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To Lightning Bug...

Such a good girl.
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She coughed up blood.

It wasn't much blood but it was there nonetheless and it bothered her. She had never been sick a day in her life, at least not after she had awoken from that coma. She was never sick, now that she thought about it, in that other world either. So what was this all about?

She was well aware of what the others thought.

Radiation sickness.

She had been out when the nukes went off, had absorbed it all full-force so how could anyone even doubt that she had been irradiated and would die soon. She could hear them talking when they didn't think she was around, the four of them. It wasn't even two months yet in the shelter and already they were starting to get paranoid. 

She didn't think that they would last the ten years it might take for the radiation to subside enough for them to be able to leave. Perhaps Sitz had been right. Perhaps they shouldn't have allowed them in here.

She coughed again and a pain made itself known.

This might just be radiation sickness. 

Sure she had absorbed the power of the blast, of all the nearby blasts also but this wasn't that other world. She wasn't a goddess here, didn't have her wings, didn't have Angelicus blood to neutralize it all. Sure she could feel the magic inside her, the power wanting a release but as far as she could ascertain, she was stuck here in this world and her abilities were severely curtailed.

On top of all that, she had used most of that power to help her children, to mourn for Tag and Havrumli. She had felt it inside her, their deaths. It was like a piece of her had been ripped out and she could still feel the hollow inside her. And when she had interfered with the damn Angelicus, who wanted to take Aldor away to their lands and protect him... She was well aware of what that would entail and she didn't want any of that for her young son. She still had a grudge against the Angelicus, what they had done to Hundfanger, how they had caused her to start on the journey that had, ironically, lead to this place in time.

No Angelicus taking care of her children. 

And then there was Al.

She should have never gone to see that idiot. 

That had really drained her badly.

It was one thing to appear in Terriwyn and Aldor's dreams. It was quite another to project herself into reality. Al had seen that it was a mistake also. He wasn't intimidated in the least bit by her showing up there in his palace. In fact, she was pretty sure that it had ennobled him more than anything else. 

He could see also that she was dying.

What a bunch of crap this was.

She was supposed to be immortal.

Apparently being immortal wasn't at all what the brochure advertised.

But then, she had given all that up when she had Havrumli kill her. Had given it up to save the land and what had she done instead? She had made it even worse. Well, to be honest, Al had made it worse but he wouldn't have had the opportunity to do that had it not been for Aurora's act of self-immolation.

They really needed to put out a handbook for all this goddess stuff.

“They think it's radiation poisoning and that you're going to infect them,” Stiz said as he came into the room, his seeing her laying on the bed helpless cutting into him like a rusted, serrated knife. 

“They're idiots is what they are. I'm not infectious. That's not how it works.”

“I know that.” He poured some water into her glass and brought it over to her. “But scared people develop scary ideas.”

“What is it now?”

“They want to separate the shelter into two, taking the larger part for themselves and leaving us with just this room and a bathroom.”

“I'll give them the larger part...” She started to get up.

He laid her back down gently. “No need to get upset about it all. I straightened them out. Or at least my sole access to the weapon locker gave them pause in their demands.”

“Perhaps you should remind them that they owe us their lives. If we hadn't let them in, they'd be dead right now. Perhaps you should remind them of that.”

He laid a cold compress on her forehead. “Yes. Already done. Like I said, they're scared. Mostly for their kids. What kind of a life are they ever going to have now? In one respect we have it lucky. Our two kids are living in a world that isn't a wasteland of ash and radioactivity.”

She lifted the cloth up a little to be able to look at him. “That isn't much of a comfort.”

“No. No I suppose it isn't.”

“So doctor, is this radiation poisoning?”

He looked at her, put the cloth back over her forehead and then touched her cheek tenderly. “No. If that heat blast and the wind didn't kill you, then I seriously doubt the radiation will. Besides, isn't that what you use to power yourself?”

“Supposedly, but then I never really looked into it all that deeply. It just was.”

“It just was. That's always a good scientific reasoning.”

“I thought so.”

They sat there for a while, neither talking, him holding her hand. 

“Have you spoken to the kids recently?”

“No. I can't. I don't think I have anything left and that scares me. Not for me, mind you, but for them. They're all alone there and it's not the best place for young people to be. Far too many ways to die before breakfast.”

He chuckled a little. “That there was. And perhaps in that, is the answer.”

“I'm not following.”

“You're out of power and because of that, your body is reacting to it by shutting down. All those wounds you've received over the years? It's all catching up to you.”

“And your prognosis?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I think I missed the day they talked about healing deities. Or maybe I slept through it. Can't really remember.”

She punched him in the arm.

“Ow. Well that part still works.”

“Jerk.”

“But seriously, I think the only remedy you have is to go back out there and absorb whatever is left, which should be rather substantial.”

“Well that's just a wonderful solution. You know full well that we're locked in here until the computers decide that the radiation levels won't kill us outright.”

“Yes I do. I didn't say it was a practical solution.”

“Then what do we do?”

“There is always the fusion reactor at the core of the shelter.”

“Fusion? Since when can you buy a working fusion reactor? And I thought this whole thing was run on hydrogen fuel-cells?”

“It is, sort of. And if you have the money and the right connections, you can get most anything, especially if it's from China.”

“Chinese made huh? I never thought I'd see the day.”

He smiled. “It's survival so anything goes.”

“That's right, doctor,” a voice said from behind him.

Stiz turned to see what was going on now. There was a strict rule that no one went into the others private quarters. Ever. There had to be some semblance of privacy in here else all was forfeit. But there stood Liam and Tara, Liam with a revolver in his hand pointed at Stiz.

“What's this all about?” Stiz asked as he moved to block any direct shot at Aurora. 

“This is about her and her contaminating all of us, that's what this is all about.”

“She's a devil is what she is,” Tara said and Aurora had to roll her eyes. Tara had always been, up until this point, one of Aurora's better friends. It was always amazing to Aurora what a little pressure would do to people.

“She's no such thing. Now put that gun down and let's talk about this like rational adults.”

“The time for talking is over, doctor. And thank you for mentioning the gun locker. I'd never even known you had one if you hadn't threatened me like you did.” His hand was shaking a little, Aurora noted, and there was sweat on his brow. Liam wasn't a born killer, of that she was certain. And she would know because she had seen and been with plenty of born killers, herself being the biggest one.

