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“Where the hell did she go?” Cassandra yelled in exasperation. “She tells us not to separate and what does she do? She disappears!”

“I don't know but we need to concentrate on what's ahead of us,” Vudrun berated her with his usual grumbling voice, both his swords in the ready position.

“Why?” She looked around to see what the Minotaur was talking about now and that was when her eyes lit up. “What is that?!”

Ten skeleton Gnoll were advancing on their position, looking as menacing as a skeleton could. They each wielded a club that was as wicked looking as they were. Cassandra didn't think that one could attach any more pointy sticks on the end of the club than they had on theirs. Imagine a large dog skeleton, standing on its two hind legs, not yet quite decayed enough to be pure skeleton, fur still present along their necks, pieces of dissected skin hanging on by the last threads, what remained of their clothes, or what clothes Gnoll wore, rotten and dangling around their waist as if they had something for modesty to cover.

“You've got to be kidding me!” she yelled as she retreated behind the bulk that was Vudrun. “Al, do something.”

“Like what?”

“I don't know. You're the one who can use this magic thing.”

The Gnoll were starting to surround them before they attacked, showing signs of intelligence.

“I can barely make a fire in the palm of my hand. Without Aurora here to tell me what to do, I don't have a clue.”

“What fucking good are you then?!”

“I can kiss really good.”

“Then please be my guest and go kiss one of them!”

They attacked as one, which surprised Vudrun that they would have that much sense and intelligence. He knew warriors who were still alive who didn't have that much common-sense.

“Remember, you need to cut their heads off,” Vudrun mentioned as he swung with both his swords at the two nearest Gnoll and managed to decapitate one.

“I can barely raise this sword above my head much less swing it!” Cassandra complained as she backed more into Vudrun. If she could have climbed onto his back, she would have. Al stood next to her, looking forlorn and rather impotent, his little dagger that he held in a hand rather pointless.

“How is it that you two were part of the leadership of the Black Watch?” Vudrun asked as he took out another Gnoll.

“I was the brains,” Cassandra mumbled as she swung her sword at the nearest Gnoll, hitting his club and causing her to drop the sword as she held her hands up, the sting from the vibration sever. “OUCH! That sword just bit me. AARGGHHH! One of them touched me! It touched me!” She scrambled around Vudrun's legs to get away just as two of them got ready to bite into Al.

“I don't think bumping into you counts,” Vudrun said with ire as he tried to defend himself without stepping on Cassandra.

“And how would you know?! Huh? You ever found Undead before? Aurora said not to let them touch you! That one touched me! Oh by the goddess I'm going to turn into an Undead! And I'm still so young!”

“Says who?” Al had to response to her as the two Gnoll were about to grab him and make a meal out of him.

“Fuck you Al! Fuck you!”

There was a loud explosion, a whoosh of air and fire that singed the back of Cassandra's neck. She turned to look and the Gnoll that had been behind Vudrun and attacking Al and Cassandra were now on fire, moving about more with curiosity than fright, looking at their burning skin and clothes and snapping their cadaverous jaws open and closed to a very macabre sound. Three of them were laying in pieces on the ground and Cassandra was appalled to see that the pieces were trying to re-assemble themselves.

“We're all going to die!” she yelled out.

That was when a movement caught her eye, a blur of sword and cape and black hair that moved about them with a speed that she found inconceivable. Within a matter of seconds, all the Gnoll had their heads separated from their bodies and were, for all intents and purposes, defeated.

The person stopped before Vudrun and looked up at him with a mixture of respect and repulsion. “What are you?” he asked as he put his two curved swords away, cocking his head a little to the side. “And why are you here? This isn't the place to be if you can't fight.” Now he looked at Cassandra with a raised eyebrow.

Hey.

He was cute.

Like real cute.

Cassandra pushed a strand of misplaced hair out of her face and gave him a half-smile. Didn't want to seem too eager and excited.

Al stepped up next to her and extended his hand out. “How. I'm Al, this is Vudrun the Minotaur, and this is Cassandra, my wife.”

He continued to stare at Cassandra for a moment, then moved his eyes to Al and then Al's hand. He shook it hesitantly. “What did you use to incapacitate those Gnoll? Was that a fireball?”

“It was.... I think. I'm not really sure. I'm still new to all this magic stuff.”

“Magic?”

“Yeah, Aurora the Black Witch infused me with some of her powers and... Hey! Why did you elbow me, Cassandra?”

“I don't think that this good-looking, young, brave warrior needs to know about you and your connection to someone called the Black Witch, which isn't really related to the actual goddess called the Black Witch.”

He looked at Cassandra a moment, then back at Vudrun as if Cassandra held no special reason for him to look at her. Cassandra found this rather disturbing. Sure she wasn't a natural beauty like that bitch Aurora, but she was beautiful to most males and so why didn't this one fall into her eyes like all the others? What was that all about?

Al frowned at her. “Did you forget that you're still married?”

“Not at all. How could I ever forget that? You flirted with Aurora so I don't see why I can't flirt with this one.”

“Because you're married maybe? And I wasn't flirting with Aurora.”

“Right. And you don't get excited around her also.”

“I don't.”

“Liar.”  

Vudrun ignored the two of them as he looked down at the newcomer, not sure whether he should trust him or not. “Thank you, stranger, for helping us.”

“It's my job. I'm Skóda Haldorði of the Scarbalt Rangers.”

“It's your job to kill Undead?” Al asked, fully aware that Cassandra was playing with her hair and basically making a fool out of herself before this handsome newcomer. Al didn't think he was all that handsome. Sure he was all muscular and had perfect hair even after killing eight skeletal Gnolls and had a strong chin and those radiant green eyes, but apart from that he wasn't all that good-looking.

“Those were Gnoll Witherlings. Nasty creatures. They're basically the greeting committee. So what are the three of you doing her anyway? This isn't the best place to be for those who can't defend themselves, the large cow as an exception.”

“I'm a Minotaur, not a cow.”

He bowed. “Apologizes. Never met a talking a cow before.”

