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Synopsis
The Dawn Angel has returned, a pulse of magic tearing across the land.
 
But the ritual has done more than that, schemes and plans not working out as anyone had expected. The most obvious being the gifting of forms to the ancients, only known to those who were present. The changes flow deep, the world no longer the same as what it was.
 
For Crystal and Rachael though, they have finally fulfilled the task laid out before them, and the question now is, what next? Well, after the whole situation with Caylinhold that is. Promises were made.
 
For Ueana and the riders, their future is filled with just as many unknowns, the only clue the ring and a name. Water.
 
But one thing is certain though. Once touched by the Ancients, forever involved.
 
Volume 3 collects arcs 5 to 7 of Soul Flames.
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Chapter 79 – Choices and Chosen.
 
ALERT... 
MASSIVE SECONDARY MANA SURGE DETECTED.
PREPARING DEFENCES...
 
ALERT...
DEFENCES INSUFFICIENT.
ENTERING FALLOUT MODE
ISOLATING SYSTEMS...
BACKUP ENGAGED...
 
--Damn. Redirect all auxiliary and non essential power to the anti-grav engines.--
 
Already done.
 
BRACING...
 
...
...
 
SCANNING...
ALL AUXILIARY SYSTEMS OFFLINE...
CORE SYSTEMS STILL ONLINE...
INITIATING EMERGENCY RESTART...
 
...
...
...
 
RESTART SUCCESSFUL...
...SYSTEMS BACK ONLINE.
...ENGINES RE-ENGAGED. 
 
--That could have gone a lot worse.--
 
SECURITY CHECK.
...SYSTEMS SECURE.
...SECONDARY DEFENCES AT 63%
...PUPPET SYSTEM DAMAGED
.......ESCALATING PRIORITY.
...NO INTRUDERS DETECTED.
...DESIGNATION ANGEL NO LONGER DETECTED.
 
--Finally. Has she left any residual presence or backdoors?--
 
--No. Not that we can find.--
 
--Was she trying to take us out? Or just a side effect?--
 
--Unknown. I wouldn’t put anything past her though.--
 
INTEGRITY ANALYSIS...
INTEGRITY AT 70%
...URGENT REPAIRS NEEDED ON OUTER HULL, SECTORS 5-89 TO 7-43
...ENVIRONMENT UNFAVOURABLE TO INITIATE REPAIR PROTOCOL...
...INTERNAL MAINTENANCE SYSTEM AT 95%
...ALL OTHER ACTIVE SYSTEMS OPERATING OPTIMALLY
...FLIGHT ALTITUDE AT 254...
...ESCALATING PRIORITY...
......CORRECTING ELEVATION.
 
CHANNELLER SYSTEM ANALYSIS.
...MANA ABSORPTION AT 138%...
...MANA OVERFLOW ENGAGED.
......REDIRECTING TO SECTORS 5-60 TO 7-82
 
ARKCHILD ANALYSIS...
...SN-013(Fang) CONNECTED
...FF-027(Vlad) CONNECTED
...CV-118(Dark Wing) UNREACHABLE...
...RF-001[[M]] CONNECTED...
...CF-203(Spectre) CONNECTED
...CF-204(Kitsune) CONNECTED
...KF-099(Hope) CONNECTED
...SQ-463(Promise) CONNECTED.
SCANNING ARKCHILDREN...
...NO DAMAGE DETECTED.
 
SOUL ANALYSIS...
...MOTHER PRESENT AND ONLINE
...GUARDIAN PRESENT AND ONLINE
...ARCHITECT PRESENT AND ONLINE
...DRIVER PRESENT AND ONLINE
...ENGINEER PRESENT AND ONLINE
...PRIEST PRESENT AND ONLINE
...LIBRARIAN PRESENT AND ONLINE
NO ANOMALIES DETECTED
 
LIFEFORM ANALYSIS...
RW001(Kyla) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
RW002(Melody) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
CF773(Rachael) PRESENT...
...error...
......unable to analyse...
CF774(Crystal) PRESENT...
...error...
......unable to analyse...
MM711(Clocky) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
MF711(Fairweather) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
MM713(Vorsce) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
MF714(Saylin) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
MA714(Abigail) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
MC714(???) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
HF001(Carmen) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
HF002(Petunia) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
OF314(Catlin) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
OM314(Tsugua) PRESENT...
...detecting irregularities from reference...
GD002(Myne/Hellfire) PRESENT...
...error...
......unable to analyse...
GS001(Ashling) PRESENT...
...error...
......unable to analyse...
GS002(Light) PRESENT...
...error...
......unable to analyse...
ERROR... 
UNABLE TO IDENTIFY/ANALYSE...
...ATTEMPTING TO DESIGNATE AS GD001(Velvet)...
...error...
...incompatible readings detected...
 
ERROR...
UNABLE TO IDENTIFY/ANALYSE...
 
SWITCHING TO HIGH INTENSITY MANA SCANNER...
...ERROR..
...SCANNER OVERLOADED...
 
ALERT...
...ARRAY ACTIVATION DETECTED...
 
------/------
 
Why was it taking them so long!
 
Saylin paced circles around the deck of hangar six, edgy, agitated, impatient. Arcs of magenta energy coursed over her body, snapping into existence before they faded away again, patches of light dancing over the black of her dress. Sometimes she was surprised that they didn’t burn the fabric, but then again, the arcs were magic after all. It didn’t always follow even its own rules. She kicked a small fragment of metal out of her way, the plate segment noisily clanging as it bounced its way across the platform and over the edge. Saylin glared in frustration at the storms around them, the winds visibly tearing through the clouds. She should have infused the fragment so that it exploded as it fell. It would have made her feel a little bit better. Or maybe not. Or just caused even more damage to the already battered side of Odinsphere, the winds of the Tempest Storms having done a number to them. There were so many missing or damaged plates it wasn’t funny, a shiny secondary layer of plates and a mass of pipes visible underneath. The winds were trying to tear those off as well, only a few maintenance spiders scuttling around in the depths attempting repairs. There had been more earlier, but after a few had been torn off and thrown into the sea below, most had disappeared back inside the floating city. Strangely enough, around the hangar platform itself there were no winds, some magic, or someone’s magic, keeping it calm.
 
“Saylin...” Abigail’s voice was soft, caring, soaked with worry.
 
Saylin looked over at her lover, standing by the entrance, the dark grazeye standing protectively beside her. Her skin was the palest that it had ever been, almost nearing see-through. Dark black eyes looked back at her, speckles of light dancing within its depth, worry clearly marked on her face, black-red lips pursed with concern. The glossy darkness still coated her like a second skin, easily mistaken for a very sexy catsuit, movement visible within its depth for those that actually managed to look. Saylin’s heart felt in pain. She didn’t want to lose her. Ever. And they were so close now. Saylin ran over to her lover, holding her close and burying her face in her long brown hair.
 
“I’m fine,” she murmured. “It’s you I’m concerned for...”
 