“It wasn't a threat, Liam,” Stiz said as he had his hands up, palms out, and moved ever so slowly toward him.

“Stop moving!”

Stiz stopped. “Is there something you want? A demand?”

“Yes,” Tara said with venom. She pointed at Aurora. “The devil needs to be killed, then wrapped up in whatever anti-radiation stuff you have here and shoved into a hole or something so that she doesn't infect the rest of us.” Stiz could tell that this one was on the border of psychosis. It was his field in a way, the trauma of the brain. Tara was exhibiting all the classic signs.  

“We aren't going to kill her. It isn't radiation poisoning and even if it were, you can't catch it like a cold or something. You have to be exposed also.”

“Those are just lies so that you can keep her alive.”

“No, those are the facts.”

No one expected the discharge of the gun, mostly not Liam. Stiz stumbled backward and grabbed his stomach, the worst wound he could have received apart from a head or heart shot. 

“What the fuck Liam?” he stuttered out as he fell to the floor.

“I.... It just went off.”

“Like hell it did you fucking moron.”

The gun flew out of his hand and landed on the bed and then the two of them found themselves up against the ceiling, pinned there tightly. Aurora moved her legs over the side of the bed and then stood, looking up at them with malice.

“Her eyes, Liam,” Tara cried out, the pain of being pinned hard against the ceiling starting to penetrate. “They're black as coal they are.”

“You dare attack me and mine?” Aurora said with slow, carefully measured words. “After we allowed you to come into our sanctuary? We didn't need to invite you in and this is how you repay us?”

Dalibor and Zarja, the other couple, came running in at the unexpected sound of the gun-shot and stopped short when they saw the two of them on the ceiling.

Aurora looked at them and they both took a step back, gasping. “Were you two in on this?”

“Nnnno,” Dalibor stuttered out. He pointed at Liam. “It was all his idea. We didn't want any part of it. We're just exceedingly grateful that you allowed us to live with you here.”

“Huh.” Aurora now looked back at Liam and Tara. “So what should I do with you two?”

“Nothing, Aurora,” Stiz said, fighting through the pain to try to talk her down. “It's not worth it, Aurora. Let them down and we'll put this all behind us.”

“Behind us? He shot you. Had he been a better shot, he would have killed you.”

“No,” Liam said with tears in his eyes and voice. “I never meant to shoot him. It was an accident. You have to believe me.”

“No I don't.” She flicked her hand and the two of them froze in place on the ceiling.

“Aurora, don't please,” Stiz pleaded but the pain from the abdominal wound was starting to over-whelm his senses.

She turned to look at the other two. “Don't worry, we won't eat your children. At least not yet.” She flicked her wrist and they froze also.

“Dammit Aurora. Now what are we... Ooooww god this hurts.”

She moved over toward him, bent down to see, the deep red blood oozing out never a good sign. She tilted her head a little, then to the other side and then put her hand out. It glowed. The wound glowed and quickly enough what remained of the bullet floated out and then the wound sealed and began to heal. The little distorted bullet floated in the air a moment, then went flying into the far wall, digging itself in so to be a constant reminder of the betrayal of the other four.

“Thanks Aurora.”

“Any time. But perhaps the next time someone points a gun at you, you get behind me, huh?” She rose an eyebrow at him.

“I thought you didn't have any more power left in you?”

“Well obviously I had some kind of reserve for special occasions like this.” Aurora put her hand out and Laim and Tara floated down from the ceiling to come to rest next to the other two. She moved over to look at them. “It seems that when you were threatened and then harmed, something inside me clicked.” She tilted her head to get a better look at the smaller Tara. “She's very pretty, this one. You never had any primitive, Satyr feelings toward her?”

“No.” He got up off the floor, looking at his stomach and the hole in his shirt. “He ruined my favorite shirt. Look at it? We'll never get all this blood out of it.”

“You sure you never felt anything for this one?”

“Yes, I'm sure. All that's behind me. I'm no longer a Satyr and you are so much more beautiful than she is that it isn't even a contest.”

She smiled to herself. “You pass. Good boy. So what should we do with them? I vote that we put them in the septic tank.”

“No, we aren't putting anyone in the septic tank. Besides, do you really want to raise their four kids?”

“No. Three of them are awful brats.”

“Only three?”

Yeah. She cast Levitation and all four of them lifted off the ground. She started to push them out of the room.

“Where are you going with them, Aurora?”

“I have a nice little surprise in store for them.”

“Aurora, please?”

She stopped before one of the closets that was, at the moment, empty. She pushed Liam in there and then Zarja, strategically placing hands in rather intimate positions.

“Those two don't go together Aurora.”

“Oh really? Well I guess we'll find out when they unfreeze, won't we?”

“You shouldn't really do that, you are aware of that right?”

“He shot you, would have killed you if I wasn't able to heal you magically so I don't give a flying fuck what any of them think or want or feel. They should be nothing but grateful that they're still alive, that we allowed them in here with us.” She put Tara and Dalibor in another closet together in the same way. “There. That should be quite interesting when they unfreeze.” She gave the two of them one last look, then closed the door, turning toward Stiz. “Now, do you think that you still have any video of that person who looked like me, with the black wings and all, starting this nuclear disaster?”

“I should. There wasn't much broadcast after that seeing that it all went to hell, so I can't believe that it got taped over. It'll take a minute for me to find it though.”

“Take your time. I'm going to get something to eat. I feel much better now.”

“Cruelty makes you feel better?”

“It would be cruel if I had killed them. This? This is just some fun I'm having at their expense.” She moved to the kitchen and took out a chilled chicken leg from the other night and started in on it. About ten minutes later, Stiz called her from the video room. He had apparently kicked the kids out and told them to go to their rooms and do their studies. Stiz was, if anything, a stickler on the kids continuing their studies despite the current situation they all found themselves in.

They sat and watched the video.

Aurora leaned forward. “Can you enlarge that?”

He laughed.

“I wasn't referring to that. I'm well aware of how large that gets.”

The frame of the lady with the black wings grew in size. Aurora leaned forward some more, scrutinized it a little, then leaned back. “That isn't me.”