“I'm not... Never mind. Why is a Human male here in the middle of the Ogre Empire”

Skóda looked at Vudrun a moment, then pointed toward the ruins which now, as Vudrun wasn't fighting Undead, could see were actually ruins and not the glorious city he had thought stood there. He squinted a moment, shook his head, then saw what the Human was pointing at. “I don't think this is the proper place to be discussing such things.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“Hey! When did it all turn into ruins?!” Al asked.

“And what by the goddess is that?!” Cassandra said with panic as she pointed at what Vudrun had already spotted.

“That would be the Devourer,” Skóda said matter-of-factly. “Nasty creatures they are.”

Cassandra leaned forward a little and squinted her eyes to get a better look at the advancing creatures. “What is that inside.... Holy shit! Is that a person inside their rib-cages?! There's no way that that is a person in there!”

“Crap, I think you're right,” Al said as he started to turn pale.

“Yes. That's what a Devourer does. After he defeats his victim in combat, he places them inside himself and tortures him both physically and mentally until the person dies. It can take months and the Devourer feed off the fear.”

Al vomited.

Skóda looked at him. “Why are you here again?”

“We came here with a female companion, a very powerful female companion and now she's missing.”

“You mean that devastatingly attractive young thing wearing that ugly great-coat?” Skóda asked with his first sign that he was interested at all in females.

Cassandra looked at him with a smirk and shake of her head. “Don't you think that we should be more concerned with those disgusting things coming our way rather than Aurora? Huh?” Devastatingly attractive my ass..... “I think we should just leave. She's more than capable of taking care of herself, don't you think Vudrun?”

“That she is, but I will not abandon her here.”

“I admire your loyalty,” Skóda said as he prepared to defend against the attack of the Devourer. “Are you and her an item?”

“An item? No, why does everyone assume that we're romantically involved?” Vudrun said with annoyance, getting his swords ready.

“Maybe because it's obvious?” Cassandra observed.

“Man-child, can you make that explosion again?” Skóda asked.

“Man-child? My name is Al and I'm not a man-child. I'm twenty-two thank you very much.”

“That doesn't answer my question.”

The Devourer were close now. They were tall, almost as tall as Vudrun and appeared mummified with hollowed out rib-cages wherein indeed Vudrun could see what was left of a person, face all pale and drawn and attenuated as if it hadn't eaten in days, hands grabbing onto the ribs, one sticking out as if pleading for help. The Devourer's head was over-sized, like an Orc, ears very pointy and long, the few teeth it had left filed into pointy razors. It had long fingers that looked more like the talons of a bird of prey, horns protruding out of numerous places, an evil proceeding it that spoke of certain death.

“I don't know. That was an accident,” Al answered, still offended that Skóda had referred to him as a Man-child.

“It would be good if you could do that again. It's best to engage them at a distance. They have a skill that allows them to trap your soul.”

Al suddenly had a fleeting memory of something very similar to that, a spell he had known, a spell that Aurora had used before when he had.... It disappeared and he was left with a feeling of lose that he hadn't ever experienced before.

“Al, you okay?” Cassandra asked him as he started to turn pale again. “Are you going to puke again?”

“No. I just had the most unusual memory.... So odd.” He tilted his head a little as Skóda advanced on the three Devourer, grasping an amulet around his neck with his free hand as he did. Al felt something stir inside him as he watched Vudrun advance also.

“No Vudrun! Don't get close to them!” he yelled.

The Devourer were smiling now, as if they knew that they were about to grab another soul to devour, slowly, and a Minotaur would last a long, long time.

“Al, do something for once in your life!” Cassandra yelled at him as she shook him. “I don't want to end up inside something's rib-cage!”

“Do you even love me?” Al asked as he looked at her.

“Is that really the question you want to be asking at this point in time?”

“Yes.”

She pursed her lips as she heard more than saw Skóda engage in combat with the Devourer. “Yes, of course I do. Now do something. Use that magic that's inside you!”

Al rubbed his forehead, completely at wits end as to what he was supposed to do. He didn't know anything about magic until Aurora had shown up and now he was expected to fight using it? 

Vudrun went down, howling.

The Devourer didn't seem to have any effect on Skóda and were, in fact trying to avoid him as best they could.

“AL!” Cassandra yelled at him.

A memory came to him and for the briefest of time, he knew exactly what to do, knew what spell to cast, knew how to cast it and worse of all, knew that he had once lived another life.....

The Thunderwave hit them all, including Skóda, with a vengeance. Vudrun, laying on the ground and writhing in torment, was spared the bulk of the blast but the Devourer were blasted back ten feet, their rib-cages breaking open, arms cracking under the force. Those creatures trapped inside them desperately tried to crawl out but perished in obvious agony as soon as they freed themselves from the Devourer. 

The Devourer themselves appeared completely stunned and lay there looking around as if they had no idea how they had gotten onto their backs. 

Al pushed Cassandra forward. “Your turn! Use that sword Aurora gave you and chop their heads off before they regain their senses!”

“You killed Skóda!” was all Cassandra could say as she picked up the sword and decapitated them all, taking several strokes to do it, which produced hideous cries of pain from the Devourer.

“I didn't kill him,” Al said as he advanced to help Vudrun, who seemed to be much better now. “I think he flew over there somewhere.”

“I did,” came a creaky voice from behind a pile of stones. “Next time you decide to do that, please let me know beforehand so that I can get out of the way.” A shaky hand came up and landed on a stone, attempting to pull himself up from behind the rubble.

“Sorry. Didn't even know that I was going to do that myself.”

“This magic thing seems rather dangerous to all involved,” Skóda declared, looking bruised and beaten.

“Vudrun, you okay?” Al asked as he helped as best he could the large Minotaur try to sit up.

“I will live. That was a most singular disturbing experience that I do not wish to ever experience again.” He rubbed his forehead a moment, eyes closed.

“Sorry. I didn't think that it would be that powerful. Boy, do I feel really weak.”

“It wasn't what you did that I was referring to. It was what those grotesque creatures were doing to me. It was like they were in my head and I could feel them pulling my insides out.”

“Sounds like a boy I once dated,” Cassandra said as she came over, sword dripping with black liquid that Al assumed was the blood of the Devourer.

That was when they all heard the scream.

It was a terrible, tortured scream that made the hair on both Cassandra and Al stand on end.

“That sounded like Aurora,” Vudrun said as he attempted to stand. “She is in danger. We must go to her.”