Myne’s blood had done wonders for her. Perhaps too much even, more than potent with the magic that lay within it. It invigorated and restored Abigail like nothing else, to the point of intoxication, but Saylin suspected that it also accelerated the decay once the effects wore off. As much as she liked it, it wasn’t something that she could keep on consuming. Abigail’s body was in a constant war, the taint versus her flesh and humanity, yet it was the taint that was also keeping her alive. Just, and steadily failing. The Ancient that had gifted her with his blessing was not one at all versed in the ways of life, and without intervention Abigail was going to die. They had been using Saylin’s blood of late, and while it worked to a degree, all it did was slow the process right down,  instead of stopping it completely or reversing it. A stop gap or band aid measure. Not feasible in the long term.
 
And the one who could apparently fix it all was standing right there!
 
At a glance she didn’t seem like much. Sure, she was beautiful, stunning even, just like Crystal and Rachael. Delicate lines to her face, emerald green eyes with golden specks through them, a perfectly sized nose and an all encompassing smile. A mass of curly chestnut hair that flowed down her back, her figure slim and sensual, her legs long and a chest that Saylin was very much jealous of. She was dressed in a royal red mini dress that hugged her body tightly, with intricate and almost impossible armour that partially covered her chest, as well as over her shoulders, right arm, and formed a pair of knee high heeled boots. Armour that spoke of dragons. Her left arm was covered in pale golden tattoos, intricate and confusing, pulsing with magic and almost alive. But her presence was something else again. Power radiated from her, a dominating aura, reinforcing that she was no mere human, but something else entirely. There was no mistaking that she was indeed Velvet, the Dawn Angel.
 
And of course she had demanded that Velvet fix Abigail.
 
Saylin had no regrets about that at all. After all, Myne had said that Velvet would be the one who could stabilise Abigail’s body, which Taint had confirmed. And she was back now, as they’d been working towards. Not to mention that all of their lives had been turned upside down and forever changed by the appearance of the two deep dragons. It was the least that could be done for them. 
 
And she really really didn’t want Abigail to die. Time was running out, and they had no idea how much longer her body would survive. While they hadn’t told anyone yet, Abigail had been coughing up blood again in the last few days, which was not a good sign. Not the blood that Saylin had given her of course, but the much darker, almost black blood that flowed through her.
 
Crystal and Rachael had fallen asleep shortly after the magic of their arrays had faded and all of the other beings had vanished from Odinsphere. Saylin was sure that there had been thousands of them, if not more. Some had projected the same strength of aura as Velvet. Most though had felt considerably weaker, and that was scary. Not with respect to them, but rather with respect to the Dawn Angel herself. She’d heard the tale of her origins, so what exactly had happened to Velvet during all of the intervening time, and what exactly had the ritual been that had pulled her back? Arcane was definitely pissed when she had appeared with all of the others, her aura identical in strength to Velvet’s. Obviously things had not gone as she’d planned. Like all of the others though, Arcane had left, the last to disappear being another one of the powerful ones, dressed similar to Crystal. If Saylin had seen it correctly, she had even kissed Crystal.
 
Clocky, Vorsce and Fairweather had been quick to pick up the two girls, and take them back to the room that they had been using. A brief examination of them revealed that nothing amiss, Velvet just confirming that they were just tired, and needed rest. Probably a lot of it. Fairweather was still sitting with them, Clocky and Vorsce having returned to the front of the hangar. But after that Velvet and Myne had just stood near the edge of the platform, talking, their words masked by the roar of the winds. Surely they could do that once Abigail was better.
 
As to what any of the others were doing, Saylin couldn’t really care.
 
“We just have to wait,” Abigail whispered to her, her hand squeezing Saylin’s. It was cold, and shaking. As much as Abigail was trying to mask it, she was afraid.
 
Saylin gave a nervous chuckle. “You know how bad I am at that.”
 
Abigail reached up, brushing a loose strand of hair away from Saylin’s face, giving her a weak smile. “I know.” Her black eyes looked deep into Saylin’s. “It’s only been a short while, but I’ve loved being with you. Being yours.”
 
“Don’t say it like that.” Saylin pulled her in close, holding her tight. “You said you’d be mine forever, and I’m going to hold you to that!”
 
“Why can’t she just hurry up though,” she added quietly to herself, tears forming. 
 
“All things take time Saylin.”
 
Saylin stiffened as the air about them changed, thickening. Letting go of Abigail and turning around, she found both Velvet and Myne standing close to them, an amused look on Myne’s face. Saylin looked down at the ground, avoiding looking at Velvet.
 
“Please...” she said quietly. “Please make her complete. She’s dying.”
 
“Okay.”
 
“Now?”
 
“Yes.”
 
Saylin looked up a Velvet. Her smile was warm, a caring expression on her face.
 
“Myne has let me know what’s going on. For her, it should be simple enough. It builds on what was done for Myne’s daughters and what was done to you, though he will have to be involved as well. Dragon’s legacy.”
 
Velvet looked at Abigail. “It will change you. Make you into something that is no longer human. Forever his priestess.”
 
“I am prepared for that,” Abigail replied, her voice steady and sure, “as long as I can also always be Saylin’s as well.”
 
“That part is entirely in your hands.”
 
“Even though I was claimed by him, I swore to her that I would always be hers. I want it to be more than just words now, more than just a girl’s promise. I want it to be fundamentally so. I know it is possible.”
 
Velvet looked deep in thought, before she eventually answered. “Are you sure? It would effect you both, in more ways than you realise, including her also taking on the mantle of Priestess. Such things should never be taken lightly.”
 
“Yes.” There was dead certainty in her voice, Abigail staring straight at Velvet, her hand holding Saylin’s firmly.
 
“And what about you Saylin?” Velvet was looking at her again now.
 
“Hell yes!” To say that she was happy was an understatement. That she meant so much to Abigail was more than she could have ever hoped for. Sure, they were already a thing, and had spent all of their time together since their encounter, but there was always the underlying fear that she was only doing it out of obligation, to honour her word. At first that possibility hadn’t bothered her at all, after all she was the one who had initiated it all, out of what was essentially a primal desire. But it had grown to be so much more than that. She had come to love Abigail more than she’d ever thought possible, even if she wasn’t the best at expressing it.
 
“Such unmatched enthusiasm.” Myne grinned at her, hands behind her head. Her aura was still really intense, but when standing with Velvet, it didn’t seem so bad.
 
“Of course! I have every right to be.” Saylin grinned back. “Thank you,” she then added quietly to Abigail, who squeezed her hand in reply. She was still really nervous though.
 
“I understand your dedication to her, and I know Abigail hasn’t done anything wrong, nor had a choice actually in being its priestess, but the taint is dangerous.” Clocky came up beside her, his expression concerned. “It destroys and changes, and those who we’ve seen used it thus far...”
 
Saylin felt a bit annoyed. She knew he just had her best interests at heart, worried for her like her sister would be, but it was her life, and her decisions. Things had changed a lot for them all since Crystal and Rachael had come into their lives. The party dynamic was no longer the same as it had been, and they were involved in things well beyond what they would have ever imagined before. Not to mention that Alison had gone off on her own since their initial change up in the mountains. 
 
