at him. “Really? You don’t think that the fact that you’re part dragon might be something to worry about?”
“No more than you being part demon,” Xion answered honestly. He had meant that it should not be a concern, but Ava did not react like he expected she would.
“Right, I’m dangerous, but not as much as the only person who might be able to kill the guy trying to destroy the world realizing that they’re the same species,” Ava spat at him.
Xion hesitated. He had not thought about it that way before. A part of the prophecy came back to him in that moment. “If Darkness is not that day faced, Darkness can never be replaced.”
“What if I’m not destined to defeat Draxis?” Xion mused.
Ava looked like she had been hit over the head. She was so confused, for once she did not know what to say.
“What are you talking about?” Sapphire asked, her voice filled with concern. “Of course you are.”
“The prophecy never says the word ‘defeat’,” Xion pointed out. “It says ‘replaced’.”
Warren laughed. “You think the prophecy means you’re going to take over and be the new Darkness?”
Xara laughed next. “I saw you back there, you could have just cut the throat of every one of those guys, but you just disarmed them and knocked them out. You would make a terrible Darkness.”
Sapphire leaned forward and took Xion’s hand. “You’re not like him, no matter what your parents were.”
Xion wanted to pull his hand from Sapphire, but it was comforting to have her support during his revelation. “Yeah, now. Draxis said I had more than two years left, a lot can change in two years.”
“But, not you,” Sapphire insisted.
“Shut up, you’re not really that stupid, are you?” Ava growled. Xion looked at her in surprise. “I just wanted you to shut up about me. You’re not going to go all evil dragon.”
“You can’t know that,” Xion stated.
“I’m not listening to you be stupid,” Ava said as she stood up. “I’m not sitting here, anymore.”
Ava started to walk into the forest, but just then a large black shape appeared out of the trees and slammed into her. Xion’s first thought was that it was one of The Hand, but it was not black armor. It was black skin, stretched tight over scales that covered its body, with large black leathery wings extended out of its back. Paarathax had been wrong, the demons had come out much faster than he had predicted.
When the dark shape slammed into Ava, she was thrown to her back hard enough to slide several inches through the mud. The demon flapped its wings once and landed just outside the tree line. It slowly turned around on its clawed feet to smile at them all with pointed teeth and blink its glowing red eyes slowly, like it relished the sight of them.
Xion waited for it to speak, but it was completely still, and said nothing. They all jumped up and drew their weapons, and still the demon did not react.
Warren was first to strike. He spoke a quick spell and threw a silver orb of energy at the demon. Xion was sure that the demon would dodge or defend itself in some way. He was shocked when it reached out a hand with extra long fingers and sharp claws at the end to catch the orb. It squeezed the orb as if it were no more solid than water and it faded into nothing. The demon looked at Warren appraisingly and let out a harsh gravelly sound, Xion assumed it was either a growl or a laugh.
“Okay, so that’s not great,” Warren said with a quivering voice.
Everyone else struck at once. Laira fired off an arrow that glanced off the demon’s scales. Xion, with what little energy he had, fired an icicle out of his hand. The demon ignored it when it slammed into its chest and caught the ball of energy that Sapphire had launched at it. It then jumped up and dug its claws into Tenebris who had lunged at it. It slammed Tenebris into the ground, who let out a yelp of pain.
Ava had jumped just after Tenebris, her dagger in hand. As soon as Tenebris hit the ground, Ava landed on the demon’s back and stabbed her blade into the base of one of its wings.
The demon let out a terrifying screech and spun around with such force that Ava was launched several feet away and crashed into a tree. The demon jumped and flapped one of its wings, the other fell limply to its side, and it fell back to the ground just as Xion reached it.
Xion swung his sword down just as icicles from Sapphire and Warren hit its chest. The demon threw up its arm to block the blade, none of the attacks seemed to faze the creature in the slightest.
Xion tried to push it away with magic, but the flame inside him was weak, the magic coursing through him was running low. He felt a light tug inside him, but the demon did not appear to so much as notice.
Suddenly, the demon’s other arm shot out and grabbed Xion around the neck. Xion expected the scales to be cold, but they were hot. Much hotter than any body heat that he had ever experienced before. It was like the beast was burning on the inside, with fire just beneath the surface of its skin. The grip was much stronger than Xion would have thought possible from a hand with such long fingers. It constricted his entire neck at once.
Xion was lifted off his feet before he could even think, and his arm acted before he could consider whether or not it was a bad idea. He thrust his sword into the demon’s eye.
He was afraid that it would glance off, like it had when it hit the creature’s scales, but the eye was soft, and the sword pierced it easily. The sound of the sword stabbing into the exposed organ of the demon was a sickening squelch that made Xion’s stomach turn, but the smell was worse. It rushed out of the pierced eye like wind, and hit Xion with an almost physical force, reminding him of rotten eggs and mold at the same time.
Xion was thrown backward, without enough strength to hold the sword, it was left behind, buried halfway up the blade in the demon’s face. Xion crashed into the mud as the creature let out a loud, high pitched wail that made Xion’s ears feel like they were being stabbed by a million tiny needles. It only lasted a few seconds, and then there was silence, broken only by the pounding of rain against the leaves and ground and the crash of thunder.
Xion took a moment to breathe before he tried to stand. His neck still felt like it had ropes wrapped around it, and his entire body ached from the impact with the ground, but he needed to make sure that his friends were all ok.
Laira was with Ava at the base of the tree Ava had been thrown into, both of them looked shaken, but unharmed. Warren was busy trying to approach the dead body of the demon while holding his nose. Sapphire was kneeling with her hands on Tenebris’ neck, her hands glowing with magic.
Xion was relieved that everyone was alright. Tenebris seemed to be the one who had taken the most damage, and he was confident in Sapphire’s ability to heal whatever had been done. He was about to let himself fall back to the ground when he heard Aurum’s voice in his mind.
Sister.
The word was urgent, like a shout. Where was Xara?
He turned around to see Xara, yards farther into the forest, fighting with another creature with large leathery wings.
“There’s another one!” Xion shouted.
He ignored his aching muscles and ran back to the dead demon’s body. Warren was not overreacting by covering his nose, the smell coming from the demon was even worse than what Xion had smelled before. It was almost as if the body had been decaying for weeks, with hot rotten eggs and putrid meat boiling inside it. Xion ignored the urge to gag and he pulled the sword from the demon’s body and turned around to help Xara as quickly as he could.
Warren was at his side immediately, and he saw Ava catch up with them out of the corner of his eye. He assumed that Laira stayed behind to stay clear of the fight, her arrows were no use. Sapphire was probably still trying to heal Tenebris, and Xion was completely fine with that. He wanted her as far away from harm as possible.
Xion’s knees shook as he ran, as if they could give out at any moment, but he pushed himself onward. It did not matter if he was tired or in pain, he was not going to let Xara fight that thing on her own.
“See,” Warren said between breathes, he was panting just as hard as Xion was, “we’re cursed.”
Xion ignored him, not sure he would be able to respond if he tried. His breath was coming out pained, his lungs burned, and running through mud and around trees was difficult enough exercise all its own.
When they reached Xara and the demon she was fighting, something about it bothered Xion, it did not look like the first one. This one’s skin was white, and not stretched out. It looked like an elf’s skin. He did not see any visible scales, but the demon was blocking Xara’s blade with its arms, so he was sure that the scales were there, just faded like Xara’s. Its eyes were not red orbs, but normal eyes, with purple irises, shockingly similar in color to Ava’s. And, the wings, though large and leathery like a bat, were half the size of the first demon.
Xion stopped in his tracks, unable to believe what he was thinking could be true, but what he saw was undeniable. Xara struck at the demon again and again, each time the demon moved with blinding speed to block or dodge the attack, but never once did it strike out. It was only defending itself.
Xion did not know what to do, he tried to call out to Xara, but he could not get enough breath to be able to form any words, let alone a shout. He could see that Xara was in no danger at the moment, but that could change any time the person she was fighting decided she was in danger.
Luckily, Ava was not as winded as Xion was. Warren had stopped running when Xion had, but Ava took a few more slow steps and shouted, “Xara, stop!”
Xara ignored her, she faked like she would slice at the demon sideways, and at the last second spun in a circle to attack from the other side. The demon moved fast enough that the feint, as expertly maneuvered as it was, was too slow to bring the thin black blade passed the demon’s arm.
“Xara! You have to stop!” Ava insisted, her voice pleading.
“Yes, child, stop this foolishness! I don’t want to hurt you,” the demon repeated the plea.
“I won’t let you hurt my friends!” Xara cried, quickly attacking the demon three separate times in the span of her sentence.
If Xion had been unsure, all doubts disappeared the second the demon spoke. The first one had not formed a single word, whether it could speak or not, Xion did not know. It was clear though, that the demon had not thought to try to communicate with them at all. There was no threat, and definitely no plea to try to stop any of them from getting hurt.
“Xara,” Xion finally managed to get out, “you’re fighting Ava’s mother.”
Xara halted her sword midswing and stumbled a step forward. Ava’s mother swatted the sword away angrily, knocking it out of Xara’s hand and into the mud several feet away.
“I thought I was free of the Hells,” Ava’s mother, her name was Venitia, Xion remembered, spat at Xara. “But, I come out and am immediately attacked by a little girl who can’t listen.”
“You know you have wings, right?” was Xara’s only reply.
Venitia looked at Ava. “This is who you’re with?” she demanded.
“Nice to see you, too, Mother,” Ava replied sarcastically.