“Well it has to be you. It looks just.... Holy Shit.”

“Yes, holy shit would be an appropriate curse for this.”

Stiz fell back into the chair and put a hand to forehead. “Is it really?”

“Yes my dear husband. That there is our daughter Terriwyn. And from what I can see, she isn't fifteen anymore.”
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If we could live without passion,

maybe we would know peace. 

But we would be hollow inside....

Excerpt from:

The Death of My Faith

Avotl Iidione

Former High-Priestess of the Goddess Toelia

––––––––
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It was cold.

The snow had stopped, so that was something but it was still very windy and dark and I had destroyed most of the village, with the exception of the stables. There wasn't a soul around. 

Then I heard the screams.

They were horrible, excruciating screams of someone in intense pain and it sound like Caireann. I ran in the direction I thought they came from and found myself in the ruins of the tavern, though it was kind of hard to tell that it had ever been a tavern. Caireann was there, on the table, pinned to it with at least thirty pieces of wood from the roof I had obliterated. There was blood everywhere and she was screaming and screaming.

“Caireann!”

“Why my dearest?” she yelled at me. “Why did you bring me back to experience this!? Why would you do that?!”

I saw Ebriz on the ground, bleeding out, the hole in his chest having destroyed his heart. “Ebriz!” 

“What did we do to deserve this, Master Dor?” 

I tried to cast Healing but I was completely tapped out, my power used up for now. Tears flowed freely and I wiped them away to be able to see the two of them and try to do something. “I don't know what to do!”

Ebriz died.... Again.

Caireann, after a few more screams, quieted down to pitiful moans and then she was gone also. I stood there, between the two of them, the agony they had suffered trapped in the back of my mind, repeating over and over again.

“This wasn't the deal!” I yelled to no one. “This wasn't what I agreed to at all! You were supposed to bring them back to life, not have them experience the same death over again!”

“It isn't my fault that you failed to heal them before their souls were put back into their bodies.” The voice was that of the Demon, echoing all around me as if mocking me. I looked around frantically to see where it was so that I could destroy it, my fury was so great.

“You said you'd let them live!”

“I did. You let them die... Again. And our deal is still in effect, young god. I will let you know what it is I will want of you in due time.”

“How is that in anyway fair? You could have at least waited until I healed them.”

“That wasn't part of the deal. You said you wanted them out of the Underworld. That's what I did. What did you think was going to happen? They'd have brand-new bodies to inhabit? That isn't how it works and I'm pretty sure that you knew that when you made the deal. And don't give me any of that, I'm only ten and don't know anything.”

“I'm twelve and I don't.”

“Well then that's your problem. You can't blame me for your unpreparedness, now can you?”

“How could you have let them suffer like that?”

“I know, wasn't that just delicious? Not so much the Tiefling, for that sword took out his heart right away. But the Questor. That was so sweet. Gave me a hard-on that one did.”

“You're sick is what you are. I'm just a kid here. You gotta give me a break.”

“A break? If I bend the rules for you, I'd have to do it for everyone else and then where would I be, huh? And you have to admit that her pain made you all tingly all over, right?”

“No. It made me furious and guilty and sad all at the same time.”

“Huh. Strange reaction for a god to have. Anyway, a deal is a deal and just because you screwed up your end of it, doesn't mean that it is null and void. Right? Good. Glad we had this talk.”

I'm pretty sure that I lay next to Caireann's body for a long time, crying and crying. This wasn't how it was supposed to go. Why would I want them back into their bodies if they weren't healed yet? What kind of a monster would do this? The Demon king, that's who. The king of the Underworld with his perverse sense of humor.

“Come Master Dor, we must leave here,” a calm, soothing voice said to me. I felt the push of the nose and the horn on me.

“No. I want to die here with them. I don't have anyone left.”

“You have us.”

I looked up to see Twilight and Sparkles standing there, looking down at me with such sad eyes that I started to cry all over again. “It isn't the same. They're all dead.”

“The Medusa isn't.”

I looked up at her, hope surging in me that Kashinka was somehow still alive. “Where?”

“Her head is still in that bag over there.”

It's quite an experience to have your hopes dashed so thoroughly by a Unicorn of all things. “Her head?! What am I going to do with her head?”

“It still lives. Medusa are notoriously difficult to kill. Perhaps in this city called Magehollow you can find someone who can fix her.”

I looked at Twilight with what I'm sure was a rather sour face. Sparkles looked exceedingly cold and miserable standing there and I'm pretty sure that she was shaking. “Fix her? There isn't any fixing her? They separated her head from her body. You can't fix that.”

“I don't know. I've seem some pretty impressive achievements in my time.”

I got up, took one last look at Caireann laying there, impaled, eyes open, the last look on her face of complete agony. I wiped the tears from my eyes again and then started to look for the bag holding Kashinka's head. I found it under some rumble. I was reluctant to look in, lest it should turn me to stone seeing that I didn't have any power left in me. I felt the bag and it certainly felt like there was a head in here, the snakes still hissing in uncontrolled anger. I think I'd be angry also.

“Climb aboard, Master Dor. I will take us all to Magehollow.”

“I still don't see the point of doing that. And how am I supposed to climb on? Caireann or Ebriz always put me up there. I can't get on you by myself.”

Twilight knelt down. “Is that better?”

“I suppose.” I climbed on, feeling completely disassociated from the world around me, as if I were watching from above someone else do all this. 

“I should tell you now Master Dor, that Sparkles and I cannot enter into this Magehollow city.”

“Why? You're all I have. How am I supposed to do anything or get anything done if you aren't there with me? I don't understand.”

“Those who live within that place will capture us and most likely kill us for our valuable parts, so we cannot take the chance of going into the actual city.”

“Then you might as well just leave me here then so that I can freeze to death next to Caireann and Ebriz.”

“This I cannot allow to happen to you. I will bring you to the place that Caireann wanted you to go. I can also direct you to the house where you will find the person who can help you in these trying times.”

“Trying times? This is a massive cluster fuck is what it is. It isn't trying times. I just killed the girl I loved and my best friend, all at the same time.”

“You did no such thing. You weren't responsible for their deaths.”