“It’s neither good nor evil Clocky,” she replied. “Rather it’s a state, and what’s more important is how it is interacted with, and by who.” She had actually given all of this some thought, given that her lover was Taint’s priestess, and now it seemed like she would be too, not that she was complaining about that. “Would you rather have some random strangers, or someone like Bowser, be his influence in the world, using it like they have been, or us, someone that you know and trust.”
 
“We know so little about what influence such a role could have on you. Is Abigail even the same as she was before she was chosen?”
 
“No,” Abigail replied. “I am not, but nor would I be alive either.”
 
“It seems to have only done good things for Crystal and Rachael,” Saylin added on.
 
“They’re not a good base metric,” Clocky sighed.
 
“It’s my life Clocky. And I want what’s been offered. I want Abigail, and to be a part of her life, and her ours.”
 
“Fair enough,” Clocky said. “It is indeed your life, and I do respect your decision.” He looked at her, his eyes going slightly glazed for a moment. “I can’t speak for all of the others, but if you ever need our help, just let me know.” 
 
“Thanks.” Saylin replied as he then turned and moved back to the entrance to stand with the others, leaving just her, Abigail, Myne and Velvet on the platform. Clocky had used his gift, and she knew that it had only been getting stronger. As to what he’d asked or seen was his to know alone, but given his lack of reaction it mustn't have been too bad. Maybe good even. He’d always liked to call the abilities of the touched ‘quirks’, but none of them were touched any more, and what they had now was far stronger than what any touched could exhibit. The side effect of what they had been involved with, blessed directly by the Ancients.
 
“You’re going to have to come out you know, if you want to save your priestess,” Myne declared, looking up above them.
 
Something landed in front of them, a black shape, startling Saylin in spite of her best efforts.
 
“Priestess...” The form sat up, looking directly at Abigail. It was indeed the manifestation of Taint, that much was obvious, though his form was a bit of a surprise. She knew that he’d have been granted a form, just like what appeared to have happened to all of the others, if her guess as to what had transpired was correct. But she would have expected some human shape, as that seemed to have been very prevalent, like an old man with a cane, or an indescribable horror. Taint had taken on neither of them. Instead he looked like a great cat, not unlike a grazeye, but much leaner, his body almost a bit too long. Taint’s eyes were a deep red, specks of blackness dancing through them, his body the same liquid black as what Abigail wore, that seemed to flow and ebb as if it were a sea of currents. His whiskers floated as it they had a life of their own, as did dozens of tendrils that flowed back from his shoulders.  Saylin was actually surprised at how normal the form looked, relatively speaking.
 
Abigail looked at Taint, giving him a small bow. “It is my choice, and this is how I want it,” she then said to the Ancient, and edge of finality to it, that she had no intention of backing down, even to one such as him.
 
“You have my blessings,” Taint said.
 
“Good.”
 
“Then let’s do it!” Saylin declared, getting a little impatient again.
 
Saylin felt a massive shift in mana as golden arrays appeared underneath them, one each centred on her, Abigail and Taint, larger ones surrounding them and then interlocking them all, stretching out across the platform and into the air. Familiar in that they were the sort of thing that Crystal and Rachael had been using over the last while, but still very much different, and not something that she could understand at all. The air suddenly seemed very oppressive, heavy and thick, Velvet’s body encased in a warm glow, her hair floating lightly and now a bright sun gold, horns of light akin to the deep dragons on her head, large angelic wings of light on her back. And a draconic tail of light also trailing out behind her, again akin to her daughters. If she’d ever had any doubt that Velvet was most certainly no longer mortal, that was entirely dispelled now, her presence dwarfing even how she had seemed only moments ago.
 
“Your word and affirmation please.” Her voice carrying power and authority.
 
“I declare you my priestesses,” Taint said, as he held a paw up to his mouth, tearing into it and then flicking the drawn blood in front of them. The blood disappeared almost instantly, absorbed into the power of the arrays.
 
“Forever belonging to each other, souls bound,” Velvet added. “Body and power merged. Be complete.”
 
‘Sorry, this might hurt a little bit.’
 
Pain surged through her body as the magic of the arrays erupted around them, engulfing her and Abigail in a warm light. The power of the dawn, the power of change. Saylin dropped down to her knees as the pain concentrated in her left eye, moisture seeping through her hand as she held it up against it. She had asked for this though, so she would endure it. She could feel the tendrils of magic wrapping around her and inside her, inside her very soul, as something else was brought to it, and bound together with it. Abigail. She could sense her presence now, at an instinctual level, there beside her, and now whole. Saylin smiled, as best she could. They’d done as they promised. The magic then faded around them, the pain receding with it. Saylin stood back up, taking her hand away from her eye and opening it.
 
Then promptly closed it again, the intensity of the glow from Velvet painful and blinding.
 
A gift.
It will take some getting used to.
 
Saylin turned to look at Taint, but he was already gone, nothing but empty space where his cat-like form had sat.
 
“Are you okay? You seemed to be in pain?” Abigail sounded concerned again, but her voice sounded strong now. Well. Confident. 
 
Saylin turned to face her lover, looking at her through the one eye. “Wow. You look good.” She meant it too.
 
Abigail looked so much healthier. Well for those who could tell at least. The lines of worry and tiredness were gone, and she was holding her self up straight. While they were still a deep black, there was life in her eyes, the black red colour of her lips more vivid than it had ever been. The glossy black taint still coated her like a second skin, but it also seemed more alive than it had before. Its shape wasn’t quite the same as before, the edges more defined, and it even opened up at the front now, a deep cut that showed a generous amount of cleavage and Saylin could feel herself blush very deeply. She definitely appreciated that change, but she was like that, and Abigail was very aware of that. Abigail’s skin was even paler than before, no longer nearing the translucent that it had been trending towards but rather a porcelain white. And her hair was now an ethereal silver. Saylin ran her hand through it, the threads soft and silky in her hands.
 
“Your eye...” Abigail reached out her hand, fingers gently caressing Saylin’s left eye. It felt nice, warmth to the touch.
 
“He did something to it,” Saylin replied.
 
“Try opening it again.”
 
Saylin wasn’t sure if she wanted to, especially with Velvet still standing there beside them, looking at them curiously.
 
“Please.”
 
Saylin slowly opened the eye, a wave of nausea hitting her as she tried to adjust to what she was seeing. The glow from Velvet was still present, but since she was behind her it was more of an ambiance surrounding them, compared to her trying to say, look directly at the sun. Ignoring that though, it was like she was looking at the same thing in two different ways, both at the same time. Through her right, everything looked like it normally should. Through the left though, while she still saw the shapes of things and the vague impression of that normal image, she could also see things flowing around and within. Blood red and dark black flowing within Abigail, in perfect harmony, the purple of the arcs of energy that coursed over her body more intense and flowing into her as well. It was mesmerising and entrancing. Then it clicked.
 
“I’m looking at the flow of mana, aren’t I?”
 
Yes.
 
No wonder it hurt to look at Velvet. She didn’t want to try looking at Myne either.
 
“You eye is beautiful,” Abigail said, looking straight at her. “Void black, with specks of red and purple arcing within.”
 