 




Chapter 18: Respite

Venetia became considerably less hostile once she was assured that nobody was going to start attacking her again. She agreed to go back to where the others were waiting to talk, assuring them that they had plenty of time before any more demons arrived.
It was strange to see that Ava’s mother was so, for lack of a better word, kind. Ava and her father both seemed angry all the time. Xion assumed that her mother, who was half demon, would be the same. Except for the strange sight of her wings melding into her body, she was more normal than the rest of her family.
When they returned to the others, Ava introduced her mother. Sapphire immediately tackled her with an enthusiastic hug, which Venitia returned.
“It’s so nice to meet you!” Sapphire beamed when she pulled away.
“And, you too, my dear,” Venitia replied, laughing.
Without the wings, Venitia looked just like an elf, except that her hair, which she wore the same way Ava did, was pitch black. Her clothes were odd, they were made of a rough, black fabric, but otherwise she appeared perfectly normal.
“I am just not entirely sure who you are,” Venitia finished.
“Oh, right,” Sapphire blushed. “I’m Sapphire, Ava’s my friend.”
“I seem to be meeting Avalon’s friends in very different ways,” she glanced at Xara with a grin.
“I stand by what I said before, you have wings,” Xara defended herself.
Venitia nodded. “I understand how that must have looked, given the situation.”
“Just out of curiosity, what exactly is the situation?” Warren asked. “We were sure this was going to be a little different.”
Venitia looked around at all of them. “You look tired, let’s sit and talk.”
“Thank the gods,” Warren groaned as he sat down against a tree. “I’m not running again for the rest of the day, I’m saying it right now. I think I’ve earned it.”
Xion chuckled as he sat down, and Sapphire took a place beside him. Ava looked like she wanted to protest, but she had to be just as tired as the rest of them. She walked over and sat against Tenebris, where Laira was sitting. Both of them looked a little uncomfortable in the presence of Ava’s mother.
Venitia sighed as she sat and leaned against a tree. She sniffed the air and said, “So, you did defeat Draskall, well done.”
“They have names?” Xara asked in surprise as she sat against a tree.
“Yes,” Venitia chuckled, “we have names.”
“Right,” Xara frowned. She said to Ava in a mock whisper, “I don’t think your mother and I are getting off to the best start.”
Ava rolled her eyes. “What’s going on with the portal,” Ava demanded.
“It is safe for now,” Venitia answered. “Draskall and I were guards at the portal, as we have been since it was last closed. Our job was to report if it ever opened. I thought that would be the best place for me, in case there was ever a chance to come home. But, Draskall saw an opportunity out of the Hells and took it. I followed him to slay him before he could cause any trouble.”
“We took care of that part for you,” Warren boasted, putting his hands behind his head proudly.
“Xion took care of it,” Sapphire corrected with a smile.
“I helped,” Warren grinned.
“No small feat,” Venitia mused. “And, which one is Xion?” she asked.
“I am,” Xion answered, a little embarrassed. “But, I just got lucky. I didn’t even mean to kill… him?” He was not sure how to tell what gender the demon was.
“Him,” Venitia nodded. “Still, a great accomplishment.”
“That’s a demon and a dragon, now,” Xara chuckled. “You’re going to be a legend if you keep this up.”
“Ava killed the dragon,” Xion reminded her. He felt that Ava deserved the credit she was due, especially in front of her mother.
“Well,” Venitia smiled, sounding impressed, “you have been busy while I was away.”
“It’s been a while,” Ava said coldly, “I had to do something.”
Xion did not know why Ava would be so rude to her own mother, after not seeing her for so long. Before she could continue, Xion blurted out, “What about Draxis? Wasn’t he outside the portal?”
“Draxis? He’s the one who opened the portal?” Venitia asked in surprise. “After all this time?”
Xion nodded. “We came to stop him. It didn’t go well.”
Venitia shook her head as she said, “Don’t take that burden on yourself. Draxis has tried to open that portal several times, if he did not succeed, he would have tried again. It isn’t your fault.”
“So,” Sapphire asked, “he wasn’t there?”
“No, there were men, but only a few. I’m afraid I may have injured a couple of them in my scuffle with Draskall,” Venitia answered.
“Good,” Laira said, “those are the guys that captured Ava and tried to sacrifice her to open the portal.”
Venitia’s eyes narrowed in anger, the exact same way that Ava’s sometimes did. “Then, I’m glad they were injured.”
“But, where is Draxis?” Xion asked.
“It can’t be good,” Xara mused. “He opens the portal and then leaves it? Not much of a way to build an army.”
“Draxis does not need to gather the army,” Venitia explained. “If his cause is the same as last time, all he needs to do is open the door to the Hells, the demons will act on their own accord, and do exactly as Draxis wishes.”
Xion groaned and let himself slump to the ground. “I failed, again. And, Draxis is gone.”
“It’s not over yet,” Xara said brightly. “Look, only one actual demon came through, and we stopped it. So, there’s a chance we can close the portal before any more can come through.”
Xion pulled himself back up. “Yeah, and then one of us has to close the portal from the other side. We save the world, and doom one of us to be stuck in the Five Hells. Draxis wins either way.”
Venitia smiled at him. “Don’t worry, Xion, I will gladly close the portal from the other side.”
At that moment, lightning arced across the sky very close to them, and the boom of thunder that followed seemed to be accenting Venitia’s statement. Xion wanted to be relieved, Venitia had already been in the Five Hells for a long time, it would not be as much of a burden for her. And, as selfish as it was, Xion would have gladly let anyone stay in the Hells, if it meant that none of his friends had to.
Xion looked to Ava, thinking that it was just as much her decision. If Venitia was the one to close the portal, that would mean that Ava would lose her mother, again. After believing that her mother was dead all these years, it felt wrong for them to be separated so soon after reuniting.
Ava was clearly of the same mind. “Over my dead body!” she shouted.
“Avalon, please,” Venitia chided. “I cannot in good conscience let any of you lock yourselves in the Hells.”
Ava scowled, her eyes narrowed so much Xion was not sure if they closed completely. “You disappeared when I was fifty-four, I was just a child. Father said that you were killed by orcs. I was all alone, raised by The Hand. They taught me to kill, and to steal, and to give my life for Dreskar if necessary. All of it was because you weren’t there. You will NOT leave me, again.”
Xion cringed. He thought that was all a little too harsh. There was no way Venitia could have known what would happen to her daughter. Xion was still having trouble understanding how Venitia had actually gotten stuck in the Hells, Dario said she was kidnapped, and Paarathax said she had willingly closed the portal. Either way, it did not seem like it was her fault at all.
Xion, however did understand Ava’s reaction. He remembered his own mother, from before she disappeared. He had known that she had left, as young as he was at the time. He remembered her trying to explain at the time, but all he could remember was that she was leaving. He had waited for her, every single day, for years. If he were to find out, somehow, that she was still alive, there would be no force on earth that could stop him from keeping her from heading right back into danger.
“Avalon, you know it is the right thing. I am sorry for what happened to you after I left, but I do not regret it for a moment. If I had stayed, you may not have grown into the person that you are now,” Venitia said, looking at Ava with sad eyes.
“Yeah, but she might have learned how to be nice,” Warren interjected, “so, it’s a toss up, really.”
Ava picked a rock up off the ground and threw it at Warren’s head. He laughed as he rubbed the spot where he had been hit. “See?” he said, as if she had demonstrated his point perfectly.
Venitia looked at Ava disapprovingly. “You should all sleep,” she said. “When you are rested, we can return to the portal.”
“Fine, I’ll take first watch,” Ava volunteered angrily.
“I don’t know if you guys realize this, but I haven’t eaten since we left Evergreen. I don’t know if I can sleep on an empty stomach,” Warren pointed out.
“I wondered when someone was going to bring that up.”
Paarathax voice came from the open space just outside the tree line. He walked around Tenebris and Xion saw that he was carrying a backpack, he opened it and started handing out elf bread and a piece of cloth tied around a bundle of some sort to each of them.
Xion was very disappointed to have to eat elf bread again, but he knew that it was not the time to complain. He unwrapped the bundle that each of them had been given to find that Paarathax had gathered them each a couple handfuls of berries. It was not much in the way of sustenance, but it was better than nothing.
They all started eating immediately, and Venitia stood to embrace Paarathax for much longer than Xion felt was appropriate. When they separated, they looked at each other in a way that made Xion uncomfortable, he returned his eyes to his food after only a few seconds.
“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” Paarathax said softly.
“Neither did I,” Venitia laughed. “Where’s your wife? I miss her, too.”
Paarathax hesitated. “We will have to discuss that later,” he said after a moment.
“She’s not…”
“Another time,” Paarathax interrupted.
Xion looked to Sapphire in surprise. He had no idea that Paarathax had a wife. Sapphire seemed interested in the information, as well. She started chewing much more slowly and looked at him like she was deep in thought. If Paarathax had a wife, where was she? Why was Paarathax traveling all over the place instead of being with her?
“There may not be another time,” Venitia laughed. “It seems that someone needs to be on the other side of the portal, yet again.”