“You sure you aren't doing her?” Skóda asked as he brushed off the dirt and dust accumulated from his flight into the ruins. 

Vudrun looked at Skóda and growled at him so loudly that both Al and Cassandra took a step back. “Do not dis-honor her with your sick mental state. I will kill you to preserve her virtue, believe me when I say this.”

Skóda put his hands up, contrition all over his face. “Sorry. Didn't mean to upset you. Last thing I need with Undead all over the place. But this Aurora person of yours, if she's lost in there and screaming like that, then I'm afraid that there isn't anything any of you can do to help her. Well, maybe the Man-child can do something but he seems to be weakening.”

“I'm not a Man-child you over-blown, egotistical jerk!”

“That's telling him, dear,” Cassandra said with a roll of her eyes.

“So is that all that we can expect from the Undead here?” Vudrun asked, still not one hundred percent after his encounter with the Devourer.

Skóda actually laughed. “All? That isn't even the beginning. That's just the warm-up. They're going to wait until you walk further into the ruins this time, or should I say that the person in charge is going to wait.”

“The necrodancer,” Cassandra said, proud of herself that she remembered that from what Aurora had said.

“The what?” Skóda asked.

“Necrodancer. He's the one in charge.”

“Of all that dancing or what?”

“No. The Undead.”

Skóda looked at her with a blank expression. “You seriously need to all leave here now, forget that you ever were here and mourn for your super-hot female friend that's, as we speak, being turned into an Undead.”

“That would be really bad if that happened to her,” Al said with a frown.

“Yes. Like ruin the whole world bad,” Cassandra added.

Skóda looked at them as he rubbed his chin. “Why? Sure she's hot and all, but there are plenty of those around.”

“No, not because of that,” Cassandra said with a shake of her head. “All you males do think alike. It's disgusting is what it is.”

“No,” Al said as he walked up next to Vudrun. “It's because she's a goddess and if she becomes Undead, then we'll all become Undead eventually.”

“A goddess?” Skóda pointed further into the ruins. “That beautiful female was a goddess?”

“Is a goddess,” Vudrun corrected. “She isn't dead yet.”

“Ha. You heard that scream. What else could it be. A goddess.... Huh. Go figure. Yes, I can see where that would be really bad for everyone everywhere. Really bad.”

“Vudrun, do you think we can find her?” Al asked.

“I don't know, but I'm certainly going to try.” He looked down at Al and put his massive hand on Al's small shoulder. “You have done well, my friend. But now is the time for you to become the man that Aurora thinks you are.”

Al swallowed hard. “I supposing that means going further in.”

“Yes it does. Cassandra?”

“What?”

“You with us?”

“No, I think I'll just stay here and wait for the Undead to come and get me. Of course I'm going where you're going. You think that I'm going to stay here alone? Well, maybe if  Skóda here stays with me.”

“I'm standing right here,” Al said with indignation. “Seriously Cassandra. Sometimes I really have to wonder about you and me.”

Cassandra twirled her hair a little with a finger. “It was just a thought, like your dreams of Aurora.”

That was when there was a massive explosion.

All four of them were knocked to the ground as a wave of energy passed over, rolling boulders and pieces of debris about as if they were nothing. The sky darkened to almost black and they all felt as if something had reached into their innards and yanked really hard.
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It is said that when the Black Witch

cleansed the Undead out of the City 

of Whispers, the sky darkened for 

three days and it became so cold

that many livestock in the fields

dropped dead.

Excerpt from:

The Ballad of the Black Goddess

Vakug the Ogre Bard

––––––––
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To say that I was annoyed would be an understatement.

I was becoming annoyed a lot lately but this, this was completely different. These six ugly, disgusting Hags had once been me? How was that even possible? Al had talked about this once, about how if I went back to try to save Dakses and Tharona, I might run into myself. I didn't understand it then and I didn't understand it now.

They didn't look anything like me.

Not even close.

Of course, they were hideous looking and appeared to work at looking as hideous as possible so there was that but still, at least they could  look something like me if they were in fact copies of me. 

And what would drive me to the point that I would want to be like this, become one of them? What terrible, awful event had to have occurred to make me want to become this? Could it really all stem from Stiz being the Satyr that he was and forcing me to have sex with him when I was young? Would such an event truly change my life to such an extent that I would become this?

Hundfanger would never have allowed that to happen.

But then if what they were telling me was the truth, Hundfanger was a part of it, as were the brothers at the monastery. That I could believe, the brothers that is.  Dreckigarse almost succeeded in doing it. But Hundfanger? There was no way that he would allow Stiz to rape me. That just wouldn't happen....

And yet....

Here I was, staring it right in the face.

“I can feel it boiling inside her,” one of them snickered toward me. “She is soooo powerful it makes me want to pee my pants....”

“Yes, yes, she is so much more than we ever were,” another one commented with a cackle. “We never came close to becoming a goddess. Never. Not like her. No, never like that.”

“It oozes is what it does. Oozes like sweat.”

They all cackled again and wow, I was never going to join this group.

It was a feeling of death the likes of which I had never felt before. Even when I was down with Daeus, in the very pit of death, did I feel it so strongly. This made Daeus feel like a child. It was hundreds if not thousands of times stronger and it made me actually physically gag.

A shadow exuded from the far wall, coalescing as if from a leak and forming into an all powerful shadow figure that made all the Hags back away and bow their heads as if they were enthralled to it. I made to draw my sword but found to my utter shock and revulsion that I was frozen in place, unable to move at all.

The shadow coalesced even more and I saw that it was  a male, a tall, thin, attenuated male with an angular face that seemed to phase in and out of my vision as if it were there but not there.

It smiled.

I felt it between my legs as if he were physically touching me there, caressing me with a rudeness that was not only obtrusive but intimate in a way that I didn't want but couldn't stop.

“You have all done well, my children,” it said with a voice that throbbed in my stomach, echoing in the room with a power that I had only felt once before when the Great Goddess Mother had laid hands on me. “She is indeed the most powerful that has ever come here.” His voice trailed off in reverberations that tingled my entire body.

Whomever this was, he was powerful beyond words.