“I might as well have been.”

“That is a fatalistic attitude and not conducive to what needs to be done now.”

“I'm only twelve. Whatever it is you just said went straight over my head.”

“You need to think more positively.”

“Positively? Are you serious? I'm all alone in this land that isn't mine, I just killed off my three protectors and friends, and I'm talking to a Unicorn. Where in all that is there anything positive?”

Sparkles made a growling sound and I think she was agreeing with me. “See? Even the Serpentus agrees.”

“No. Sparkles is telling us that a large party approaches. We must leave. Hold on tight, Master Dor.” 

And what exactly was I supposed to hold on to? It wasn't like she had a saddle or anything. I grabbed some of her mane and was expecting her to gallop away into the storm. Instead, she reached forward and grabbed Sparkles' reins in her teeth and then I felt this terrible distortion, everything around me swirled into a kaleidoscope of colors, and my stomach ended up in my throat. 

When it all went away, I leaned over the side and vomited onto the ground, the taste something awful. “What was that all about?”

“I Teleported us. It was much faster than having us ride there.”

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, felt my stomach grumble again, thought I was going to vomit again, burped instead and leaned back to see where we were now. There was still snow on the ground, though not nearly as much as before where we were. It was still cold, it was still dark, and the wind was still blowing. “Well I can definitely see how this is so much better than that village I destroyed.”

“Sarcasm does not become you, Master Dor. We are outside of Magehollow. See those lights ahead?”

I looked and sure enough there were torches burning about a half-kilometer away and I think that I could make out the outlines of what could have been a wall. “I don't want to go in there alone.”

“It has to be this way.”

“I'm just a kid. I'll get sold into slavery or something like that.”

“No, you won't. Being just a kid is to your advantage here.”

“I don't see how that's even a thing.”

Twilight knelt down again and I took that as my cue to get off of her. 

“Take Caireann's pack. Leave the weapons here. I will watch over it all. We will be awaiting your departure from the city.”

“I don't like this at all.” I removed Caireann's pack from Twilight and it was heavy. What did she all have in here? Rocks?

“It has to be this way. There is a Dwarf here who goes by the name of Grumblebreaker Nightmail. He will be able to help you. He is a magic-user.”

I looked at the Unicorn with complete bewilderment in my eyes. “You couldn't come up with a better, perhaps shorter name than that?”

“I did not name him.”

“You know that this can be considered child-abuse in most countries, you leaving me here alone like this.”

“You will do just fine, Master Dor. You are a resourceful child.”

“An alone child more like it.”

She pushed me forward with her horn.

“Hey! What's the rush?”

“You must go and sneak inside before day-light comes. It might be much harder to get in at that time.”

“Wait a minute here. You didn't say anything about sneaking into this walled city. How do you plan that I do this sneaking?”

“I don't know. I don't sneak.”

“You don't sneak. That's your answer?”

“Yes. It is the only answer I have.”

“And just when I thought that it couldn't get any worse....”

“Go ahead, Master Dor, and good luck.”

“Wait. Just wait a moment here.” I put my hand out and lowered my head, trying to wrap my mind around all this. I had just killed off for a second time the girl I loved and my best friend, I was carrying the head of the other girl I loved in a bag and was holding in my other hand a really heavy bag full of I didn't know what. “You haven't even told me how to find this Dwarf.” I had to admit that it would be really neat that I'd get to meet a real live Dwarf. I suppose that was something.

“Oh yes. Almost forgot about that part. Let me see here.” She looked up as if trying to remember the directions. Then she looked down at me with serious eyes. “He is in the city.”

I looked back at her a moment. “And?”

“And what? That is all I know. I have never been inside this Magehollow. I don't generally go inside cities as they are dirty and smelly and dangerous.”

My mouth opened a little. “And yet you want me to go there? A twelve year old? Holding two bags, one of which holds the head of a Medusa. And you think this is a good idea because....?”

“Because it is what you must do. There. Very simple really. Be safe, Master Dor.” And then she was gone, along with Sparkles. Just poof, gone. 

“Are you kidding me?!” I yelled into the darkness.

A dog somewhere off started to bark furiously and that was all I needed now. A mad guard dog chewing on my ankle while I tried to sneak into a walled city. At night. With two large bags in my hand. Someone, somewhere had to be laughing their heads off at my predicament. I just knew it to be true. 

I looked toward the city.

Snow was starting to fall.

I looked up into the dark sky. “You too? Please, feel free to just join in the misery.”

It started to snow harder.

“I was just kidding!”

So I couldn't climb the wall and I wasn't about to go find the sewer entrance and crawl through that with my two bags. So what else was there? I suppose that I could pretend to be the poor boy who's parents were killed on the road by a band of roving Orcs and I needed shelter. Please pity me. That might just work. I was only twelve and probably looked rather scruffy and malnourished.

Okay, so that was the plan.

I walked up... Well, let me rephrase that. I moved along in the snow, dragging the two bags behind me over the snow that had already fallen here because they were way too heavy for me to actually carry and came to the large wooden gates that were closed. There was a smaller door inset and within that door was an even smaller one about eye level for an adult. 

I knocked.

There was no reply.

I knocked again, harder, and that hurt my hand. I was shaking it when the smaller door slid open and a pair of eyes looked out. They didn't look down. They looked out to where an adult would be standing, scanned the area a moment, then grunted and slid the door shut.

“HEY! I'm down here you numbskull!”

The door slid open again and the eyes looked down at me now. “Numbskull is it. Why are you out here all.... What by the Dragon's breath are you?”

“I'm a little boy is what I am. Don't you have those here?”

“Not that look like a goat, no.”

Well crap. After all that had happened, I completely forgot that I was a Satyr and they roasted Satyr in these part for sport, then ate them in a big feast. Well this wasn't going to go as I had hoped.

“My parents were attacked on the road by a roving band of Orcs and they were killed and now I'm all alone and I think that they're following me.” I made sure to pout and have tears and look as pathetic as I could.

The eyes looked out into the snow, then narrowed and looked back down at me. “There aren't any more Orc in this area. Haven't been in over fifty years. And I should know seeing that I'm old. Were your parents goats also?”

“No.”