Xion looked up at Paarathax. His face was dark, worry and sadness filled every line of his face. He could see Paarathax trying to think of a way out of it, but he was struggling in vain.
“Venitia, you know I would take your place…” Paarathax began.
Venitia laughed and punched him lightly on the arm. “Over my dead body. You wouldn’t last a day in the Hells.”
Paarathax grinned. I think I’d be alright. A lot has happened since we last saw each other.”
“Oh yeah? Have you stopped your whining and complaining?” Venitia teased.
“You remember the Dragon Fire Prophecy?” Paarathax asked.
Venitia’s smile disappeared. “How could I forget, we spent all that time trying to stop it.”
Paarathax nodded. “Xion. He’s the halfborn the prophecy speaks of.”
Venitia looked at Xion in surprise. Xion quickly grew uncomfortable again and returned his eyes to his half eaten bread.
“The dark ones the prophecy mentions. That must be the demons,” she said with certainty.
Paarathax laughed. “Do you remember the last time we tried to guess at prophecy?”
“You’re right, but what else could it be?” Venitia asked.
“I’m not sure, but there is still time before Xion comes of age. Many things could happen between now and then,” Paarathax pointed out.
Venitia hesitated. “You all need rest,” she called to the rest of the group, “finish eating and try to sleep. Tomorrow, at first light, we will close the portal.”
Xion was so distracted by the strange conversation that he had forgotten to eat. He had just sat and stared at his bread while trying to work out what the two were saying. He quickly devoured what we left of his bread, having finished the berries already, and tried to find a comfortable spot to lie down.
Aurum quickly buried herself against his chest. He could feel across their bond that it was less out of affection, and more of a desire for his body to block the rain. It was comforting, nonetheless.
Sapphire laid down near him, with their heads just far enough away that they did not quite touch. Her being so close was just as comforting as Aurum snuggled against him.
He had known that he was tired, but he doubted that he would be able to sleep in the mud, with the rain pouring down and thunder rumbling through the forest every minute. At first, he did not think he would ever fall asleep. It took him several minutes to realize that he already had.
His consciousness had expanded around him, and he could feel every person and every tree that was nearby. He lay in his waking sleep for several minutes before he felt one of the people, either Ava or Laira, stand up. It had to be one of them, because the body had been leaning against Tenebris before it stood.
The person walked over to where Venitia and Paarathax stood whispering to each other, and then Xion heard Ava’s voice say, “I need to talk to you.”
“I’ll go scout the portal, I’ll be back in no longer than an hour,” Paarathax said. Xion felt his presence move into the forest, and then pass beyond where his consciousness could perceive.
“What is it, Avalon?” Venitia asked.
“First off, it’s Ava,” Ava said roughly. “Second, I want the real story of what happened that night.”
“What do you mean?” Venitia asked in surprise.
“Father said that you were kidnapped by orcs and thrown into the portal. That their god had commanded it, and the portal closed because you passed through it. Paarathax said you went through it and you closed it from the other side. What really happened, I have to know.”
Venitia sighed. “Your father must have guessed at what happened. Paarathax was right.”
“So, you just left me, all on your own?” Ava demanded.
“Avalon…”
“Ava!”
“Ava,” Venitia corrected herself, “you must understand, the demons that choose to come through hate humans beyond anything. Humans can summon them to this plane, bind them, steal their power. The demons feel that this is a mockery and an insult. The ones that want through the portal want to destroy all humans just as much as Draxis does.”
“You aren’t answering the question,” Ava growled.
Venitia laughed. “I’m trying, just listen.
“When the portal was last opened, I discovered what they were doing, and I felt it was my duty to close the portal. I had to act in the benefit of both the elves and the demons. I am half of both sides.”
“You just said the demons were attacking humans, not elves,” Ava pointed out.
“Yes, but how well will the elves fair if the entire human kingdom falls?” Venitia asked. “The fate of all races are intertwined. When the dwarves disappeared, the economy of every city was impacted for centuries. And, the humans are far more numerous than the dwarves were. Ustama, Qua’ke, and every other nation in the world would fall if humans were wiped out,” Venitia explained.
“That doesn’t mean it had to be you,” Ava insisted.
“It did have to be me,” Venitia pressed. “Only someone who can withstand the fires in the Hells could have done it, or they would have been burned alive trying. Paarathax had been trying for months to get me to help him close it.”
“He’s the one who made you get locked on the other side?” Ava nearly screamed with rage.
“No,” Venitia chuckled. “His plan was for him to be the one locked in the Hells. He was always ready to sacrifice himself for the good of everyone else. And… I believe he still is.” Venitia hesitated for a moment. Xion got the feeling that she knew something important that she was not saying.
“His wife and I decided together that he must stay on this side, we only told him once we reached the portal,” Venitia continued. “He was very upset about it, too.”
“Paarathax sounds a lot like Xion,” Ava commented. The way she said it, Xion did not feel was a compliment to either of them.
Venitia laughed. “I noticed the similarities, as well.”
“So, the night the orcs attacked?” Ava pressed.
Venitia sighed. “The orcs attacked, planning to kill me in the name of their god, I am sure. I used a diversion to run to the portal with Paarathax and his wife. I feared your father might try to stop me if he knew what I was planning. We made it to the portal, convinced Paarathax to stay on this side, and I shut it from the other.”
“You left me,” Ava concluded.
“I tried to save you, My Love. The world would not have lasted long, it took them decades to slay the few demons that came through,” Venitia corrected. “If the rest of them had discovered the portal was open, it would have been chaos.”
Xion could feel his consciousness retreating back into him, he tried to urge it back outward, he wanted to hear the rest of what Venitia had to say. Struggling with all his willpower, Xion tried to fight the dream that was overtaking him, but in the end, his world faded to black, and then lit up again.
Xion stood in a grassy field, the sky above him was clear and lit with stars. The forest where his body lay was in the distance beside him, with great grey storm clouds sparking with lightning, and thunder that traveled the distance to where he stood.
Draxis was sitting on a large stone, not ten feet in front of him. He was facing a man Xion did not recognize, who stood tall and proud. He wore light, leather armor, but not the kind The Hand wore. This was brown and faded, with notches taken out of it. He wore no helmet, and Xion could see his pale face with shoulder length, dark brown hair. His irises were blood red, and when he smiled, he revealed large, pointed fangs that looked much too large for his mouth.
“...demons to come forth?” the pale man asked Draxis.
“Oh, surely not,” Draxis smiled. “No, the chosen one will stop them, I am sure.”
The man did not look surprised by Draxis answer. “Another intricate plan, my lord?”
“Not so intricate, no,” Draxis chuckled. “The boy is self-sacrificing to his core. He will shut himself on the other side, and there will be no one to oppose my rise.”
“What if he doesn’t?” the pale man asked.
“He will, I am sure that he will do everything in his power to make sure that he loses nobody to the portal. And, if one of his allies sacrifices themselves before he can, he will be distracted trying to get them back, and I will have time to act without his interference.”
“What of the fey?” the pale man asked with an evil smile. “Shall we begin?”
“Not just yet,” Draxis answered. “The humans are starting to slow their war. It seems rumors of the dragons being resurrected have spread out from the city of blasphemy. They crushed my servant’s rebellion much too quickly. With Brawne gone, there was no way to stop it. Losing him was a pity.”
“So, what is the next step?”
Draxis sighed. “You are not going to like the next step,” he said calmly, eyeing the pale man, as if anticipating his reaction.
“I will do whatever you command, My Lord,” the pale man said, the smirk still on his face.
“Good, then I need for you to rally your brothers. And, get the lycans,” Draxis told him.
The pale man’s smile disappeared in an instant. “... My lord,” he hesitated.
Draxis threw his head back and laughed. “I thought there might be some resistance. But, know that any humans that survive will belong to you and your people. You will be made lord of whatever remains of the eastern kingdom. The lycans can have the west. With thousands of miles between the two.”
The pale man sighed. “As you wish, My Lord.”
Xion slowly faded back to the blackness of sleep. His last thought before he drifted off completely, was that he needed to ask Warren what “lycan” meant.
Xion woke slowly the next morning. He heard people around him moving and talking, but he could not figure out what anyone was saying. He could feel through the bond that Aurum was still near him.
Xion groaned as he opened his eyes and pushed himself up to a sitting position. Sapphire, who was sitting next to Venitia, looked over at him and started giggling. “Xion, your hair is a mess,” she laughed.
Xion reached up and brushed down his hair with his fingernails. It was raining harder than it had been when he went to sleep, and the rain quickly flattened the mane of matted hair down. He felt his face flush. He had never given any thought to what he looked like before, but he got an uncomfortable feeling in his stomach when Sapphire laughed at him.
“Are we ready to go?” Xion asked, trying to get the attention off of himself.
Paarathax, who was standing nearby and leaning against a tree, chuckled. “We’re ready.”
Warren, who was petting Tenebris not far from Xion, interjected, “Can we maybe wait? Like, a few days, or so?”
Xion shook his head. “We need to hurry.”