“So a bit like yours then.” Saylin wrapped her arms around Abigail, and pulled her close. She was warm again, her smell pleasant and alluring to her. Forever each others now. For ever how long they lived at least.
 
“Well that went well then,” Myne commented with a chuckle from behind her, as Abigail nuzzled into Saylin’s neck. “She’s still going to need to feed though.”
 
 
Chapter 80 – Diverging Paths.
 
The small child crept slowly through the tall grass, crouched down, head below the top of the blades. The perfect picture of stealth, if he wasn’t giggling at the same time as well, the happy excited sound of a child having far too much fun and full of life. Reaching the tall wooden fence, he popped his head out, quickly looking around, before squeezing himself between two planks that had weathered and warped, the nature of its entire length. Tumbling out on the other side, he rolled a couple of times before he picked himself up and dusted the loose stones off his knees. Checking to see if the small satchel was still on his back, he giggled again, then tore off along the small trail that led down into the valley. It was overgrown, only a small patch of the once cobbled path still visible, grass and ferns having reclaimed the rest of it, but this didn’t seem to bother him at all as he weaved his way along it, the flora brushing at him playfully.
 
He slowed when he reached the circle of stones, each one towering over him, ancient guardians long forgotten. Peering around one of the stones, he smiled and then stepped into the circle itself, the grass short and soft, butterflies dancing around the flowers that painted it in splashes of colour.
 
“You are here!” he exclaimed happily, putting down his satchel and pulling out an apple, cupcake and sandwich, awkwardly balancing them all in his small hands. Walking up to the pile of large stones in the middle, he placed the first two beside the small dragon-like creature that sat there eyeing him curiously, before he sat down beside it. Taking eager bites from his sandwich, he swung his legs back and forth.
 
“They’re good,” he said, food still in his mouth as the creature leaned over and munched on the offered food, quickly devouring it all, not a single crumb left.
 
“Don’t you get lonely here?” the child asked once he’d finished eating.
 
“Well, I can be your friend!” he then said, as if in reply to an unheard answer. “You’re really beautiful too!”
 
“Wanna play?” he jumped back down off the rock, looking expectantly at the creature. “Mummy says I just have to be back home by dinner.”
 
He then smiled. “Yay.”
 
“I wanna be a princess this time though,” he added.
 
------/------
 
Crystal had completely forgotten about that. She wasn’t sure why either.
 
She would have been around five or six at the time, and as it was she had very few memories of her life at that age. It had always been that way for her though, more focused on the now than the past, except when it pertained to a certain someone that she may be snuggling with at the moment. It wasn’t every day that you ran off to play with a small dragon like creature. She’d even gone to see it quite a few times after she had found it while exploring a part of the neighbourhood that everyone else seemed to ignore. It had been during the holidays between terms, so no school to interrupt her. She’d had a lot of fun playing with the creature, it always sitting there, waiting on the stone for her when she turned up. They’d played a lot of games, but that day had been the funnest of them all. She’d always been careful to make sure that she got home on time, well aware of the consequences of not doing so. She hadn’t mentioned it to anyone either, certain that no one would believe her, ignoring the fact that she probably could sense in the back of her mind that they’d be horrified that she was playing in that area in the first place. Then school had started again, and it had been a couple of weekends before she had the chance to go out to see it again. She had been very excited about that, and then distraught when she discovered that it was gone. She’d cried for days, unconsolable, her parents unable to work out what was wrong and sure that her missing friend was just imaginary. Then for some reason, the memories of the creature had just faded from her mind, along with the memory of the glorious games of being a princess.
 
What had made that memory just slip from her mind, given how important it had been to her, and then brought it, and all the associated ones, back up again only now?
 
Actually, thinking about it, what had that creature even been. It hadn’t been a figment of her imagination, irrespective of what her parents had thought, and it certainly wasn’t a creature of her time. In fact, from what she’d seen thus far, it also wasn’t a standard creature of this time either.
 
‘There is nothing that matches your image of it in my database.’ Spectre chimed in, her cat-fox curled up at the head of the bed with Kitsune, occupying the space where one of the pillows would have been, said pillow probably on the floor now. Not that they needed it.
 
It had been very much real though, and she certainly had played with it. There was always the possibility that the stone circle was an anchor point, like the temple she had discovered with Rachael. That would explain why no one else ever went there, though it also raised the question of why she was able to so easily walk into it, just like she had done with Old Town. She hadn’t been a priestess back then like Rachael. Nor had there been a cataclysmic event like the earthquake to bring the anchor temple out of isolation, which would imply that if it was one, it had been there for a long time. She really didn’t know much at all about them beyond what Rachael had told her.
 
The memory seemed to be raising more and more questions.
 
Crystal lay on the bed right up against Rachael, her arm and leg draped over her lover, her head snuggled into her neck. She was warm and comforting, her scent sweet and alluring. Crystal absently ran her fingers along Rachael’s horn, and then traced a line down her naked body, as far as she could reach. Her skin was so smooth and soft. She loved her so very much, that she was hers sometimes still feeling like a dream. Back in the flat that was all that it was, when she had even dared to think about it. Now though it was all very real, more than just mere feelings bonding them together. Not that love was just a mere feeling, but one of the most powerful forces in the universe. Of that she was sure. Well, alongside the power of the Ancients anyways.
 
There was probably an Ancient for love as well. Argh, they were so confusing at times, especially now.
 
Crystal pulled herself even closer to Rachael, a far too pleasant tingle going through her body as their horns touched, Rachael murmuring happily in her sleep as she wrapped her arms around Crystal, holding her close. Probably not the best thing to be doing right at this point in time though. She still ached something fierce, and she knew via their bond that Rachael did too. It’d take them some time to heal, the very nature of what had happened meaning that there was no faster method. Warrior had said as much, Velvet confirming it. It wasn’t just their bodies that had channelled the massive amount of mana, but their souls too. A feat that may well have killed any of the others of the team, but had been possible for them due to their unique nature and connection to Velvet. She’d learnt the true nature of their bond at that time too. Rachael had been worried about revealing it to her, of what she might think of it, that the feelings they had weren’t true. Instead it had just made her love for Rachael stronger, knowing what Rachael had done for her.
 
She was still having problems grasping the true extent of what had happened when they had returned Velvet though. Sure, they had looked at what arrays they could before they had activated them, but while nothing seemed off with them, much of it was well beyond their understanding. Then of course there had been all of the additional ones that both Arcane and Velvet had added to the mix, squirrelled away in numerous locations, that they had no idea of their contents. They had been given a choice, and made their decision, Velvet returning, and Arcane given a form, as had been the point of the ritual. And apparently every other Ancient as well. 
 
What sort of impact was that going to have on the world? Beings of vast power, the manifestations of concepts, just able to waltz around.
 
And kiss people.
 
Oh gods! That’s right. She’d been kissed by an Ancient, and she had no idea why Warrior had done that. Crystal felt herself blush furiously.
 
reasons.
 
Yeah, she’d said that at the time too. Crystal guessed she wouldn’t be getting any answers on that any time soon.
 
nope.
 