“Can't see how they couldn't be. Anyway, we have enough freaks here in this city, don't need anymore, especially not lying little filthy freaks. You stink something awful. Go away now. Shoo.” And the door slid shut with a finality that was rather ominous.

Well at least they didn't try to roast me.

I suppose that was something.

I moved away from the gate just in case they decided to come out and get me for a Satyr roast and studied the wall as I moved along. It was rather tall and I was never all that good at climbing and I certainly wouldn't be able to do it with two bags. It was also too high for me to throw the bags over and then climb. Besides, I don't think that Kashinka would really want me to throw her head over a tall wall because the hard stop on the other side when she hit the ground might just hurt a little.

Yeah, hurt a lot.

If only I could cast Fly then I could just fly over the stupid wall. Well wait a moment here. I had wings. I know I had wings. They had come out before. I looked behind me and no wings. Figures. They only come out when I really don't need them to. That was just so typical. What was the point of having wings if I couldn't even get them to come out when I actually needed them. 

I sat down by a little rock outcropping and felt the tears start again. I was alone, I was a Satyr, and I had no friends left anymore and I needed to get into a city that didn't want me in the city. Thanks so much, Twilight, for just dropping me off here without even a credit card for expenses. So kind of you. Really.

So how did one go about getting their wings to come out. I don't think they covered this in any of my classes at school. “Hey wings. You can come out now.” 

Nothing.

I sighed.

I suppose I could wait until it was light and then hide in some wagon coming by and get in that way. That was of course if any wagons came by and if they didn't inspect the wagons with pitch-forks or spears. And then there was the notion that once I was in the city, I would be accosted by the local kid gang and forced to join them and steal from people and have to ask for more please when you weren't allowed anymore and did this just turn into an Oliver Twist moment? 

I liked that movie.

I felt like him right now, with the exception that I wasn't part of some gang controlled by Fagin. But then give it a few hours. There was still plenty of time for that to happen.

I hung my head and thought of Caireann and Ebriz and the tears came even harder and then suddenly I felt really light and I opened my eyes and I was flying and then WHAM right into the side of the wall. I dropped both bags and I put my hands to my face and cried out. I then landed hard on the ground by the bags and that hurt also. There was a commotion on top of the wall and suddenly there were guards there with torches peering over the side to see what idiot had banged into the wall.

When they had apparently satisfied themselves that it was probably a large bird, they disappeared again. I looked back at my wings. “You're in on this also, aren't you?”

They flapped a little, then remained motionless.

I grabbed the bags again, stood, and bent my knees a little like Superman does before he flies away and jumped up. Nothing happened. I did it again and still nothing, the wings on my back just kind of hanging there. “Okay, sorry I insulted you. Geez, sensitive aren't we.”

I put on my determined face and tried one last time.

This time it worked, a little too well in point of fact. I zoomed up way above the wall, like perhaps several hundred feet above the wall and then started back down again, screaming the whole way. I was sure that I was about to be a pin-cushion for cross-bow bolts but that didn't happen despite my loud screaming and I landed.... No. That doesn't describe what happened. I crashed in a heap into a pile of garbage outside the back-door of what I think was a restaurant, throwing rotten and discarded food all over the place and pissing off a pack of dogs who must have been having dinner when I interrupted.

As I tried to get out of the pile, wondering what Kashinka must be thinking of all this, the back-door opened and this wisp of a boy appeared in his pajamas. He looked at me, looked at the dogs who were by now growling at me and showing me their teeth because I landed on their table, then waved his hands and yelled and the dogs scattered away.

“What are you doing in the trash?” he asked me with raised eyebrows.

“I was hungry?”

He frowned. “You don't have to dig through the trash for food. Wait a moment. I'll get you something.”

Well that was nice of him. I crawled out of the trash heap, smelling even worse than I did before, then had to dig through the heap some more to retrieve Caireann's bag. By the time I had it out, the boy returned with a tray of left-overs that looked really good to me. I realized then that I never did finish the meal in the tavern before we were all attacked and that made me also realize that I had no idea where Azriel was. I never saw him die, if that was even possible and so where was he?

“Thank you.”

“You shouldn't be out here at this time. There's a curfew, don't you know that?”

I started in on the food. “No. I'm not from here.”

“I can clearly see that. Are those horns on your head?”

“No.”

“You sure.”

“Yes.”

“Skard!” a deep voice yelled from inside the building. “What are ye doing down there? Ye better not be feeding the wastrels again, boy, or you'll feel me belt on yer backside!”

“I better go.” He turned back toward the door. “Nothing da! Just some stray dogs rooting through the trash!”

“Stray dogs is it?” This bulk of a man came out of the door and looked right at me. I think he had muscles on his muscles and he looked all the world like a Viking. “That don't be a looking like a stray dog to me, boy.”

“He was digging through the trash for food, da. You always said that we should be kinder to those in need.”

“This isn't need. This is thievery.” He took a step closer to me and narrowed his eyes as if he were trying to get a better look at me. “Well I'll be a.... Skard. Go fetch the city-guard. Right quick now for I tan your hide.”

I grabbed as much food off the tray as I could and stuffed it in my mouth as I took a few steps back. “I was just hungry. I'll be going now,” I managed to get out around the food.

“No ye won't, Satyr. I'll be slitting yer throat and then have a right good Satyr roast for me patrons, of that ye can be sure.”

Well that didn't sound good.

Then he had this huge knife in his hand. Who awoke from sleeping with a knife that big in his hand?

All the food fell out of my mouth. “Maybe we can talk about this?” 

“Da, he's just a kid.”

The man slapped the boy across the face and he fell to the ground, crying out as blood went flying. “Don't ever be telling me what to do, boy. Yer the son and all ye need to do is obey. Now go do as I said.”

I felt the power surge within me and suddenly the large man was a large rat, sniffing around and looking totally confused, the large knife laying on the ground beside him.

“Da?” The boy moved forward a little. “What did you do to me da?”

“I... I didn't do anything.”

The dogs were suddenly back and far more interested in the rat than in me. The rat ran. The dogs followed, barking and yapping like mad. The boy followed the dogs. I could hear him calling for his father and then he screamed and I guess the dogs ate his father.

That wasn't what I had planned at all.