He floated nearer to me. He didn't walk, he actually floated across the floor stopping right before me, the power leeching off of him in waves of pure Blackness, a throbbing in the very air around him and me that was starting to make me nauseous. 

He reached forward and touched my cheek with a tenderness that I found at odds with anything else he represented. “She is.... Perfect.”

I concentrated, tried to break the freeze on me but it was to no avail. I could feel the Blackness inside me howling with rage at this shade before me, wanting to destroy it with every fiber of my being and yet I was completely impotent to do anything.

“But I am being rude.” He removed his hand and I could feel his eyes undressing me. “I should at least introduce myself. I am Vuxis Deathwhisper, Archlord of this plane of existence and your new master.” He bowed at me, then backed off a bit.

My great-coat was ripped off of me, as were the rest of my clothes so that now I was standing there naked and although I usually didn't mind being naked, there was something about it now that made me feel dirty, somehow soiled as if I were about to be defiled.

“A chain? What an interesting touch.” He looked back at the others. “I don't remember any of you having a chain like that.”

“It is horrid is what it is!” one of them shrieked.

“An abomination, the sign of a whore!” another added for good measure.

“I find it to be....” He stopped in mid-sentence, looking at me with what I think were narrowed eyes, concentrating on me with an intensity that was extremely bothersome. “You not only have a goddess within you, you have more than one... You are indeed the pinnacle of what we have been trying to accomplish. Multiple deities. It is truly perfection.” He moved with a rapidity that shocked me, ending right on me, the waves of his power impacting my skin like heat, his eyes staring into mine and making me almost lose all power to resist.

Almost.

“I will now impregnate you and you will not enjoy. It will not be pleasurable, it will not make you want more, you will not want to repeat it and I will break you apart so that no other can ever impregnate you again.”

No.

Not again.

I couldn't have this happen to me twice.

Dakses was enough.

“Our offspring will kill you when it explodes from your womb, eviscerate you with a pain that will be beyond compare and then it will become the most powerful deity to ever live, more powerful even than the Great Goddess Mother and with that power the Age of Blackness shall begin and he shall devour all before him until all that is left are his servants and then he will be enthroned and shall reign forever in all the planes of existence.”

Well that was a mouth-full.

Did he really believe all that?

Did it matter? He wanted to rape me like Dakses did and I was quite certain that this time it wouldn't be at all pleasurable like the first time Dakses had me. Not at all.

I struggled to resist but it appeared completely useless. Whatever spell this was that had me frozen was powerful beyond reckoning.

The shadow that called itself Vuxis Deathwhisper began to become more substantial, more solid and much to my horror, he was coalescing into the shape of Stiz of all people. The Hags were cackling and clapping and making a tremendous noise that marked their excited glee with what was happening.

“I think that this form will do nicely.”

His reamis was beyond huge.

I felt the Blackness inside start to rise up and I had, at the worst possible time I will have to admit, a surge of consciousness about whether I should allow it to emerge, to let it free or if that was what this Necromancer wanted me to do and thus setting it free would make matters even worse.

You have to resist, Aurora. You cannot allow this one to impregnate you. It cannot be allowed to pass.

I knew that voice.

It was, of all people, Thaagi.

But he was dead. 

In fact, he never even existed in this world so what was he doing in my head now?

What do you want? I asked, though in hindsight there were several other questions that I could have asked him at that point in time.

Vuxis Deathwhisper looking like Stiz was coming closer to me and suddenly I was facing away from him and bent over, legs apart.

Aurora, you must resist with all that you have. This cannot transpire. This was Tharona's voice now. What were they all doing in my head?

What do you think I'm trying to do here? Do you really think that I want that thing inside me? Seriously?

Aurora, let the power within you go, let it be free. I know that it is a scary thought but it is the only way that you will be able to defeat him. This was Dakses. 

Why were they all in my head and, more importantly, why were they wanting to suddenly help me? And how were they there anyway, in my head, when their world no longer existed?

I felt the penetration and it hurt like nothing else had ever hurt before.

No.

No, this wasn't happening to me again.

I swore that I would never let this happen to me again and yet here I was, helpless despite all my powers and all those people thinking that I was a goddess. Some fucking stupid-ass, useless goddess I was.

Aurora, if you allow this, even I will not be able to contain the death that will descend on all the planes of existence. It will be the end of everything. This was, of all people, Daeus. I know that we have never seen eye to eye in the past, but that is nothing compared to what will happen if he succeeds in impregnating you. Please Aurora. For all our sakes....

Really? The Goddess of the Underworld was begging me to stop this? It would have been a lot better had they told me how to stop it rather than tell me what was going to happen if I didn't stop it.

I could hear the Hags laughing at me.

I could hear the heavy breathing of what looked like Stiz.

I could feel the pain through-out my body as if I was about to be split in half. I had never felt anything like this before and I just wanted to die. 

Just let me die here and now so that I didn't need to endure this any longer. If any of you deities have any compassion, kill me here and now.

“Her power rises like the very essence of evil itself,” Morgan spit out intermixed with a cackle. “She is so delicious it makes me want to vomit!”

“The power is so strong,” another one added as my mind started to shut down to the pounding that was destroying my body.

“She will explode and shower us all with her glory!”

Aurora.... You can resist this. The voice was soft and comforting, not glaring and panicky like the others had been, soothing my mind and pushing the pain aside. Aurora please. Listen to me. 

It was my mother.

But how could that be? 

Daeus had taken her away, never to be seen again.

Mother, please help me. I can't take any more of this.

The only one who can help you, Aurora, is yourself. You have it within you to not only resist him but to destroy him once and for all. Listen to my voice. Follow my voice to the place inside you where the White and Black reside in harmony, where the essence of your power lies.

I just want to die, mother. I can't do this anymore. Everything I ever loved has been destroyed and now my image of Stiz will be forevermore connect to what is happening to me now. Just let me die.

I know that it is painful and difficult, my child. But you have to follow my voice, follow it to that place within you where all your real power sits, waiting for just this moment.

I followed her voice, though I had no idea how I was supposed to do that but follow it I did, down down into my inner soul, the pounding and pain somehow lost now as if it were happening to someone else and not to me. I heard distant voices cackling and saying crude, lewd comments about what was happening but I ignored them as a peace began to over-whelm me and then I found it.