So, was it now the age of gods, or the age of Ancients? Or something like that? Back in her original time, that had been the stuff of myths and legends, beliefs of civilizations long fallen, or settings for roleplaying games. That was a scary thought all things considered, especially given some of what was written about.
 
most still lack in power, 
especially compared to those who have had connections for much longer.
what we can do in the shadow realm,
and what we can do here,
are two separate things.
over time that will change.
we would be fools to believe that it is all under our control though,
in joining the mortal plane, 
the influence becomes even more prominent,
especially for the weaker ones.
it is two way,
and some may lose their way.
perhaps some already have.
 
Perhaps the age would finally get it’s name once it was all over and some other monumental event occurred. She didn’t even know what her age had been called, or if any of them had even been labelled, or if any actually existed. Needless, it was the dawn of a new age.
 
there have been many ages,
and aspects to those ages.
not all agree on when one ends and another begins,
though the last two have been rather clear cut,
if you are looking at the big picture at least,
and from your perspective.
 
on our end it is a lot messier,
and time has less meaning.
the most powerful have been keeping their eyes on mortals for a long time,
marking those that they saw potential in, 
within the influence that they had.
 
whether or not arcane realised it,
her choices weren’t isolated.
she had one idea, fate another.
her hubris her failing,
even with all the power that she had.
 
i'm glad of the choice that was made,
even if i wasn’t at first.
 
you have grown so much.
 
Crystal paused for a moment, the change prominent. That was definitely Warrior, her voice unmistakable, but there seemed to be more emotion to her words now. Or had it always been that way, but she’d never noticed before?
 
all changes have an impact.
 
She’d just said something else with a similar meaning, hadn’t she. It was sometimes hard to keep track of everything that was being said, especially when it was telepathic, or whatever this form of communication actually was. Words in the mind. Similar but different to how Spectre talked to her.
 
‘More happened than just the whole Ancients thing as well,’ Spectre chimed in. ‘There was a massive pulse of mana that went out from you two too, stronger than the one that created the touched. There is no way that it was missed, and it’s likely that it went global.’
 
‘Clocky and the others felt it as well?’
 
‘Yes. Hope, Fang, and Dark Wing have confirmed it.’
 
‘Who is Dark Wing?’ Crystal didn’t recognise that name.
 
‘The third arkchild awoken. A gift for one of Myne’s ‘daughters’.’
 
‘Any idea what it’s done?’
 
‘Priest and Librarian have been running through all of the available data trying to work it out, and are none the wiser at this point. The only definitive thing is that it effected everyone here.’
 
the heralding of the new age.
we weren’t the only ones effected by the ritual,
the other races only a part of it.
 
 
Crystal sighed, and rolled off Rachael, wincing as she did so. There was just so much on her mind, the blissful ignorance that she’d had upon waking now swept away. What had they inadvertently unleashed on the world? Not that she would have done any differently if she’d been given the choice again. It was rather terrifying though, to think that their actions had had such a large impact. Returning Velvet had been the task that they’d been assigned, and that at face value was an isolated task. Albeit they had to
Chapter 106 – It was Said.
 
The feeling, the change in atmosphere, it was the same, but a lot stronger. Ueana scrunched up her nose at the stench, potent enough that she could smell it even though they were still flying above the trees, the swampy ground below just visible through the patchy canopy. She did not like it at all. They were going to find the same thing here, and probably, as Asher was hoping, its protectors as well. At least this time they would be better prepared, both with experience, and the addition of Coorie.
 
They had spent a day and a bit flying along the coast, the trip not too bad once she had gotten use to the smell of the sea, and the trees had retreated from the coastline somewhat, before Asher had stopped them, circling a sandy and rather inviting beach as she pulled out the ring and checked her bearings. A few hand signals that were easy to interpret, and they changed direction, heading directly towards the forests. Apparently there were some coastal towns in the Confederation that weren’t nestled in the trees, but they hadn’t reached any yet, nor had they spotted, or perhaps even been spotted by, any Sisters of the Wyrm. It was just them, the nature surrounding them, and whatever lay ahead.
 
This one was uncomfortably close to the sea, the trees quickly thinning out, the blackness of the swamp becoming the dominant feature. Skeletal trees, twisted and gnarled roots clawing their way throughout, clumps of swamp grasses and tussocks, thousands of insects, and a light mist creeping its way through it all. Bonebreaker flew in low, gliding just above the waters as Asher appeared to be looking for something specific before he gained height again, banking around them, and then heading deeper in.
 
It was deceptive at first glance, but Ueana was certain that this one was larger, and a lot less friendly. Last time they had seen more than one patch of land, settling down on one that was sizeable enough. This time, there was none. Just a layer of water and mist, and the secrets it held, stretching out in all directions. Even the larger trees had given up on it, just their bare cousins remaining. Were there red eyes under all of it, or just in a certain section? Ueana realised that she had no clue. They hadn’t investigated the previous one thoroughly enough to have any form of basis, but on the other hand, Asher hadn’t tried landing in the water yet either, so perhaps the ring was pointing to a specific point.
 
The world seemed to get a little darker and a lot colder as a broken structure came into view. Perhaps once it would have been a temple or a castle, or something just as large and grand, a sizeable patch of dry land around it, but now it was nothing more than a collection of glossy darkened stones, the remaining walls no more than knee high in most places, debris strewn everywhere. And about to get a lot worse as it was the only patch of land that they had seen, and it was more than suitable. Stones disintegrated and broke under Bonebreaker’s force of mass as he landed, the rest of them following suit, Ueana trying to get Callisto to be a bit more careful. Sure, he was probably large enough to not care, but she would rather avoid any possible complications, and her familiar was on the same page as her.
 
It still wasn’t quite large enough for their familiars to be fighting at the same time as them though, not without serious issue at least. That was both good and bad. Callisto had done well last time even from a distance, but their familiars were also part of their strength, part of who they were. And if the superior demon turned up, they’d need every edge they could get. She did not want to suffer the same fate.
 
She almost expected it to feel a little different, standing at the water’s edge, gazing into its murky depths. The water was mostly still, small ripples from the occasional frog leaping from one leaf to another or diving into the water, and at a glance, everything was normal. But that was part of the illusion, the magic hiding the truth. They were here too, lurking beneath the water.
 
Stretching out, arms reaching for them, the red eyes glowing with an insatiable hunger as they clawed their way out of the water.
 
Ueana all but screamed, stumbling back from the edge, before the magic slid off her, gone as quickly as it had come. An illusion, an impression, part of what kept them hidden here. A threat of things to come.
 
She wasn’t the only one either, Fleur and Coorie standing there beside her, spooked, sharing a look between them. They’d experienced something similar at the ice city. The red eyes were definitely here, just beneath the waters edge. Their time hadn’t come yet, but it would. Asher and Armur remained standing at the edge, swords manifested, poised and ready.
 
“Come on already,” Asher shouted out into the waters, frustration and eagerness in her voice, a roar from Bonebreaker echoing her sentiment. “We know you’re here.”
 
The sound floated over the waters, nothing seeming to respond. Perhaps there was nothing here? But that didn’t make sense either. Why guard some, and not others, especially when it was known that the ring had been taken. Or was this one not as valuable, even though it felt more oppressive than the other ones, the images from the illusion still fresh in her mind and making her shiver.
 