I turned to leave because I didn't want to be here when the boy returned else he wanted to roast me also. I ran smack into two more large people. These two wore armor and had weapons and great, this must be the city guard. How convenient....
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“What ye doing boy?” one of them asked me as he grabbed me by the back of the collar.

“Looks to me like he be stealing food.”

“Yes it does. Hey, I think he be a Satyr.” He had lifted me into the air now and turned me so that the other guard could see me better.

“I think ye be right. I didn't think they came this small.”

“Me neither.”

“I'm not a Satyr. This is a skin rash is all it is.”

“A skin rash? You do know that there be a kill on-sight order where Satyr are concerned, right?”

“I wasn't aware of that fact.”

The other guard picked up Kashinka's bag. “What ye got in the bags, Satyr? Ye taking to stealing, have ye?”

“No. But you can look in there to satisfy yourself that I didn't steal anything.” I know, that was very mean of me but I was in a bit of a predicament here and if I was going to carry around Kashinka's head, I might as well use it to good affect when I could.

“I didn't think that Satyr could have kids,” the one holding me said as he examined me. “I thought they were all impotent.”

“They are. Otherwise we'd have little Satyr running around all over the country-side seeing that they seem to get to every virgin out there before us hard-working males can. Hey, I think that there's a head....”

The snakes hissed.

Her eyes glowed.

The guard turned to stone.

“What the....?!” The guard dropped me roughly to the ground as he moved over to his companion. “Gunnar! Gunnar, speak to me.”

“He can't,” I said as I grabbed Caireann's bag and made ready to flee. “He's stone now.”

“I can see that fer meself ye Demon ye. What be in the bag?”

“Nothing in particular really.”

“Nothing ye say?” He grabbed the bag off the ground where it had dropped and opened it up and yup, he was as stupid as his friend was. He turned to stone also. I scrambled over, grabbed the bag and had this terrible urge to look in. Kashinka was staring up at me, her brow furrowed, that look in her eyes of disappointment I found so unsettling. Then the snakes hissed and her eyes glowed and I was sure that I would be next to be a statue but like before, all I felt was this tickle in the back of my throat.

I pulled the bag shut and turned to leave and ran smack into someone else. Was this the place to be late at night or something? “I have a Medusa head in the bag so just let me go and there won't be any trouble,” I said with shaky voice.

“Yes, I am well aware what you have in that bag, son of the goddess. But I think that perhaps you should be a little more careful with it else this whole city panics thinking that there is a live Medusa roaming the streets at night.”

It was Azriel!

Now I wasn't his biggest fan, but I was never more happy to see him than at that moment. I even hugged him. He didn't return the hug, just kept his arms out as if I were contagious and he would need to decontaminate after all this was over.

He pushed me away from him. “We must go now. Do you know where we are to go?”

“Yes. We need to go find a Dwarf named Grumblefingers or something like that.”

“And where would he be located?” We started to move away from the area, trying to stay out of the street lights.

“In this city.”

“That is not very specific.”

“That's all I know.”

He looked over at me. “And who told you that you needed to find this Dwarf?”

“The Unicorn.”

The corner of his mouth twitched a little. “Of course. That only makes perfect sense with you. Are all the others dead?”

“Yes. I killed them.”

“I seriously doubt that. But I am sorry nonetheless.” He pushed me into another alleyway when a group of guards came our way.

“I did. It was all my fault.”

“Well that might well be, but you didn't kill them. Those bounty-hunters did.”

“And what were you doing while they killed everyone else?”

“I was defending myself and then you exploded in power and I thought it a good time to leave.”

“You ran away?” I stopped walking.

“No. I saw that I could do nothing by staying there and thus made a tactical decision to leave and find you after you had destroyed them all.” He looked at me now. “I will say, son of the goddess, that you are indeed powerful. What you did....”

“Was a temper-tantrum is what it was. Nothing more.”

He stared at me a moment, then knelt down to be more at eye level with me. “You felt an incredible amount of emotion at the death of your friends. That is a natural reaction for anyone. For you, it turns into a release of extraordinary power. It is one of the reasons we must find this Dwarf so that he can teach you control. The Blackness in you became very strong when you lost your friends. Hopefully we can reverse that.” He looked at me a moment longer, then stood again and looked above him at the laundry hanging there. He ripped a skirt down and then a scarf. “Here. Wear these. It will hide the fact that you are a Satyr, which is obviously now a liability.”

“I'm not wearing these. These are girl clothes. I'm not a girl in case you haven't noticed.”

“You want to be a roasted boy?”

“No. Not particularly.”

“Then put them on.”

“But I'll look ridiculous.”

“You will look even more ridiculous turning on a spit, now won't you?”

“I see your point.”

I did look ridiculous in them, like a street urchin girl. An ugly street urchin girl at that. We started to wander for a while and then Azriel stopped in an alleyway, several boxes lined up against a wall. 

“Here. We will rest here until daylight. There is no point in walking around this city in the dark. Neither of us has ever been here and you have no clue where this person is you are supposed to find.”

I looked at the ground by the boxes. “It's dirty.”

“It's not your skirt.”

Oh, good point also. We sat down together, completely hidden from any wandering eyes on the street.

“Thank you,” I said as I tried to make myself comfortable. Besides not having eaten much, I hadn't had much sleep either lately and I could feel it starting to creep up on me.

“For what?”

“For coming back to find me. I'd be all alone if it wasn't for you. I don't want to be alone in this world.”

He looked over at me, then unexpectedly tousled my hair. “It is my duty. It is why I am here. No need to thank me.”

“I want to anyway,” I yawned loudly. I'm pretty sure that I fell asleep shortly after that. I know that I heard a slight commotion at one point in time and someone told us we couldn't be here and then Azriel said something and I don't know if he showed his wings or his sword or that disturbing smile of his but we didn't need to move.

I was awoken to the sound of life, city life to be exact. I stretched a little and yawned and rubbed my eyes and Azriel was still sitting next to me and the light was very muted. “What time is it?”

“I have no idea. Angelicus aren't slaves to time as most mortals are.”

Slaves to time? I liked that. “Is it still morning?”

“Barely. I am certain that the sun will be at mid-point shortly.

“What? Why did you let me sleep so long?”