It was Stiz.

He was there, waiting for me, smiling at me, reaching out with his hand and I reached forward and then his face turned sinister and mocking, his eyes leering and raunchy. He was naked. His reamis was there throbbing at me.

No.

No, this was not what I wanted.

NO!

Stiz, this wasn't you.... Or was it? Was this the Stiz that all the other Aurora's encountered, the one who turned them all into Black as much as they themselves were haunted by his treachery? 

He grabbed me and threw me down and was going to do to me what that Necromancer was already doing to me and why would my own mother lead me here, to this place, to have to endure this within my inner soul as it transpired to my physical body at the same time?

Why?

No.

This I would not allow.

I let loose the Blackness inside me and the glee it felt at being free made me happy and disgusted at the same time.

This was what I was meant to be.

This was why I was created.

Vuxis Deathwhisper flew off of me and impacted hard against the far wall. The Hags all shrieked and howled, gnashing their teeth and flaying their hands about. I stood up and turned to face them. My great-coat was back, intact, clean, looking as it did when I first bought it so long ago. 

“You will pay for such desecration against our master!” Morgan whined at me, pointing one of her gnarled and jagged hands at me. “You will pay with you life is what you will do!” I felt her power rise, felt it directed at me.

I waved my hand to the side and she flew against the wall, a sickening crack as her neck bent the wrong way, sagging into the rolling green mist along the floor. 

Vuxis Deathwhisper stood, the fury in him very obvious. He was taller now, appearing more powerful, his form going in and out of shadow. I could feel him drawing on his power, a power he seemed to get from all the Undead who lived within the confines of the ruin, as if they were a charger for him, why they even existed at all.

The other Hags all crowded together near the back wall, mumbling and pointing and generally being bitchy and scared at the same time. 

“You are even stronger than I could ever imagined,” Vuxis Deathwhisper said, his voice a grating on the ears like a rock-slide. “I will break you like the branch of a mighty oak and then have my way with you over and over again.”

“I don't think so.” I realized as I stood there with my wings out – they barely fit in here and I'm pretty sure that I broke a few things when they deployed – that I had found that inbetween place I had been told to find so long ago. I had discovered that place between Black and White, where it all made perfect sense to me, where my powers truly lay as an Imbe Artificer.

There was no evil or good here.

There was only pure magic, Black and White, two sides of the same coin and it had nothing to do with evil or good. It just was. Born out of the Destruction of Man and the massive weapons they deployed to destroy themselves, magic had been born of the power those weapons had released, the pure, raw power that had unintentionally killed Dakses and Tharona. It was there that it had all begun and it was there that Black and White had been created by Dakses and Tharona in my world, created as nothing more than a way to harness the energy and use it for good.

That it had been corrupted over time was only natural.

That Dakses and Tharona had become, for all intents and purposes, the harbingers of death and destruction due to their harnessing of that raw power had created the myth of good and evil and to those two distinct, polar opposites, creatures had flocked. They had flocked to it to give them a meaning to their lives that had been missing with the destruction that had been rained down on them, with the abominations and the mutations that had lead to the Were-creatures who would inherit the land from Man.

But it was all just two sides of the same power.

I didn't need to decide.

I already was everything that I needed to be.

I saw what I needed to do to correct it all, to bring it all back to the way I wanted it to be. I saw why the gods and goddesses feared me, why the Angelicus both glorified and reviled me, why the Demon-spawn wanted me to come to their side. I saw it all and it made perfect sense to me and yet, it also made me realize that it was all a mess of chaos within a tangled web of lies.

What Dakses wanted from me, what this abomination that was Vuxis Deathwhisper wanted from me, wanted to take from me in the most violent way they could, to debase me and humiliate me and then discard me when I had fulfilled his use of me, that was the ultimate ending to what had began with the Destruction of Man.

I don't ever want to feel like that again.

Ever.

The helplessness I had felt at the hands of both Dakses and Vuxis Deathwhisper was something no one should ever feel and I knew that the only way to do that, to survive, was if I started making the rules myself. No more listening to deities who only wanted to watch me fail for their own amusement. No more following rules that were a prerequisite for disorder, for a chaos that left only death and misery in their wake. 

No more.

I felt out into the ruins and located all the Undead, wandering around lost in their own self-debasing wallowing. I felt Cassandra and Vudrun, Al and another entity that I didn't recognize. I could see within my mind's eye that they were in danger, that many Undead were advancing on their location and they would be over-whelmed regardless how well they fought. I could feel Al getting weaker, Cassandra getting more scared, Vudrun becoming angry that he was unable to find and save me.

I closed my eyes.

The Undead ceased to exist in an instant, exterminated as if they had never existed. I opened them again and there he stood, looking as if someone had just killed his pet, the draining of his power like a leak in a bucket leaving the ground below him wet with the destruction of his power-base.

Vuxis Deathwhisper advanced on me.

I rose my chin up a little. 

He growled at me, his eyes as red as any lava I had ever seen.

I smiled back.

Then I let loose. I combined Black and White, all my powers, all the power from Thaagi, Dakses, Tharona, from Khedos....

I will say that at least I didn't lose consciousness like I usually did. What I did do was watch as the remaining Hags literally melted away, their skin like a liquid as they sank to the floor, screaming a hideous death-wail. I watched as the shadow that was Vuxis Deathwhisper started to shred, long ragged pieces flowing off of him as my power swept over him, his expression one of complete shock and disbelief, the mourn-full wailing that started to arise from him almost making me feel bad for them and then there was a massive explosion that tore the hovel apart.

For the briefest of moments, I knew everything.

I knew how to create a pensieve, knew how to travel back and re-set the time-line without having to save Dakses and Tharona, knew exactly how to re-arrange it all so that Stiz and Hundfanger lived, so that all my friends still existed.

I knew it all, felt it all and I basked in the glory that was my own creation.....

....And then it was all gone, lost to another explosion that sent me flying out into the ash, landing hard and banging my head and then I remembered nothing.....
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When bad things happen to us,

that is when we find out who

we are deep inside....
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I awoke with ash in my mouth, my eyes, my hair. It felt gritty and acidic and it took several minutes of spiting and shaking to get the majority of it out. I sat up and looked around. I was in the ruins, that was certain but that was about all I really knew. The hovel and the Hags were nowhere to be seen, not a trace of their domicile anywhere. 