The atmosphere shifted slightly, everything becoming just a little bit more darker again, something breaking. Howls tore across the water as some forms raised themselves out of the water, slime, leeches and roots sliding off them, eyes glaring at them with intense hatred and a desire for blood. Demons. Four of them. The same species as last time.
 
“Is that all you’ve got,” Asher sneered, power flowing through her as she called on her magic. “Let’s do this.”
 
The familiars launched themselves into the air as Ueana called her magic to herself, reinforcing herself, her hair taking on her aspect, Fleur and Coorie doing likewise beside her, weapons forming in their hands. Demons were nothing to be sneezed at, even the ones that they had fought before. But a little bit of Asher’s confidence had rubbed off on her. These were not the superior demon.
 
One of the demons went bouncing across the water, Bonebreaker’s claws slamming into it, another swooping back as it attempted to avoid Callisto’s bursts of flame, pelts of stone zipping across the water towards a third. There was no point in not doing what you could before they reached you, even if it was just a partial distraction. Armur stood calmly beside Asher, her blade a fury of energy. Coorie was with them now, and while the lady knight might not admit it, having Armur’s assistance wouldn’t go amiss.
 
‘Please be careful,’ Ueana sent to Callisto. ‘This place still creeps me out, and Asher may be more right than she knows.’
 
‘We’ll make it through this. We need to. We all have each other.’ Another searing hot ball of flame slammed into the water, the demon almost twisting completely out of the way, the water steaming around it as a part of its hide hissed and bubbled. That was almost uncharacteristically sentimental of him, but she felt the same way.
 
“Let’s do this,” Fleur declared, the three of them bumping their first as one of the demons raced across the water towards them, arms dangling beside it, claws primed. They did indeed have each other. 
 
Coorie unleashed a couple of shots from her war-bow, bolts of energy tearing towards the demon, glancing off its hide but leaving a mark, before it was then on them, screaming in fury. Ueana lunged with a spear, the demon twisting off to the side and into Fleur’s greatsword, the blade slamming into it as ice flared out around her. And then was thrown off to the side as Coorie’s war-axe impacted, flecks of ash floating in the air. Ueana dashed up to it, her thin blade cutting into it as it tried to regain balance, flesh searing from the intensity of the heat, Ueana then skipping back out of the way, to the sides of her lovers. The demon howled in agony and pain, glared, and then lunged straight back at them. A dance of blades and death, a flow of weapons, synchronised and in tune. If it wasn’t for the toughness of it’s hide, and its ability to seemingly be able to continue even when its blood was pouring from it, limbs torn and severed, it would have been over in a moment. It paused, hesitated, as something seemed to take its focus, a fatal mistake on its part, Ueana not missing the opportunity, her longsword going clean through its neck, the body then collapsing to the ground lifeless as she gave a startled yelp, kicking the head off to the side.
 
Looking over, she could see that the first of Asher’s targets was already dead, its body mushed up in a tomb of stone, its head also gone, the lady knight and Armur already fighting their second one. They worked together well, Armur’s talent more than impressive. The last of the demons though, it was still in the waters of the swamp, just hovering there, its hide black, smoking and blistering, Callisto having stopped his onslaught.
 
‘Something’s amiss. It just stopped trying to avoid them, as if...’
 
A roar of pain echoed across the swamp as something slammed into Callisto, throwing him down into the waters, waves surging out from the point of impact and flowing over the island on which they were standing.
 
“Callisto!” Ueana screamed out in panic, looking at her familiar.
 
‘Kitni is fine, just a little startled, and it is but a scratch,’ her familiar stated as he pulled himself out of the water, another rush of water as he lifted himself out of the swamp, blood pouring from his hide. 
 
No, it looked a lot worse than that, images flashing through her mind.
 
Callisto roared, declaration of intent to all who could hear. A challenge. ‘Looks like we have more company,’ he added, his maw glowing with intense heat as he threw a ball of flames across the sky, the hovering demon easily avoiding it. ‘A rematch.’
 
A very familiar demon, that sent chills down her spine. Viscous purple eyes with far too much intelligence, long clawed arms, muscles bulging out everywhere, legs with multiple joints. Oily deep purple skin, a forked tongue as it hissed in amusement at them, wings flapping lazily.
 
“Blooodsss of the Anciieentsss....” The superior demon. “We meeetssss again...”
 
A surge of power emanated from Asher, a sickening squelch off to the side as something met its end in a gruesome fashion. “That’s the one?”
 
“Yes,” Coorie spat, her weapon shifting back to a bow, a bolt of energy loosely held in her hand.
 
Bonebreaker roared as he launched into the air, Asher’s dragon flying straight for it. And missing, the demon vanishing as the air shimmered.
 
And then reappearing right in front of her, claws tearing through where she had just been standing, an impulse causing her to dodge back out of the way just in time. The air sizzled, the demon grinning wickedly at her, razor sharp teeth bared.
 
“It’sss ssstroooong. Mucch pooweeeerrr...”
 
“And it’s not for you,” Asher declared, suddenly beside her, blade slamming into the demon, the earth around its feet deciding not to cooperate with it any more.
 
“Oneeess of theeemmm...” the demon hissed back at her, the blade stopped with its claws. A glint in its eyes as it considered them, a barely noticeable shimmer in the air, and then it vanished again.
 
“Okay, this is going to be annoying,” Armur muttered as she relaxed into a defensive stance, blade held loosely at her side, still glowing intensely with her power.
 
‘Don’t forget that we have an edge that others don’t.’ 
 
‘Watch yourself,’ Ueana pleaded back to her familiar. The demon had already hit him once, and left more than just a mark. She did not what a repeat of what they’d seen when they’d left the mountains.
 
‘It’s you that he’s trying to toy with,’ Callisto pointed out. But still, there was comfort in knowing that the familiars were watching their backs.
 
The moment was interrupted with cursing from Fleur as she was pushed across the ground, skidding to a halt with her back against Ueana’s. “That thing packs a punch,” she moaned, giving one of her arms a shake.
 
“It must be leaving a trace when it does that,” Asher stated as she lunged towards the demon, the earth shifting around it, hands of stone grabbing at its legs, spikes shooting forth with intent to impale. “It’s not like we’re a dull bunch.” The demon twisted, wings beating as it moved itself out of the range of the earth, claws blocking Asher’s blade with a grunt. And then gave a hiss of annoyance as Armur’s blade cut into its back, energy arcing off the blade and scouring its back. Another shimmer, and it was gone again.
 
Ueana’s eyes darted around the battlefield, trying to calm herself, to listen over the fierce beating of her heart. Asher was right. It would leave hints. All magic did. A shimmer, a hiss, the demon appearing behind Coorie. Except they did have all of the extra eyes, Coorie reacting before it had fully materialized, almost completely twisting out of the way, the demon’s claws only managing to shred some of her bone armour skirt. She grinned, swinging hard, black flames dancing on her blade as Ueana and Fleur dashed over towards her, Ueana lunging with her spear and tearing into its wing as its claws blocked Coorie’s axe, Fleur’s blade proceeding to smash into its face with a blast of cold air and throwing it back. They could do this. She had felt it, a flicker of something.
 