“You needed it. Our bodies are very good at telling us what they need in order to function properly. You needed sleep. I suspect that you also need food. I am certain that you need a bath.”

I sniffed.

He was right.

Must have been the trash heap I landed in.

“Grumblefingers? Are you sure of that?”

“It sounds about right. I'm not very good with names and Twilight was in a hurry when she told me.”

“What an odd name.” He stood and offered his hand to me. “Come. Let us go find this Dwarf of yours and perhaps get something to eat on the way.”

“You have coin?”

“No.”

“Then how are we going to pay for the food.”

“It needs to be paid for? How parochial.”

I looked at him.

“It means rustic? Bucolic?”

“Oh. I see. So how are we going to eat without any coin?”

“You have the Questor's bag, yes?”

“Oh damn! Almost forgot those.” I went back a few steps to where we had slept and picked the two bags up.

“That is not a bag you want to just leave laying around.”

“No. I wouldn't do that to Kashinka.”

“I meant the bag-of-holding.”

“Oh right.”

“It has coin in it, of that I am certain.”

Hadn't thought of that. I reached in, thinking of gold coin because why settle for silver when you can have gold and I pulled out a hand-ful of gold coins. “Wow. You were right.”

Several people passing by slowed down to look and one of them gave me a very hard stare before he moved off, much slower than he had been going. Azriel put his hand over all the coins. 

“It would be wise were you not to advertise all that coin to everyone. These denizens of the Race of Man are generally thieves at heart and will gut you for but one of those coins.”

“Really? Gut me? I'm only twelve here. No need for the graphic descriptions.”

“Put the coin away.”

“Right. Thieves and all that.”

We started to walk. “You must realize, son of the goddess, that unlike most other places in this land, Ravenwood mostly consists of those of the Race of Man and thus you will not see Were-rats here, which are easily identified and everyone knows that they are thieves. Anyone here could be a thief.”

“I like the Were-rat system better. Makes it easier to know who's who.”

He smiled, which was a rare thing for him. “I agree.” He stopped a passing young female who took one long at him and her eyes melted and this big smile lit up her face. “Can you tell me where the Dwarf Grumblefingers lives?”

“No, but you can come to my place and we can talk about how I can help you in any way you want.”

“I want to find the Dwarf named Grumblefingers.”

She reached out and ran a hand along a forearm. “I can make you forget all bout Dwarves.”

I stepped forward, big grin on my face, the skirt sticking up because that stupid thing was big again. “How about you show me, you adorable little thing you.”

She slapped me.

Can you believe that? 

She looked at me, looked down at my skirt, then slapped me, hard. It hurt. 

“Pervert,” she said and then walked away, winking and batting her eyes at Azriel all the while.

“What was that about? Why did she slap me?”

“You will find that first of all, you flirting with females while wearing that skirt is not going to get you anywhere, and secondly the females here are not your country-types who will fall for a Satyr's charms. They are a bit more used to males making advances on them and thus know when sex is all you have on your mind.” He looked at my skirt. “That sticking up isn't helping any.”

“I can't help it. It's my Satyr urges.”

“Perhaps I should have taken a thicker skirt for you.”

“Perhaps these young maidens here shouldn't look so hot.” I could hear Ebriz' voice in my head telling me Satyr urges young Master. Satyr urges.

“Perhaps you should be concentrating on finding this Dwarf instead of how the local females appear.”

“It isn't that easy you know. It's all I can... WOW. Did you see that one? Her boobs where more or less sticking out of her blouse!”

The female in question turned her head as she walked away to look back at me and winked. 

“Oh, she winked at me. Can we follow her?”

“No we cannot. She is what I think is called a whore. Do you wish to spend your coin on food or on her?”

“You have to pay for it?”

“Unless you are married, yes, that is usually the practice here in Ravenwood.”

“You know, for someone who hasn't ever been here, you sure know a lot about this place.”

“Everyone knows certain things about the Race of Man.”

We walked for a good hour, Azriel asking people left and right about a Dwarf named Grumblefingers. If they didn't ignore him straight out, they said they didn't know of any Dwarves with that name and so on. All the females he asked just drooled over him and so he stopped asking females and concentrated on just the males, and then he started to ask just the older males because several of the younger males also started to drool over him.

Strange people here.

“I thought we were going to get something to eat,” I finally said.

“Yes.” There was frustration in his voice and that was unusual for him, though I hadn't really known him all that long. “We should stop this unproductive searching and eat.”

We found a large square wherein there was this very large fountain, lots of people, many carts and stalls seemingly sprinkled about at random, and several places that looked like places to eat, chairs and tables set up outside filled with customers. 

“How about this one?” he asked me.

“Do they serve food?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

“Then it's perfect.”

We sat.

The waiters seemed to ignore us. I think I heard my parents talk about this kind of service in Paris. After what seemed like a good fifteen minutes of waiting, Azriel finally grabbed one of the waiters as he went by. The waiter looked at him with a haughtier that was tangible. 

“What do you want?”

“Food and drinks.”

He lifted his chin up. “You will just have to wait your turn.”

“We've been waiting.”

“Then perhaps you should go somewhere else, no?”

“No. Either you wait on us or I'm going to stick something up where the sun doesn't shine.”

Now I had the impression that Angelicus were these goodie-two-shoes who always spoke and acted with great decorum. So when Azriel said that, I was totally shocked. I think what the waiter said next, shocked Azriel even more. 

“I am sorry, but I do not engage in such disgusting and immoral activities as what you are suggesting.” He turned his head away from us and walked away.

Azriel looked at me with confusion. “What did he mean by that statement?”

“I think he thought you were gay and wanted to have sex with him.”

“What does being happy have to do with anything? Did I appear happy to you?”

“No. If you had said that to me, I would have waited on this table and this table only, but then that's just me.” I pointed at this adorable waitress. “Maybe we can change tables so that we're in her area. Yes, I'd like that a lot.”

“Yes, I'm sure you would but we aren't going to do that for the very fact that you would like it.”

“Well that isn't very kind of you. Maybe she's easy and I can get me some.” I put my hands to my mouth and opened my eyes wide. “I don't know why I said that. I don't even know what that even means. Why am I having all these terrible thoughts that I don't even know what they mean? Why?”