Most importantly, Vuxis Deathwhisper was also nowhere to be seen. Had I destroyed him? I found that hard to believe. He was, as far as I could tell, far more powerful than I was and so any chance I might have had to defeat him were slim. So what happened?

I had vague impressions of the Hags melting and that I could almost understand. I also had an impression that Vuxis Deathwhisper was shredded, or at least his shadow was. That might explain why I was sitting here in the ash, in the middle of a ruin that should have been filled with Undead.

Wait a minute.

It was filled with Undead.

I had felt them all and now there was nothing.

And I had a fleeting remembrance of knowing how to go about getting back to my time and keep it intact, keep Stiz there but it was transitory, flirting at the edge of my reason and then slipping back into the shadows of my mind. It was like knowing someone's name but not for the life of you being able to remember it.

My head hurt something awful so I reached back to see what that was all about and my hand came away bloody. Great. Must have been when I landed here on the ground. I distinctly remember hitting my head. Well, that was an easy fix.

I cast Lesser Restoration....

... And nothing.

What the....?

I tried to cast Heal.

Nothing.

I could feel my power within me but nothing was working. I tried to get a fire-ball to appear in my hand and that worked. I must have drained myself something awful when I vanquished that Necromancer and the Hags. I hadn't really meant to destroy them all and chances were that the Necromancer was still around. It was very hard to kill one of those seeing that they weren't really alive to begin with. I most likely just weakened him tremendously and when I lest expect it, he'll return to ruin whatever plan I would have going at that moment.

Well, this was a problem.

It was the same problem I had before. I was the only source of magic here in this land and so if I didn't have any, where was I supposed to recharge? Huh? Tell me that? 

I stood, brushed myself off, then looked around to see if the others were anywhere around. They weren't. Of course they weren't. Why would they be? That would be far too convenient, now wouldn't it be?

And that was another thing.

What was with all those deities that I vanquished coming to my aid back there? And my mother? And Daeus of all goddesses.... Obviously I was the lesser of two evils when it came to that Necromancer and so they chose to help me but they were supposed to be all dead. Well, except for Daeus but that was another story. So if they were all supposed to be dead, how did they come to me and help? I know that they gave me extra power, which I apparently used up, but it still didn't make any sense to me that they would help me like they did. They weren't even supposed to exist in this land, that's what really bugged me. If Stiz and Pyros and all the others didn't exist anymore, then why would Thaagi and my mother exist? 

My head was starting to throb with pain.

I wasn't really used to pain anymore.

I would cast a healing spell and away it would go.

This was annoying is what it was.

I sighed and looked around again. It was a bleak landscape, what with all the ash and the ever present low clouds and then there was a distant rumble and the ground shook and I was barely able to stand up and then the echo of a large explosion washed over me and it was loud, the shock wave that accompanied it nearly knocking me over also. I looked toward the Restless Mountain and sure enough there was a red glow in that direction, lighting up the clouds and making them look rather demented.

That was all I needed.

This place here was downwind from that volcano which meant that there would be a new layer of ash coming very soon, if not hot, falling rocks also. I needed to find the others and get moving away from here. 

Crap.

We were going to have to walk.

I certainly didn't have enough power to Teleport us anywhere. By the goddess, I couldn't even heal myself much less cast that powerful a spell. I'd forgotten how the normal people felt. Maybe this was a good thing. Give me a little humility, which I was probably in desperate need of anyway. Couldn't wait to hear what Cassandra would have to say about all this.

So I wandered around for a good two, maybe even three hours during which time the volcano must have erupted three more times, one of the blasts actually knocking me over into the ash. I'm pretty sure that I have ash in every nook and cranny of my body. A bath would sure do me wonders about now.

When the ash started to fall again and then the hot rocks, which by the way really hurt when they hit you, I realized with a suddenness that was chilling, that there was no place around here to really hide from it all. I suppose I could go into the forest, but then there was the risk that a tree would be unable to bare the weight of all the ash and crack and fall on top of you and without my magic, then where would I be? Besides, I still hadn't found the others and it was beginning to worry me. Where could they have gone? 

Could an Ogre patrol have come by and taken them all?

Then I'd have to try to track them, which in this ash would be nearly impossible. It wasn't like I could just cast a locate spell to find them. No. That would be far too convenient also. My head was still throbbing and I was starting to get dizzy and very tired and had a real temptation to stop and pitch the tent. That was when the ash and the hot rocks started to fall even more so that wasn't a good idea anymore. The tent would get ruined and without my powers I'd be unable to create a new one and then where would we be?

By the goddess we were spoiled, weren't we?

What happened to the good old days when we actually had to pitch our own individual tents and cook our food over an open fire and stand watch? 

Spoiled.

Incredibly spoiled.

So when a particularly large rock hit me in the thigh and burned me, I decided that the forest was the safer option and headed in. It was rather dismal in here at first. Everything was that drape gray from the ash and it was about a good prince's mark deep so that when you walked, it kicked up into clouds and made it even worse. I wandered around a little and then a hot rock hit me in the back and that hurt also. 

Not any safer here than out there.

I decided that I would look for the others later but right now I needed to find a safe haven to wait out the after-math of the eruptions, so I headed deeper into the woods. Last time I was in a forest, I was accosted my those stupid Nymph and dragged into the world of the Fairies. That wouldn't be all that bad an outcome right now. I bet it would be a lot safer there than here. 

No Nymph.

Figures.

When you want one, they don't appear.

So typical.

What I did find, however, took me completely by surprise.

I walked for about an hour and didn't find anything but ash-encrusted trees that were near their breaking point and then suddenly there before me was a verdant landscape appearing and disappearing out of my sight ahead. It would be there one moment and then gone the next, as if it wasn't really there at all. Maybe that bump on my head was starting to make me hallucinate. That wouldn't surprise me at all. 

I studied it a moment, then walked slowly toward it. I had to remember that I was unable to cast spells and so any fighting I might have to do would be the old-fashioned way. Ha. That was funny. I was so used to just doing what I wanted with my magic that I was worried about having to fight with my sword. Teach me to get too arrogant....