 




Chapter 19: Ambush

They left a few minutes later, to many objections from Warren. Xion explained to everyone what he had seen of Draxis in his dream. He decided not to mention the fact that he had overheard Ava and her mother talking, he did not think that Ava would be very happy to know that anyone had been listening.
“A pale man, with red eyes, sharp teeth, and doesn’t like lycans,” Warren listed. “Is Draxis working with vampires?”
Xion laughed. “Vampires aren’t real.”
Everyone stared at him, and his smile quickly fell.
“Wait, are they?” he asked in surprise, his heart started beating faster.
Sapphire nodded. “They are, they’re just really rare, now.”
“Vampires? Like the dead people that drink blood?” Xion asked, hoping that he was misunderstanding something.
“No, the other vampires,” Ava answered sarcastically.
“Vampires can’t be real,” Laira insisted. “They’re just myths to scare people from wandering the wild in the middle of the night.”
“With all the creatures that actually wander the wild, why would there need to be myths to scare people?” Paarathax asked pointedly.
“There aren’t as many things out there,” Xion mused. “We crossed all of Ustama, and we only had to fight a couple of things.”
Paarathax chuckled to himself. “Maybe you got lucky. But, trust me, the space between cities and villages is covered in bloodthirsty beasts, vampires among them.”
“Okay,” Xion said, terrified by the thought that vampires could be real, “then, why do people think they’re myths?”
“Because of the Cult of Azuren,” Venitia answered coldly.
Xion looked to Sapphire for answers, but she just shrugged. “Azuren is the god of the sun,” she said, “but I don’t know about any cult.”
“It’s a cult that seeks to destroy anything they believe to be ‘dark’. Vampires, lycans, necromancers, even the dark ones,” Ava answered.
“Oh, gods!” Sapphire gasped. “The dark ones!”
Xion raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, the evil elves, right?”
“She’s talking about the prophecy,” Warren said with a shaking voice.
Paarathax furrowed his brow. “Not even Draxis could rally the Unseem together,” he said, sounding like he was not sure.
“We can worry about that later,” Xion interrupted. They had so many issues that were more pressing, what may or may not happen with the prophecy could be discussed when it mattered. “What are lycans?”
“You know what werewolves are, right?” Xara asked with a laugh.
Xion wanted to think that she was joking, but the way the conversation was going, he doubted she was.
“Oh, come on,” Laira groaned. “Vampires are bad enough, but you can’t seriously be telling me that werewolves are real, too.”
“Dark magic is punishable by death in every kingdom for a reason,” Paarathax answered.
“They aren’t the only lycans, though,” Warren added. “Lots of people have used magic to make themselves more powerful.”
“How does turning into a wolf make you more powerful?” Xion asked.
“They have more than just the ability to transform into animals,” Sapphire told him. “Anyone with magic can become an animal, lycans have healing abilities, increased strength, and a bunch of other things. Like vampires, they try to keep most of their abilities hidden, so they can surprise people with them.”
“How do people use magic to become… those things?” Laira asked, looking around at all the mages around her.
“Really dark magic,” Xara answered. “But, not all of them are evil. They just want to live longer, or to have the ability to change things they couldn’t otherwise.”
“Why do I get the feeling there’s more that nobody’s saying?” Xion asked.
“Is there more?” Laira demanded, sounding terrified. “Worse than vampires and werewolves?”
Ava laughed. “People have used dark magic to become a lot of things: vampires, lycans, liches, windigos. And then, there are the things they make other people become with dark magic: animated skeletons, zombies, mummies, ghosts, ghouls, you name it.”
“And, whatever those things in the watchtower were,” Warren shivered.
Xion remembered the creatures Warren was talking about. They were creatures that looked vaguely humanoid, but made entirely of darkness with glowing blue eyes. They sucked all the willpower out of the people around them, Xion had laid down and given up, not minding if he was killed. They still had no idea what the creatures were.
“Okay, I think we’re scaring the human,” Xara laughed.
Xion looked over to see that Laira had wrapped her arms around one of Ava’s and was walking so close the two were nearly pressed together.
“We’re about to go into a fight for our lives, and she’s afraid of a few words?” Warren teased. “This fight is going to be fun.”
Xion nodded. Warren had a point. It was going to be difficult at best, Laira could barely hit a target with her bow, she had no ability to use magic, and he was going to have to lose one of his friends or get locked in the Five Hells himself.
“Everyone stop,” Xion said sadly.
Everyone stopped walking and looked at him expectantly. The rain poured through the leaves above them, and lightning streaked across the sky, briefly illuminating the forest. With a sigh, Xion made his decision.
“Paarathax, I need you to take Laira back to Evergreen,” he said with as much conviction as he could muster.
“Are you kidding me?” Laira yelled. She clung even tighter to Ava when she said, “I’m not leaving you guys.”
“She definitely has to go, but why not send her with Sapphire?” Xara asked, eliciting an angry glare from Laira. “We need Paarathax for the fight against the giant group of assassins.”
Paarathax stood with his arms crossed over his chest. “You don’t want me to be there?” There was something in his voice that Xion did not recognize. He got the feeling that Paarathax was upset.
“Venitia volunteered to close the portal,” Xion explained, “Sapphire needs to come in case someone gets hurt.” He did not add that Xion would feel much better if she was with him. “Warren can think faster than anyone I’ve ever met.”
“And, he really doesn’t want to go,” Warren interjected.
Xion tried not to laugh as he finished, “Ava and Xara are both amazing warriors, they both have to be there. And, I don’t trust anybody else to actually take Laira back.” He smiled and said, “Anybody else would just come back after ten minutes.”
“Fair point,” Ava agreed.
Paarathax sighed. “Alright, come on, then,” he said to Laira.
“No, I’m not leaving,” Laira insisted.
Ava turned to her and took the bow out of the quiver on her back and tossed it to Xion. “You’d just get yourself hurt.”
Laira glared at her for a moment, and then her face softened, and she looked like she was about to cry. She grabbed Ava’s shoulders and pulled her into a kiss.
Xion turned his head immediately to look away and found himself looking at Sapphire. She was staring at the ground and her face had gone red. Her eyes kept darting toward Xion and then quickly returning to the ground.
After a few seconds, Venitia cleared her throat. Ava and Laira must have continued kissing, because a few seconds later, Venitia said, “Alright, that’s enough.”
“I swear to the gods, if you die…” Laira said quietly.
Xion assumed that meant it was safe to look up, just before Warren said, “Why does that keep happening to everyone but me?”
Xion laughed, more to relieve the nervous energy of the uncomfortable situation than because he actually thought it was funny.
“Xara, how about you?” Warren asked, he grinned and winked at her.
“You couldn’t handle me, little boy,” Xara replied with a smile.
“You don’t know what I can handle,” Warren chuckled.