“It's the Satyr in you. They were created for one purpose and one purpose only and so they have, basically, one thing on their mind at all times. You must fight these urges else you get into a situation where you can't extricate yourself.”

“Like what?”

“You'll know it when you get there.”

“Will it be fun? Aaarrggghh! There I go again.”

“What is this now?” Azriel looked toward an important looking person and two of the city guards behind him. He stopped at our table and pointed at Azriel. 

“That's him. He just propositioned one of my waiters to perform lewd and immoral acts, in public mind you.”

“Is this true?” one of the guards asked me.

I pointed at Azriel. “It was him, not me.”

The guard narrowed his eyes and looked at Azriel now. “A pretty boy, huh? You like the young ones, do you?” He pointed at me now. “How do you know this young girl?”

Girl?

I knew it.

It was this stupid skirt I was wearing.

“I'm not a girl.”

His eyes widened a bit. “I see. So you dress them up as girls, is that it? Is that what tickles your fancy pretty boy? It's enough that we might have a Medusa on the loose in this city and now this. Get up.”

Azriel stayed seated and didn't bother looking at the guard. I had a bad feeling that this wasn't going to end well.

“Get up I said.” He kicked the chair and it went spinning away from Azriel, who calmly and rather gracefully stood to his full height now that his chair was gone and turned to look at his accuser. “We're taking you and your little boy there to the magistrate for questioning and torture, not necessarily in that order.”

Azriel looked at the guard now for the first time and the guard backed up a step, the important looking person three steps. “You will leave us alone. We only want to eat and drink something. We have coin. We are not bothering anyone.”

“Oh yeah? You sure bothered that waiter with your lewd comments and demands.”

“He misunderstood what I was telling him.”

“Was he really? And what were you going to stick where the sun doesn't shine, huh?”

Azriel drew his flaming sword out and his wings popped out, knocking over a table and the patrons thereon, spilling their food and drink all over the place. “This is what I was referring to.”

The guards stumbled backwards and the important looking person was nowhere to be seen anymore. “We don't want your kind here in Magehollow. In fact, you aren't even allowed here at all.”

“I will make this very plain and simple for that very plain and simple mind of yours. My kin will come down to this place and destroy it with flame and brimstone as surely as you are standing there looking like the fool you are if you do not leave me and the boy alone to eat.”

There was a quiet that had descended onto the restaurant, I dare say even the entire square for a moment and then there was this rushing sound, almost like a freight train coming down the tracks, which was rather impossible seeing that they didn't have that kind of tech yet. It started to increase in volume and soon there was a shrieking with it also. One of the patrons next to us, the one whose table hadn't been knocked over by Azriel's wings, stood suddenly and pointed up into the sky.

“Fireball!” he yelled and then all hell broke loose.

Literally,

Flaming rocks started to fall from the sky and all I could think of were meteors. Why were meteors suddenly falling from the sky? This was a little bit of over-kill by Azriel here. There were other restaurants we could have gone to. The flamings rocks impacted onto the square with devastating effect, destroying stalls and wagons and one even took out the fountain and a few buildings until they stopped and all was quiet again for a moment and then the screaming and the crying and the wailing started up.

A waiter ran up to our table, a different one than the one who had started all this, and laid a set of menus down then stood there shaking with his pencil and pad of paper ready to take our order. Azriel pulled a chair from a neighboring table and sat on it, then proceeded to look at the menu. I just sat there. I couldn't believe that he had brought a meteor storm down on the city because they misunderstood him. 

He ordered for the both of us seeing that I still had my mouth open and hadn't even looked at the menu and the waiter bowed several times before hustling off to get our order in. The guards were no where to be seen.

“That was a bit over the top, don't you think Azriel?”

He looked at me with confusion. “I thought you did that.”

“Me? I don't... Really? You think that was me?”

“It fits the pattern of your anger controlling your magics.”

Wow.

I did that.

I wonder if I killed anyone with that display of a temper-tantrum. “You sure?”

“Well I can't do that, despite what I said to them. You are the only one I know of who can cast such a spell as that so yes, I am sure it was you.”

I sulked in my chair a little and looked around at all the people staring at us and at the damage that had been done. “I was just hungry, that's all.”
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We had a really good meal.

I think it was the best the restaurant had to offer and I enjoyed it very much, though I still had trouble with the mead. I just don't understand why they didn't have plain water here for a person to drink. Anyway, we didn't even have to pay for the meal, which was a good thing I think. I had no way to replenish the gold coins in Caireann's bag and seeing that they weren't mine to really spend anyway, I just didn't feel comfortable spending them.

Everyone had assumed that it was Azriel the Angelicus who had called down the meteors and so they gave him a wide berth when we left and for the rest of the time we wandered around Magehollow looking for a Dwarf. That was nice and all but it didn't help us any with our quest to find this magic-user and I was just about to tell Azriel to forget about it when an old lady approached us. I figured she was looking for a hand-out and so reached into the bag and pulled out a silver coin.

I dropped it into her cup.

There was a splash.

She looked into the cup and then at me with this look of utter disgust. “Now why did ye ruin me perfectly good cup o' tea by throwing a coin in it?”

“What? I'm sorry, I thought you were a beggar.”

“A beggar? Do I looked like a beggar to ye? I be a asking ye. Do I?”

“Well yeah in a way.”

She hit me on the head. 

Twice.

“Ow, stop that. Azriel, make her stop.”

“You're the one who threw a coin into her tea.”

“It was an accident.”

“Ye still think me a beggar ye wastrel ye.” She tossed the remnants of the tea and the coin in my face and the coin hurt when it hit my nose.

“Ow! Stop already.”

“And why ye be a wearing a skirt when ye be obviously a boy?”

“It was his idea.” I pointed at Azriel.

“And ye just be a going along with it? Is he yer lover or something?”

“What?! No.” I tried to walk away from her but she got in my way and for an old lady, she sure was sprite and nimble. She pulled the skirt off of me. Now normally I would have screamed because I was naked under there but seeing that I had goat legs, I suppose it didn't really matter.

“Ah. A Satyr be we. Now that be interesting indeed.”

There were several people around us and they all gasped, many
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