Suddenly I was inside the verdant landscape.

It was an old forest, full of thick, lush undergrowth, hanging moss from the tall, tall full trees, the sunlight – there were no ash clouds here to obscure the sun – coming through in shafts of dappled, dancing luminescent that was subtle and reminded me far too much of my time back with Hundfanger and Stiz in the forest behind the monastery.

It was so odd that for a land that didn't have magic, there was a lot of it around. It wasn't obvious like in my land and it sometimes had a different flavor to it, but it was obviously magic of some sort and yet, I couldn't detect it. It didn't make any impact on me at all and that was bothering me something awful.

That was when I heard the crying.

It wasn't a balling of pent-up emotion but rather that soft, elusive crying one does when they think they are alone and the tears just come unheeded. I didn't want to deal with anyone who was crying. Sure, two years ago – heck just a year ago I would I striven to find who it was – I would have felt far more sympathy toward whomever it was but after all I had been through I didn't really care to find out who was crying and why and how I could help.

I just didn't.

I sighed, then shook my head.

I looked around and was shocked to see that the person, or creature as the case was, was sitting right there, on a large fallen log, not more than five prince's mark away and how didn't I see that before? He, at least I think it was a he, stood about eight prince's mark tall, though it was difficult to tell with him sitting like that. He had a face that I'm pretty sure was that of a mixture between a goat and a Man, Elven ears that went out more sideways then up, large hands, brown, curly hair that enveloped his face from just above his eyes down to his chin. His head was down and he just sat there softly crying, a staff leaning against the log, his outfit reminding me of someone who would spend a lot of time in the woods.

Several small animals sat around him, staring up at him as if aware that he was sad and trying to figure out how they could help him.

I wanted to sneak away before he realized that I was standing there but then something inside me berated me for not at least trying to help him and I wasn't sure if it was my own consciousness or one of the many souls trapped in me who was pushing me in this direction.

I cleared my throat.

He looked up startled, his pale, pale blues eyes narrowing in on me with an extreme focus as a hand grabbed the staff without even bothering to look at it. He cocked his head a little to the side as he looked me over, almost appraising me, then he stood his full height, which towered over me like Vudrun or Pyros did.

“How you manage to sneak up on me?” he asked gruffly, almost menacingly, his accent strong, the placement odd, almost as if he were speaking Elven with Common words. 

“I didn't. I was just wandering around looking for....”

His eyes widened a moment, then he went down on one knee with an agility that I didn't think he possessed and lowered his head. “Me apologizes, goddess. I be fool not recognize you. Please forgive.”

Great.

Another one who thought I was this great Black Witch.

“I'm not a goddess. Please get up. I don't deserve your humility.”

He didn't move at all.

I reached over and touched him on the shoulder which, with him on his knees, was right at my arm height. “Please. I didn't mean to disturb you. Are you okay? Can I help you?”

He looked up at me with wide eyes. “The goddess deigns to offer assistance to humble me? I am not worthy. I have allowed forest to be corrupted. I am not strong enough.”

Corrupted?

Oh, he must mean the ash.

Well that wasn't his fault.

“Your forest is beautiful. You have done a wonderful job protecting it from all the ash.” See, I knew that I shouldn't have talked to him. I just knew it.

He got up to his full height, looking down at me with awe and reverence and I was getting so tired of people doing that to me. If they only knew the real me they wouldn't be always trying to idolize me. “You really think? It is good what I do?”

“Yes. Very good. So why were you crying?” Why did I ask that? Just walk away. Let him cry all this wants. Geez.

“Me cry because me cannot protect all of forest. Trees and bushes and animals all cry out because of grayness falling from sky. I cannot control. I cannot protect.”

I looked around at the truly beautiful surroundings. “It looks very nice to me.”

“You think?”

“Wouldn't have said it otherwise.”

The animals around him seemed to be a little happier now but they didn't seem all that pleased that I was there. I think one of them even growled at me. Little pest....

“I'm looking for some friends of mine,” I tried with the hope that perhaps they had wandered into the forest also and he had seen them.

“Friends?” He seemed to think for a moment, looking up into the canopy and putting a hand to strong chin. “Hmmmm. Friends.... Oh yes. They friends of you? This not know I. Apologizes please beforehand.”

“Apologize? For what?” Now what happened?

“Your friends rude. Dangerous to forest. Especially arrogant Man who try to catch forest on fire. Very bad.”

Al.

Why would he do that? Should have never showed him how to cast Fireball. Never.

“Can I see them please?”

He looked down at the ground a moment and shuffled his feet but didn't answer.

“Hello? Are they still alive?”

“Oh yes. They there. Big cow is okay. I like cows. But Man and Female.... Very bad.” He spit to the side and where his spit hit the ground, a flower popped out. Just like that. I rose an eyebrow. Not bad.

“I would like to see them.”

“This way it is.” He started to walk, which to me was akin to a run and we did this for a good hour. After my ten month sit-in in that cave, when I was feeling sorry for myself and ready to end it all, I wasn't in the best of shape and so after the hour of running I was out of breath, my side hurt and I think that my legs were going to fall off if I ever stopped.

We stopped suddenly and I nearly ran into his back, avoiding him at the last moment, tripping on an unseen root and landing very unceremoniously in the moss-covered forest floor. 

Ow.

“Smooth. Very graceful,” I heard Vudrun say around what I think was a mouth-full of food.

I looked up and sure enough, Vudrun was stuffing his face with veggies, sitting on a log and looking like he was enjoying himself very much. Well this wasn't so.... Oh. I see. There was Al. He was hanging upside down from one ankle, spinning a little, vomit all over his shirt, a look of utter desolation on his face. I sat up and looked to see if I could see Cassandra. 

There she was. 

She was being held against a tree, limbs around her like a cage, her face a mask of fright and, I'm pretty sure, pain. This was not good. It was even worse since I didn't have my powers. 

“Oh thank the goddess you're here Aurora,” Al said as he  slowly spun around, his face now looking at me. “Please get me down from here. I don't like this place.”

“Bad, bad Man,” the figure said as he sat heavily next to Vudrun. “He be punished.”

“What is the punishment for what he did?” I asked, rubbing my shin where I had caught the root. 