Xion had never had a problem with Warren making those kinds of jokes before, but this time it gave him an odd protective feeling over Xara. Even though he only found out she existed a few weeks before, she was still his sister.
“Enough of that,” Xion interrupted.
Paarathax laughed. “Come on, Laira.”
Laira looked like she was going to try to argue, but she ended up just pecking Ava on the lips one more time, and then walking over to join Paarathax. She removed her quiver and tossed it to Xion. “Don’t come back without her,” she said fiercely.
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Xion smiled, slinging the quiver over his shoulder. He felt a lot more comfortable heading into a battle with a bow than he had with the sword.
Laira allowed Paarathax to lead her away, but she kept looking back, like she was afraid she would not get to see them all again. Xion wondered if she would. If something went wrong and Venitia was not able to close the portal from the other side, one of them would have to. Xion was determined to be the backup plan, if it came to that. Draxis had been right, he would gladly sacrifice himself to make sure his friends were safe, and he could not be burned by the fire in the Hells, so he was the best option, besides Venitia.
The rest of them waited until Laira and Paarathax had walked out of sight, and then they continued on to the tower. It was a silent, solemn walk. They all knew what they were walking into, and nobody could bring themselves to say anything about it. The further they walked, the heavier Xion’s heart felt. He was sure that closing the portal was not going to be easy, even if Draxis expected it to be closed.
When they got close to the clearing where the tower stood, they all crouched and moved through the forest slowly, trying to be as silent as possible. When Xion was finally close enough, he peeked through the trees to see that the clearing was empty.
The tower stood exactly like it had before, but there was not a single person to be seen. Near the tower walls, there was a large spot where the air shimmered and flowed, there was not any color or shape to the distortion, but Xion could feel it from yards away. It gave off a cold, evil feeling. It did not belong, it was unnatural and wrong. It reminded Xion of the feeling he got when Agron had used necromancy around him.
“Anyone else get the feeling this looks too easy?” Warren whispered as they looked down at the empty field.
“It’s The Hand of Dreskar,” Ava said coldly. “The guild of thieves and assassins. They aren’t going to wait out in the open.”
“Right, super fun,” Xara joked.
“Do we just… run in?” Sapphire asked uncertainly.
“There is always the chance that I can get through, one person can help me close the portal, and the rest of you fight off any attackers,” Venitia suggested. “Once the portal is closed, you all run.”
Xion drew his bow. He had already tested it, it was larger and gave less resistance than the one the troll had destroyed. It would not shoot as far, but he did not foresee that being an issue.
“Sounds as good a plan as we’re going to get,” Xion mused. “Ready?”
The all nodded, Xion took a deep breath, and they all ran out at once. They all let out battle cries, except Warren, who started chanting a spell as he ran. Xion saw the air ripple around them, Warren was summoning a shield.
At first, it seemed like they would make it to the shimmering pocket of air without anything happening. They made it halfway to the portal, and then Xion heard what sounded like a stampede behind him. He glanced back to see that dozens of members of The Hand had appeared. They must have been hiding in the trees, maybe just feet from where they had stopped.
Xion cursed and looked back to where he was running to see dozens more were sliding down the tower with ropes in hand, connecting them to the top of the first floor of the building. Xion pulled an arrow from his quiver and started taking shots at the army running toward them.
There was no way that they could make it to the portal before clashing with The Hand. He hit several of the warriors from the tower, but not nearly enough to give them a clear path. Sapphire, Ava, and Xara were launching fire every few seconds, and Warren kept the shield up behind them. They made it almost all the way to the portal before the two groups converged around them.
Xion summoned his magic, the fire burst to life inside of him, he felt the power course through his blood. He fired one last arrow into the crowd of armor clad warriors in front of him, when it connected with one of them, an explosion erupted from where it hit, tossing ten of the warriors away from the impact, and knocking a dozen more to the ground.
Xion dropped the bow and drew his sword. He would prefer to fight with the bow, but in such close quarters, the sword was a better option.
He had just enough time to block an attack from one person, before another enemy blade stuck at him. He pushed enemies away with magic, blocked sword strikes, sliced at his attackers, and fought as hard as he could.
Around him, Ava struck down an enemy every few seconds with her dagger. Xara brought down enemies just as quickly, swinging her thin black blade so fast Xion only saw a blur. Sapphire and Warren fought people off as best they could with magic.
Venitia did not need a weapon. Once the fight started, her wings came out of her back, and her fingernails grew into claws. She threw her wings out hard, slamming them into the enemy, ripped through armor with her claws, grabbed people and leapt into the air to drop them on others. It was terrifying, and Xion was glad that she was on their side.
They were all fighting valiantly, but they could not gain any headway. Every warrior that was knocked down was replaced. Every step they took forward got them pushed back. It did not take long for Xion to realize that what he had seen of The Hand before was not the entire guild, reinforcements must have arrived at some point.
They fought for nearly a half hour before Warren called over the roar of battle and thunder, “You think maybe you could do that magic teleporting thing?”
Xion had once magically transported himself and Ava across a short distance, to escape a collapsing building. It had taken so much energy out of him that he had fallen unconscious for a week. If he did that now, there was no telling how many of them he could actually save. And, he would almost definitely be useless for the rest of the fight.
“Not likely,” Xion called back as his sword cut through someone’s armor. His blade sparked with fire as it impacted, and Xara, who was standing not far off to his right, gasped.
“Xion, dragon’s fire, now!” she called to him.
“What are you talking about?” He yelled back as he blocked a strike from a dagger.
“You did it in the forest when you fought Vairiel!” she reminded him.
It took Xion a moment to figure out what she was talking about. He had no idea that what he had done had a special name, but it made sense. Fire that was not extinguished by water, it had to be particularly magical in some way. Xara had even hinted that it was special, but he had not known about his lineage at the time, so he had not put any thought into it.
That had wiped him out of energy, too. He hoped that if he were to do it on purpose, instead of it just bursting out of him, he could control it better. Either way, if something was not done soon, they would succumb to the sheer numbers against them.
Xion tried remembering what the fire had felt like, he willed his body to recreate it. He felt the fire pool in his stomach and rush out toward his mouth. Even though he was ready, it still surprised him, and made him feel like he was going to be sick.