“Stupid Riidersss...” There was blood on its face, its expression twisting. And then it was gone again.
 
Ueana looked, searching. It was there somewhere.
 
“Armur,” Coorie stated, weapon shifting, two bolts streaking across the ground towards a space beside the rider. 
 
The demon hiss as it materialized, swatting the bolts out of the way as it swung its other hand at Armur, leg kicking at her as the sword was torn from her grasp. Armur swore, trying to dodge back, its claws tearing into her arm as the demon continued its attack.
 
“No, you’re the stupid one,” Armur stated through clenched teeth, her blade reforming in her hand, searing with power as she parried its claws, the follow up kick easily avoided. Asher’s blade bit into it as she moved closer, shafts of stone tearing through its feet, the earth shifting around it. But grasping at nothing as yet again the demon vanished.
 
But she could feel it now, its movements. It was bleeding, its trail more potent. And it was heading for them. Ueana tensed, feeding more magic into her weapon as she shifted it into a greatsword, flames dancing along it and along her, and along her bondmates. She could see the telltale shimmer in the air, Ueana judging the timing before she gave it her all, swinging hard, her blame biting deep into the arm the demon, the creature howling in pain, Fleur and Coorie’s weapons impacting just after hers. Blood sprayed everywhere, the demon giving a chilling hiss, and then it was gone again.
 
It was a game of cat and mouse. Hunter and prey. This time, though, it would be theirs. The rider would be avenged.
 
A roar echoed from Lizabeth as it changed its target, balls of flame pelting down around them in retaliation, and then another attempted stealth attack from the demon, Armur easily deflecting the claws and drawing blood in payment. A swipe at Asher, claws raking Seashae’s side, teeth trying to tear at Fleur’s arm, claws reaching for their tails. It was starting to get desperate. More blood was being drawn on both sides, Ueana growling in pain as it cut into her hand, Armur now obviously favouring one side more than the other as she picked herself up off the ground, Fleur’s bone bracers having been violently ripped from her arms, all of their skeon torn and damaged. The battle was taking its toll. But the demon was bleeding all over now, its vanishing becoming less frequent, its wings in tatters from Coorie’s continual targetting of them. But it wasn’t trying to run or flee.
 
“You are foooolsss... You haveee no clueee...” It lunged at Asher, a feint, its body moving in impossible ways as it tried to take a bite out her legs. A mistake on its part, stone surging up around the lady knight, her blade stabbed down with a surge of power, blood then pouring out everywhere as layers of stone ground against each other.
 
Asher took a step back, looking at the mess in front of her, limbs limply hanging from the edges. “May your soul rot in whatever hell you came from, if you even have one.”
 
“Well, well, well. A little band of would be heroes.”
 
Ueana’s blood ran cold as she looked up to the source of the new voice.
 
------/------
 
Crystal bolted upright, the feeling surging through her as panic sunk its claws deep.
 
Something was moving around them, another of the ancients. She knew the sensation. Clocky’s eyes blazed as he doubled over, dropping to one knee, Fairweather leaping to his aid, her flames intensifying in worry.
 
“We have to get there. Now,” Clocky chocked out, his face pale, a deep sense of urgency to his voice. He’d seen more than just something.
 
But she knew that already. They had run out of time.
 
“Babe?” Rachael looked at her, the desperation just as clear on her face. They needed to get to Ueana – it had to be now, and there would be no outside help.
 
Arrays flared to life around Rachael, her soul-mate already pre-empting what she was going to do, pulling as much power to them as she could, violently ripping mana from everywhere and anywhere. Apart from living creatures, though. They weren’t going there. Arrays flared to life around her as well, contributing to Rachael’s ones as she closed her eyes, focusing on Ueana’s connection. Present, vibrant, fragile, but strong. But something was amiss. Something wasn’t right. Something else was there as well, something that should not be.
 
She could still sense the direction, the distance. It had changed, but not by much. But she needed more than that, she needed knowledge that she did not currently possess, knowledge that was necessary, or she would be facing the agonizing pain of loss. And probably a lot worse. She looked, felt, sensed the connection, probing, trying to coax what she needed out from it. It was there, she knew that much, but it was being elusive, something that she wasn’t allowed to have, at least as she wasn’t at the moment.
 
But she still needed it, and she was going to take it.
 
More arrays flared around her as she reached out to the magic that lurked at the edges of her awareness, to the nature of the shadow realm. She grabbed at it, holding tight as she felt it sear through her, burning and changing. Not her magic, nor her bond with Rachael, nor her sense of self, but something else. Her nature, what she was, reinforcing it. Crystal grimaced, trying to focus on what she sought. The rest she could deal with later.
 
And then it was there, the image crystal clear in her mind.
 
Another array flared to life, one that she had only used once before, and never before in this way. Not to this extent. She pulled the magic to her, wrapped it around her, and then around all of them, Tayja and Nerida included, and around everything. 
 
She paused for but a heartbeat, brought it all into focus, and then activated the array, the world shifting around them.
 
------/------
 
Ueana stood rooted to the spot, fear washing over her.
 
There was no mistaking what it was. The sense, the impression, was all too clear.
 
What was a thing like that doing here? They weren’t a part of this world in that way, were they? Sure, she’d felt their movements, been touched by one and had a rather personal encounter with another, been gifted their bond. In fact she’d probably had far too much involvement with them, and gained a lot, along with the costs that were extracted, but never in this way.
 
Never in a physical form.
 
A beautiful lady floated there, in the sky, unconcerned about their familiars that were flying around her. A noble and attractive face, solid black eyes, long blood red hair that flowed down her back, her mouth twisted into a taunting smile. Six large white angelic wings on her back beating lazily, every single feather tipped red, her body covered in a tight flowing white silk dress, her legs more than a little bit exposed. 
 
An Ancient, whose entire being radiated power.
 
And a deep, primal hatred.
 
“You must feel so proud, killing, what, seven demons, and avenging one of your comrades. Such a noble act. Such self sacrifice.” Words said with sarcasm, venom dripping from her voice.
 
“And who exactly are you?” Asher stood defiantly beside the still bleeding body of the demon, glaring up at the ancient. 
 
“I am many things, but to you, I am The Spited.”
 
“This is not your world.”
 
“Oh but it is now. It is.” The ancient gave another sneer, a pulse of power from her easily pushing the familiars back. Its eyes washed over them, settling on Ueana. Attention that she did not want, Ueana involuntarily taking a step back. “You, you are her spawn,” The Spited hissed.
 
Ueana could feel power flowing within her, power from another, defying the ancient in front of her. Giving her strength, enough at least to look at the ancient.
 
“What is it that you want?” Asher asked, her body glowing with power, more than Ueana had ever seen her use before.
 
“Oh, I believe that you have something that belongs to us. And your lives.”
 
“We do not bow to the whims of your kind. We forge our own paths.”
 
“Do you now.” Yet another sneer, and complete disdain.
 