“Punishment bad. Burn forest worst thing can do. Death is his punishment.”

“Well that seems rather harsh,” I said.

“No. Death for such as him only way can be stopped. He do again if set free.”

“Perhaps we can discuss this,” I offered. 

“No discussion. He be buried up to neck near ant-hill, ears and nose and throat stuffed with honey. Ants eat him slowly. Very painful.”

“Aurora?” Al pleaded as his face swung away from me.

“That seems a little over the top. What exactly did he do?”

“He make fire while in forest. He threw fire at me. Ignite bush. Kill bush.” He threw a stick at Al, a rather large stick and it hit him in the back, producing a cry of pain. “Bad, bad Man. Very bad.”

“And her?” I asked, though why I was concerned I don't know. 

“She say terrible words to me. She pull out plant by the roots. I hear it scream. She will scream also when eagles feed her to their young. Eat alive they will. Very painful and awful.” 

The branches holding Cassandra appeared to tighten and she cried out in pain.

This was really bad. 

I didn't want to hurt this guardian of the forest and I wasn't even sure if I could, seeing that I didn't have my powers. Drawing my sword might just get me a gruesome death also. So what to do?

“Aurora, please don't let him feed me to the eagles. Please?”

“Working on it.”

“That isn't good enough!”

“Cassandra,” Al said through what I think might be tears. “Don't antagonize her. She's our only hope at avoiding a horrible, slow, torturous death.”

“Thanks for re-stating my fate, ass-hole!”

“So... What's you name?” I asked, aware that I had no idea what to call him.

“Name? Why I need a name?”

“Because we all have names. How else am I supposed to address you?”

“Me no have name. Me me.” He thumped his chest to emphasize his point. “This home.” He indicated the surrounding forest with his arms, then he pointed at Al and Cassandra. “They bad. Very bad.”

“Yes. We've established that they are bad..... Are you sure you don't have a name?”

“Pretty sure. Wait... I once was... No. That was another time.” He looked at me with a big, goofy grin on his face and wasn't that just wonderful. I was dealing with a total nit-wit.

“Vudrun?” I asked as I looked over at him. “Any suggestions?”

“Make him disappear. Simple. Then we take the two of them down and leave.”

“It isn't that simple,” I responded as the creature continued to stare at me with that big grin.

“You pretty,” he finally said. 

“Yes. Thank you. So can you let the two of them go now?”

“Why? They need be punished.”

“Yes. Most definitely.”

“Aurora?” Al pleaded.

“But since they are part of my entourage, it is I who should punish them, yes?”

“What is en gore nage?”

“No. En... My party. They are part of my party.”

“They you should be punished also for allowing them to be so bad.”

“Well let's not get hasty here.”

“But you goddess and I cannot punish you. That not for me to decide.”

Ah. Maybe there was an opening here.... “How can I atone for their sins?”

“You?” His grin hadn't left. “You pretty.”

“Yes, you said that already. So how can I atone for their sins?”

“That not for me to decide. I only guardian. I can only punish what I see.” He pointed at Al. “He must die. Must die horrible death. Most horrible.”

“Aurora, please?” Al pleaded again. “I'm getting a really bad headache here hanging like this.”

The creature threw another stick at Al, hitting him in the back of the head to a howl of pain. “You quiet nasty thing you!”

I scratched the side of my head, sighed, then let my wings come out.

“Oooohhhh!,” he said, looking at me as if he had never seen the likes before. “How you get wings?”

“Born with them. Listen, these are my friends and I can't let them get killed by you. I understand that they were bad and destructive to the forest and I hate those who hurt the forest, but let me take care of them. I can kill them far worse than you can. Though I will admit that the ant thing really sounded bad. Who comes up with something like that?”

He seemed to be considering my proposition for a moment, then stood. “I will let you take the female.” The branches that were confining her let loose and she fell to the forest floor, emitting an ow as she did. “But Man will feed to ants. That will happen. Come. It time.” The tree that Al was dangling from swung him over to the creature, who then undid the rope and held Al tightly. “You watch? Can be fun.”

“No, I don't want to watch my husband get eaten alive by ants,” Cassandra said with ire as she struggled to get up, the bruises on her arms and legs from where the limbs had held her obvious. “Aurora, kill him already so that we can leave here.”

“I'm not going to do that if I can help it. I'm not in the habit of killing everything I meet, despite what they say about me.” I wasn't. Really I wasn't.

“Then freeze him or something. Use that magic of yours and let's stop this nonsense and he's walking away with Al! Aurora!”

I started after him, watching Al struggle in his clutches. “Listen, there has to be another alternative to this punishment.”

“Yes.”

“Oh. What?”

“I tie him to tree near wasps and let them eat him.”

“And how is that any better?” Cassandra whined as she and Vudrun fell in behind me.

“Just different. She asked for different.”

He had a point there.

“I meant that there has to be a punishment that doesn't involve him dying,” I clarified.

“No. Must die. Those with fire must die.”

“I don't want to get eaten by ants, Aurora. Please help me.”

I was running out of options here.

The creature stopped, laid Al down and the roots of a tree quickly enveloped him so that he wouldn't get away. Then, much to my amazement, the roots tore Al's clothes off so that he was now completely naked. The creature looked down at the ground, scratched his nose, picked a large booger out of it, then moved his hands in a circle. I could feel the magic flow from him and realized that it was the same type of magic that was keeping this area of the forest clear of the ash, a magic that was much different from mine.

The ground started to buckle and then the moss moved aside as the dirt started to swirl and soon enough there was a hole about the depth that Al was high. The creature looked at his work with satisfaction, then went to get Al.

That was when I noticed that there were several skulls randomly laying on the ground here and why would.... Oh. Those skulls were attached to skeletons under the ground that the ants had already feasted on.

Yikes!

This wasn't the first time this guardian had done this, obviously.

I stepped between him and Al.

I was going to draw my sword but realized with a suddenness that my sword had flames and if Al casting a Fireball was a death penalty offense, I could only imagine what my flaming sword would illicit.

He looked down at me. “You move. Have no problem with you.”

“No. Sorry. Can't do that. You need to let my friend go.”

He pointed at Cassandra. “I
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