Xion felt the fire rushing up his throat and opened his mouth as the bright red flames rushed. Xion’s friends all closed in behind him as he slowly turned, pushing the fire out for as long as he could. He almost managed to walk a complete circle around his friends before he ran out of breath.
As the fire rushed out of him, it clung to everything it touched. It started melting and burning the leather armor on everyone around Xion. It melted their skin and burned their flesh so quickly that the smell hit Xion before he could even take a breath. By the time Xion could no longer push out any more fire, almost the entire army around them had been set ablaze.
As soon as the fire stopped, Xion’s body sagged. Sapphire caught him before he hit the ground, and Ava and Xara lunged outward to fight the few members of The Hand that were not rolling on the ground and screaming or running away in terror.
“Over to the portal,” Venitia commanded.
Xion grabbed Sapphire’s shoulder and leaned on her for support and walked as quickly as he could after Venitia. Ava’s mother jumped and flapped her wings once, which propelled her a dozen yards to the portal of shimmering air.
Feeling like he was already useless, Xion hobbled over to where Venitia had landed and waited for them. Xara and Ava beat them to the portal, and Warren jogged over just as Xion and Sapphire reached it.
“Sorry, am I late? I tripped on a dead guy, it was gross,” Warren apologized, trying to wipe blood off of his shirt.
Ava glared at him, and then looked to her mother. “How do we close air?” she asked.
Venitia smiled at her and then walked into the shimmering air. As soon as she touched it, the shimmering air expanded outward. It became a window in the air. Through it, Xion could see a clear area of red rock ground, and a sky of absolute darkness with no sun and no stars. The entire area was lit only by giant bonfires that burned randomly on the rock. They did not look like they were burning up wood, they appeared to just come out of the ground. The air that came through the portal was as hot as the fire Xion had just breathed on all of the members of The Hand, and smelled like the demon that Xion had stabbed, rotting eggs and decaying flesh.
The second that Venitia passed through it, the portal solidified into a tall oval, six feet high and three feet wide. Warren walked beside the portal and laughed.
“Gods! Guys, this thing just doesn’t exist! If you look at it from the side it just isn’t there,” he said in amazement. He did a complete circle around the portal.
Ava grabbed him to stop him from examining the portal any longer. “I swear, I will kill you,” she growled. With the blood of her enemies smeared across her face, she looked even more fierce than usual.
Warren chuckled nervously. “Right, yeah, sorry. I’m done.”
“That’s great, but we have a tiny little problem,” Xara said. She was trying to sound calm, but her voice shook with fear.
Xion looked at her with confusion, and then followed her gaze into the portal and saw what was scaring her. He cursed and steeled himself enough to stand on his own. He was weak and tired, but he forced his body to obey him as he leapt through the portal and summoned every ounce of strength he had left to lift his sword.
Xion had thought that the air coming through the portal had been hot, but it was nothing compared to the air on the other side. He started sweating immediately after he crossed through. The air felt thicker, like he was trying to move through water, instead of open air.
“What are you doing?” Venitia yelled in surprise. Xion nodded in the direction that he was looking, and Venitia followed his gaze and cursed.
In the distance was an approaching horde of demons, just like the one that Xion had killed in the forest. Most of them were running across the ground, and moving incredibly fast, others were flying through the air above. Xion tried counting how many of them were coming, but at such a distance they blurred together. They all had the same scales, all the same color, and Xion kept losing count in the high fifties.
“Close the portal, now!” Venitia insisted. She grabbed Xion and tried to shove him back through.
As weak as Xion was, he fought against her, trying to stay on the same side. “No! If we shut you in now, they’ll kill you as soon as the portal is closed!”
She looked him directly in the eyes and growled in a voice that sounded identical to Ava’s angry tone. “And, if you don’t close it, they will kill every human in Ustama.”
Xion glanced back at the approaching horde, and then sheathed his sword. “Then tell me how to close it.”
Venitia sighed, but did not argue. She shouted to the others, “Grab the edge of the portal and push it closed, when the sides touch it will seal.”
“Get Xion back over here first!” Sapphire shouted desperately. She looked like she wanted to jump in herself, but she could not get any closer to the portal.
Warren tried to rush the portal and cursed in surprise. “I can’t get any closer, it’s too hot!”
Xion understood. Venitia was half demon, he was half dragon, they were both immune to fire. It was not the actual fire of the Hells that was the problem, it was that the air itself was too hot, it was fire. Warren and Sapphire could not even get close enough to close the portal.
“You’re all idiots,” Ava growled as she rushed into the portal. “Get him through!” she yelled as she grabbed onto one side of the portal.
“Avalon, don’t you dare!” Venitia screamed at her.
Xara rushed through the portal next, turned around, and kicked Venitia through to the other side. “You already did your time, close it from that side.”
“No!” Xion yelled in terror. “You guys can’t! Venitia already said she would…”
“Shut up,” Ava interrupted. She waved her hand and it felt like Xion had been slammed into by someone three times his size.
Xion was lifted off his feet and tossed through the portal. He dropped the sword the second he was hit. When he crashed into the ground, the fire inside him died. He looked up at the portal in terror as Venitia grabbed both sides from the side he was on, and Ava and Xara grabbed one side each on the other. They all heaved, and the portal started moving, like a giant eye blinking closed.
A giant black shape flew over his head and into the portal. Just before it closed, the last thing Xion saw was that horde of demons coming closer, Ava and Xara straining to push it closed, Tenebris turning to look directly at him, and Venitia bringing her hands together.
“I’m going to get you both out!” Venitia called with a strained voice.
“Whatever you say, Mother,” Ava laughed.
The portal shut, and there was no sign that it had ever been there. The air did not shimmer, the smell of rotting eggs was gone, the heat dissipated in less than a second. The only sounds were Venitia panting, and the bodies of The Hand crackling with the flames that were still eating away at them a few yards away.
Xion felt like something strong was clenching his heart. His throat was tight, and he could feel tears trickling down his face. They had shut the portal, they had saved the humans, and the world was not going to be overrun with demons.
Instead, Ava and Xara were trapped in the Five Hells. The worst part was that Xion knew that Draxis had been right. He did not care what the dragon was doing. He did not care about the vampires or werewolves. He did not care who the dark ones in the prophecy were. All he cared about was that he could not rest until he got Ava back.