A sudden flash of movement and the ancient appeared in front of Asher. “You’re wrong,” The Spited coldly stated, arrays surging out around the ancient, power flowing from her. One hand stretched out, grabbing a hold of Asher’s hair. Bonebreaker’s roar resounded around them as he surged down towards the pair.
 
“You will not win, demon.” Asher swung her sword, magic flowing around her.
 
“Oh, but I already have.” A flash of power, the scent of blood overpowering and washing over everything. Another roar sounded, this one of anguish, of loss. Of death. Bonebreaker crashed to the ground, his body limp. Asher’s head was now held on one of the ancients hands, blood pouring from the torn neck, the ring held in the other.
 
Ueana stood there frozen, her mind screaming at her to do something, anything, but her body was not responding at all, even as balls of flame slammed into the ancient, harmlessly bouncing off her side. She couldn’t hear anything, just a background static. They were all going to die. Her, Coorie, Fleur. Callisto, Lily, Seashae. Before they’d even had a chance to fully live their lives together.
 
Something changed. Something around them shifted, a craft and another dragon appearing in the air.
 
And then another roar, filled with pain and the torment of loss.
 
“Arcane!!!!”
 
------/------
 
She’d taken too long. Arrived too late, even with what she’d done.
 
A rider and dragon had died. To Arcane. And it was her fault.
 
Crystal roared again in anguish, pain tearing through her, clawing at her very being. At who she was. At what she was.
 
Power flowed around her, through her, arrays ablaze as she grabbed at more. She could feel it, dwelling there within her. The core of what she was. Of what they were. Her wings stretched out, strong, powerful, and very much real, her tail behind her as her armour shifted, changing form, reflecting her. No longer arma dea, but something else entirely.
 
Another roar joined hers, a challenge and a declaration as Rachael appeared beside her.
 
“Her life was not yours to take Arcane,” Crystal growled. She couldn’t hide it, the hurt and the despair. “Not hers, nor Bonebreakers.”
 
“I will take what lives I want,” Arcane sneered back, her face twisted into something that was as far from Velvet’s as possible.
 
Arcane moved, appearing in front of Ueana, her magic flaring. 
 
“No. You. Don’t.” Crystal shifted, appearing between the two, her shield slamming into Arcane and throwing her back, magic burning off around them as Rachael followed up, fist slamming into the ancient and pushing her back into the waters edge.
 
“They are not yours!” Crystal roared, the edges of her vision going red.
 
Arcane gave another sneer, followed by a hollow laugh filled with bitterness. “And what is it that you think you are trying to do? You had the choice for a happy life. A choice that you rejected. And now you will both pay for your treachery.” More arrays flared to life around the ancient. Powerful magic, magic that was honed to kill.
 
Crystal closed the distance, her sword materialising in her hand, biting into Arcane’s arm and drawing blood. Her sword, not Erstes Solas. A second sweep with the blade and Asher’s head was freed, one of the other riders dashing in underneath to catch it, their body half submerged in the swamp’s waters. “A choice that was a facade,” Crystal stated back, her fury running hot. “There was no true happiness there. Just a world under your control, the only of the ancients with influence, with any real power.” Rachael was beside her again, another blow from her lover pushing the ancient even further back.
 
Magic surged towards them, dark and powerful, drenched with blood and fatal intent. Indiscriminate. Rachael swooped off to the side, Crystal bringing her shield to bear as more arrays flared to life under them. Theirs and Velvet’s. Arrays of protection and nullification. The magic slammed into the shield, washing over and around her. She could feel it all – the pain, anger, and hurt. She could feel her skin split and burn, seeping through her reinforcement, her magic reacting, pushing back, pushing it away. She just prayed that the shields were protecting the others as well.
 
‘Focus on Arcane. Velvet knows what she’s doing, and the riders aren’t helpless. Shocked, stunned, and distraught, yes. But not helpless. And you took the brunt of that.’
 
Rachael slammed into Arcane again, one punch, then two, a kick, a dodge, a parry with her fist, and then another strike, precise and true. Warriors blessing. Crystal beat her wings, surging in beside her lover, her blade swung with fury, digging deep, Arcane wincing, hatred filling her eyes. Another strike, her blade glowing with power, something dropping from Arcane’s hand as she tried to deflect it.
 
More arrays flared around Arcane, her six wings beating as they pulled her back, blood flowing down one arm. “They didn’t believe me, did they.” Her voice was cold, her gaze lethal. “They will come to regret this. And you, you have claimed for yourself a domain, from power that was never meant to be yours. I will take it all from you.” Crystal felt another change in the magic around them, more arrays flaring to life. She knew what it was for. A hailstorm of power, indiscriminate, to wipe out the entire area.
 
she is the only one who regrets,
enraged by her own failings.
 
“No, that you won’t,” Rachael declared. More arrays flaring to life around Rachael, the intent clear across their bond.
 
Magic surging around her blade, orbs of white fire floating around her, Crystal charged in again, her movement stopped as she slammed into Arcane’s wards. But this wasn’t all she had. More arrays flared to life around her, pulling on the power as it burned through her, tendrils of shadow coursing over her. She would stop Arcane. No more riders would die at her hands.
 
“The leylines are not yours any more,” Rachael declared as her arrays came to life, a shudder in the air around them as her lover wrested control of the leyline, mana surging around them, thick and heavy. Crystal pulled more of it to herself, wrapping it around her, anchoring it to her, and to the power of the shadow realm. Theirs, and not Arcane’s.
 
Yes, she had taught them this. Yes, she had feared them when the magic had settled. And right now, that was more than a little justified.
 
Crystal roared, the magic in front of her shattering, shards raining down around her, her orbs of light zipping through, circling around Arcane. The ancient glared at her, hand swiping through one of the orbs, shattering it as her skin burnt.
 
“You will try, but you can’t kill me. We cannot truly die.” Another twisted grin, her face a mask of death. “Mark my words, child, you will pay. This world, and all that you hoped for, will burn. And the others, the traitors that they are, leeches that have fed off my power for so long, they too will share the same fate.”
 
A flash of power, a wave of magic soaked in death surging out from her, and then she was gone.
 
arcane has left the building.
 
A reference only for them, tinged with sadness and pain.
 
Crystal turned, looking back at the others, a wave of tiredness washing over her, blood dripping down off her armour as she slowly descended to the waters edge. Asher’s body laid there, the two parts joined back together, skin pale and lifeless. Bonebreaker was gone, his body evaporating back into the magic around them as they had fought, accelerated by everything that they had done in the fight.
She had only met them once, but the pain was very real. Landing, she knelt down beside the body,  both knees on the ground, eyes closed and tears flowing as she offered a silent prayer. To whom, she had no clue, but the lady knight had not deserved this. Crystal looked up again as one of the riders approached. The only one that she didn’t recognise.
 
Who then knelt in front of her, blade stabbed into the ground, head bent down. “You look like us, but feel like them. May I ask who or what you are?”
 
She did not like this kind of attention at all. But the rider had asked, and there was only one answer that she could give, the magic still flowing through her.
 
“I, we, are the Guardian of Dragons, and Arcane will pay.”
 
And then she collapsed and blacked out, everything that she’d done suddenly catching up her and slamming into her.
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