 




Chapter 20: Direction

The next few weeks were filled with a darkness that clung to Xion’s every waking thought. He and Warren spent every available minute in the library of Evergreen reading every book that they could find that had anything to do with demons or the Five Hells. Xion knew they were not likely to find anything, but they had nothing else to go on. He felt that as long as he was trying something, he was getting closer to finding a way to save Ava and Xara.
The mood was even darker because Warren was not even trying to make any jokes. He made no suggestions about flirting with the women in Evergreen, he never said any of his one liners, they sat in almost complete silence. The only spoke to ask if the other had found anything, and neither of them ever did.
Venitia left Evergreen as soon as she had gotten them all back safely. She insisted that she was going to find a way to get her daughter back, and she knew there was no way she would be able to accomplish it in Evergreen. Xion had pleaded that she allow him to go with her, but she refused. Venitia insisted that she would bring Ava back, and that Xion should focus on stopping Draxis.
They had found Laira shortly after Venitia left. Xion did not have the energy, or heart, to explain to her what had happened. Sapphire took that burden for him. Xion had expected Laira to be angry with him for breaking his promise, instead she started crying. Xion was not sure she ever stopped. Any time that he saw her, when he went to sleep, or when she would come to help them in the library, her eyes were puffy and red, and she was sniffling.
Paarathax was nowhere to be found. Laira explained, a couple days after they returned, that Paarathax had brought her to Evergreen and promptly left. His only explanation was that someone needed his help, and that he would be back when he could.
Sapphire was the most productive of all of them. She visited Kronos the day after they got back, figuring that he might have some ideas as to how to travel between planes, or summon somebody from the Hells. She explained that he had been very upset that he had not been told what they were going to do, and that he insisted he would have been an asset. Xion found that hard to believe, since his only instructions as a tutor had been “practice on your own”.
Sapphire continued to work with Kronos, and she contacted Glora daily to get her help in finding a solution to their problem. Xion was glad that there were no reflective surfaces in the library, so he never had to deal with the strange way that Glora spoke to him. Occasionally, she would visit them in the library and read through books with them. It was comforting when she was nearby, but not enough to cheer Xion up.
Xion was so tormented by his own thoughts, it was all he could do to get out of bed in the morning. He would wake with the feeling that there was no hope left in the world, his limbs felt too heavy to lift, and he would just lie in his bed. He would not think, he would not try to get up, he had no motivation to do anything at all. It would take him up to an hour most days just to get himself to sit up. He explained this feeling, and the hollow, emptiness that seemed to take up every other second of the day, to Sapphire and Warren. Sapphire had just tried to comfort him, but Warren looked at him curiously, like it had given him an idea.
Later that day, Warren had pushed a book across the table. He looked more excited than he had since they had returned to Evergreen. For a second, Xion felt a glimmer of hope, until Warren spoke.
“Okay, so this won’t help with getting Xara or Ava back,” he qualified quickly. Xion felt the hope die in his chest, like his heart had withered away to dust. “But,” Warren continued, “it was a lot easier to find than I thought it would be, once you gave me the idea.”
Xion closed the book he was reading, a spell book focused entirely on conjuration magic, and pulled the book Warren was trying to show him closer. He read it briefly before asking, “Why are you reading about gods?”
“Not just gods,” Warren grinned, “this is Miseria, goddess of misery, depression, and some other less than positive things. Read here,” he commanded, pointing to a paragraph on the right side page.
“Miseria’s most feared children, the embodiments of every aspect of Miseria’s influence, Devourers,” Xion read aloud. “Okay, what about them?” he asked, not seeing the point of anything except saving Ava and Xara.
“Those creatures in the dragon watchtower, the black things that almost killed me, that’s what they were!” Warren explained. He tapped the book, “When people start to feel things that Miseria has influence over, she can create those creatures from their misery. Then, it can spread, and… I thought it was interesting,” Warren trailed off. Xion assumed that his expression was not what he had been expecting.
Xion nodded and tried to sound sincere. “It is interesting, sorry. I just need to find a way to save them,” he explained.
“I know,” Warren said sadly. “We just aren’t finding anything here, Laira isn’t really helping, and Sapphire hasn’t found anything, either. It’s entirely possible nobody’s ever tried to save someone from the Five Hells before.”
“I think I may be able to help you with that.”
Xion looked up and saw the Myst, Ari, walking toward them. She was wearing a flowing purple dress and smiling brightly. She sat down at the table with them, and Xion thought that Warren was going to burst with excitement.
“Well, hello there,” Warren winked at Ari.
“How can you help?” Xion asked, hoping that Ari, like him, would ignore Warren.
“You seek magic that is not yet known. It stands to reason that you should be asking those closest to the magic itself,” Ari answered cryptically.
“I don’t know what that means,” Xion admitted.
“I’m just so glad that you said it,” Warren said, moving his chair closer to Ari’s. “Maybe we could discuss it in length sometime.”
Ari laughed lightly. Xion could not tell if she was mocking Warren, or if she actually thought what he said was funny.
“Maybe we could, but why don’t I discuss it with the Chosen One first?” she suggested.
“Whatever you feel is best,” Warren conceded, his smile so big Xion would not have been surprised if it was hurting him.
Ari smiled at Warren for several more seconds before she looked to Xion. “The fey and the dragons are tied to the magic of nature more closely than any other beings,” she explained. “The dragons may not be willing to help you, but the fey might. I could take you to the Seelie court, and they may help you retrieve your friends.”
Xion felt hope spark within him again, and the fire inside him blazed with a small warmth. He knew that he probably was not going to find anything actually helpful in the library, and if the Myst was right, the fey were probably the only ones that could help.
“Hang on,” Warren said, his smile had faded. “Why would the fey help us?”
“Because, I would go with you. The fey love the Myst, the bridge between the two races,” Ari explained.
“And, what are you asking in return?” Xion asked. He knew it was unlikely Ari would help them out of the goodness of her heart.
Ari smiled and looked to Warren. “I would like for you to make me queen,” she said to him.
Warren’s eyes went wide, and his jaw fell open. “You… you want… you mean… um…” he stammered. He looked at Xion, his mouth opening and closing without any sound coming out. Xion had never seen Warren act like that, which made him sure he was missing something important.
“Sorry, but, how is Warren going to make you queen?” Xion asked Ari.
“He will marry me,” she answered simply.
Xion laughed in surprise. “Why Warren?” he asked, trying to stifle his own laughter. He had not laughed in weeks, it felt odd, like the feeling did not belong to him anymore.
“That’s not friendship,” Warren mumbled, his voice higher than usual.
“Warren is funny, and cute,” Ari said, smiling at Warren again. “And, it is a brave man who will fight The Hand of Dreskar to close a portal to the Five Hells, all for the good of the people of Ustama.”
“I am pretty brave, aren’t I?” Warren’s face brightened, his voice had returned to normal.
“Okay,” Xion said, not really sure that Ari was making any sense at all. “So… If Warren marries you, you’ll take us to the fey so we can get Ava and Xara back?”
“Yes,” Ari nodded.
Getting married to someone you barely knew did not sound very appealing to Xion, whatever the reward would be. He could not imagine marrying anyone at all, not until after Ava and Xara were back, and Draxis was defeated. Warren did not look like he shared Xion’s apprehension.
“Deal!” Warren said excitedly.
“Don’t you want to think about it?” Xion asked urgently.
“Nope, I’m good,” Warren answered with a laugh.
“Perfect,” Ari chuckled. “There are just two things left to discuss then.”
“Whatever it is, I’ll do it,” Warren said immediately.
Xion shook his head, not able to believe how Warren was acting. “What are they?” Xion asked.
“First, you must finish your discussion with the kings,” Ari told Xion. “If you are to become their knight, I will have a much more difficult time gaining the favor of the lords. If, however, you became my knight and gave your blessing for the marriage between your friend and myself, all of Qua’ke would rejoice. I would be made queen inside of a month of the marriage.”
Xion nodded. Ari was just trying to become queen as quickly as possible. Xion had thought she wanted to marry for love, but she barely knew Warren, it seemed difficult to imagine that she was already in love with him. He wondered if there was some other reason she would want to marry him, out of all the suitors she undoubtedly had.
Ari left shortly after that to arrange the meeting with the kings, which Xion was not looking forward to at all. Luckily, he had a few weeks to think it over. Apparently, the kings were very busy. Xion had never heard of them doing anything important, but Ari told him a few days later that the next time they had free was weeks away.
In that time, Xion gave up trying to find a solution to Ava and Xara’s plight in the library. Warren was certain that he wanted to marry Ari, and Xion had decided to place all his faith in the fey finding a solution. Sapphire was just as surprised as he was that Warren was so eager to go along with it, but neither of them were able to talk any sense into him.
All they had left to do was wait. Without any purpose, Xion spent most of his time practicing magic. He wanted to be prepared for anything that might come along, because he refused to lose another person to any of Draxis’ plans.
Careful
Aurum warned him every time he practiced too long. He would drain himself as much as he could possibly handle every day, and then stagger into his bed and collapse so that he could do it all over again.
Several weeks after they had returned from the portal, Xion fell into bed, so weary from all his practice that he could barely move and fell into a deep sleep almost immediately.
His dream slowly faded in and out for several minutes before he could actually see anything. It was as if he had to try harder to see this dream than he ever had before.
He saw two figures leaning against a large rock that had broken through the ground from beneath, cracks spread out from the base of the rock, some of them opened up to endless darkness beneath the earth.
The two figures were panting for breath and covered in sweat. It took Xion a while for the dream to clear enough for him to recognize Xara and Ava. Xara had a red sword in her hand, the sword that he had dropped in the Five Hells, her thin black blade was sheathed at her hip. Ava held only her dagger. Both of them looked completely exhausted, but unharmed.
“Gods, this place sucks,” Xara laughed.
“Just a few demons,” Ava panted. “It’s nothing.”
“Are you kidding me?” Xara asked. “We’ve been here a couple of hours and we almost died like fifty times.”
A couple of hours? They had been there for weeks, Xion wondered if he had seen into the past for the first time. Maybe that was why he had such difficulty seeing it.
“Don’t worry about it,” Ava said calmly, trying to catch her breath. “Xion and Sapphire will get us out of here.”
“What about Warren?” Xara laughed.
Ava rolled her eyes. “He’ll make a bunch of jokes about ‘friendship’ and read a few books.”
Xara shook her head with a smile on her face. “You should be nicer to him. He’s really smart.”
“My question is,” Ava changed the subject, “why can’t I use magic?”
“Magic is tied to nature. There is no nature in this plane, just darkness and fire,” Xara explained. “I don’t think we can use magic here at all.”
Ava groaned. “This really puts a damper on my day.”
Xara laughed. “If Xion does get us out, he’s going to be stronger than I am.”
“What do you mean?” Ava asked.
“Time moves differently in different planes of existence. I’m almost certain that time moves slower in the Hells than on our plane. If we’re trapped here for five days, he might have a year to practice magic. If my little brother surpasses me, I’m going to be really upset.”
Ava shook her head. “Is that really your priority right now?”
“Kind of, yeah,” Xara admitted.
Ava glared at her with such fury that Xion would have run for cover, had it been him. Xara only laughed. Xion realized that if two people had to be locked in the Five Hells, it should have been them. They were both skilled with their respective weapons, even without magic. Ava would not let the fact that she was there depress her, it would just make her angry and give her more drive to get out. Xara would refuse to be affected by anything at all, even Ava.
“So, what exactly do we do now?” Xara asked.
A large, circular shadow grew on the ground next to them. It had come from nowhere, and there was nothing that could be casting it, but they both watched it as if they had been expecting it to appear. Once it reached five feet across, Tenebris leapt out of it. As Tenebris landed on the ground beside them, the shadow she had emerged from faded into red rock.
“Stay alive until they can get us out,” Ava answered calmly as she pet Tenebris. “We just need some way to communicate with the others.”
“Why do you think I came along?” Xara asked. She looked excited, like she had been waiting for this topic to come up.
Ava narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?” she asked.
“Oh, come on,” Xara grinned. “Xion’s dreams!”
Ava sighed deeply and looked like she was trying to restrain herself with great difficulty. “Full and complete explanation. Now.”
Xara sighed, like Ava had disappointed her. “Xion has had dreams of Draxis, right? And, then he had dreams of Paarathax, right?”
Ava nodded. “And?”
“The Eye, the thing that we both have that makes it so that we see things in our dreams, Xion sees the present. I’m sure it still works even in another plane…” she sounded unsure when she finished, but shook her head as if it didn’t matter. “Probably, anyway. But, the point is, he sees other dragons.”
Ava looked at her like she was being stupid. “You think Paarathax is a dragon?”
“No, but he was talking to a dragon, right?” Xara pointed out.
Ava hesitated. “You aren’t a full dragon, your mother was half, how do you know it’ll work with you?”
“Oh, I don’t,” Xara admitted, her smile returned. “Just thought it was worth a shot.”
“You and your brother are both idiots.”
Xion woke slowly, as if coming out of the dream was just as difficult as going into it. He sat up and looked around the dark room. The torches had gone out, and the window was open to the dark night. He could see the others asleep in their beds, and hear Aurum snoring quietly at the foot of his own.
He snapped his fingers, pushing the magic out without a second thought, and every torch blazed to life in an instant.
“Wake up!” Xion called loudly.
Sapphire and Laira jerked awake quickly. Warren did not even flinch.
“What’s wrong?” Sapphire asked. She could have been awake the entire time, she was so alert Xion would not have been surprised to find out she was just pretending to sleep.
Laira, on the other hand, looked ready to murder him. “I’m getting really tired of everyone needing less sleep than me,” she groaned and laid back down.
“I saw Ava and Xara,” Xion told them.
Laira sprang back up, and Sapphire ran to Warren’s bed to shake him awake.
Once everyone was paying attention, Xion told them everything he had seen. Laira hung on every word, as if she could sustain herself forever on what Ava said. Xion decided to leave out the part about Ava not believing in Warren, he did not feel that anyone needed to hear that.
“So, if we get them out quickly, it’ll be like they were in there for a day or two. That’s great!” Sapphire cheered.
“It sounds like they’re going to be in constant danger,” Laira argued.
Xion nodded. “Xara said they had been there for a couple hours, but without magic every second is a chance something bad could happen.” He hesitated and took a deep breath before saying, “I’m sorry to do this to you, Warren, but it really sounds like we need to get them out as soon as possible.”
Warren stood and bowed to him dramatically. “In the name of saving Ava and Xara, I will begrudgingly sacrifice myself to marry the most beautiful woman in Ustama. But, you owe me big time.”
“What a gallant hero, you are, Warren,” Sapphire giggled.
“It’s all in the name of friendship,” Warren grinned as he sat back down on his bed.
“Joking aside,” Xion insisted, “you understand what that will mean for you, right?”
“You can’t flirt with every girl you meet anymore,” Sapphire pointed out. Xion could not tell if she were actually warning him, or if she was just teasing.
“Oh, the things I give up to save my friends,” Warren feigned distress.
Xion could not help but laugh. This time it felt less hollow. Seeing that Ava and Xara were not suffering had given him actual hope. He did not like the way that they were going to have to go about it, but it really seemed like they could save Ava and Xara.
“Alright, so the plan now is,” Laira summed up, “Xion tells the kings to jump off a cliff, Warren marries the Myst, we all go find the fey, we ignore that the evil king of the dragons is raising an army of vampires and werewolves, and we hope that someone can just suddenly come up with a plan to get Ava out of the Hells?”
The way that Laira said it all at once, it made it sound like a horrible plan. Each part of it more hopeless and dismal than the last. Even so, Xion smiled.
“Yeah, that sounds right,” he said brightly. He felt better than he had in weeks.
“I know I’m not going to like the answer, but what about me?” Laira demanded.
“What do you mean?” Sapphire asked.
“You sent me back before you fought The Hand. Are you taking me with you when you all go to find these fey?”
Xion felt his heart clench with sadness. She was right. Traveling between cities was still dangerous, and they did not know how far they would have to go to find the fey court. He wanted to say that she could come along, but he knew that Ava would skin him alive if he let something bad happen to Laira while she was trapped on another plane.
Laira must have seen the answer on Xion’s face, because she sighed and laid back down on her bed. “I kinda figured,” she lamented.
“I’m sorry,” Xion said honestly, “but it’s not safe out there.” He looked at Sapphire and Warren seriously, and they both nodded at him, agreeing it was the right thing to do. “I promise,” he insisted, “we’ll get them both back.”
“You’d better,” was all Laira said in reply.
Xion looked out the window, down on the forest. He did not want to break another promise. He had no idea what was waiting for him this time, but he was going to do everything in his power to bring back his sister and his first friend.
Across the link, Aurum’s voice called out, stronger and more certain than he had ever heard from her before. You will.


 



cover.jpeg
DRAGON. FIRE @

PROPHECY BOOK 2

o

&

JACK KNIGHT





