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To Aurora Leafblade. 

Thanks for coming to me in my dreams 

and giving me these stories. 
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Aurora ran out of the house, a dish-towel still in her hand, the apron with the pretty flowers Stiz had given her still wrapped around her waist. She caught sight of her daughter's back as she started down the drive. 

“Terriwyn, please don't spend any longer than an hour at the grocery store. Things are getting worse and I want to make sure you're close at hand if it all goes sideways.

“Yes mother. I just need to get some stuff for the shelter.”

“We have everything you could possibly need. What more do you need?”

“You have everything that you and dad could possibly need, not me. I won't be long. Promise.”

Promise.

Aurora frowned as she watched her walk away. She was well aware that her daughter wasn't going to the store. Her and that boy Horst had been spending a lot of time together and if Aurora were a betting woman, she'd bet that Terriwyn was going to met Horst before everything came crashing down around them.

She didn't blame her.

For kids her daughter's age, all this talk of nuclear war and Armageddon had to be scary. Hell, it was scary for Aurora and she'd been through two of them already. She didn't like being that mother who put restrains on her kids. Aurora was just happy that her children were able to live a normal life, with normal problems like home-work and who was going to ask her to the dance and learning how to drive. They were the things Aurora missed out on, her growing up involving killing and monsters and the end of the world... Twice. She wanted Terriwyn and Aldor to be able to be happy and if going to see that Horst boy before everyone was forced into the shelters, then she should let her. She had enough faith in her daughter to know that she wasn't about to do something stupid.

Well, maybe she had enough faith.

Horst was a male....

She smiled at the errand thought of Al and his constant attempts to seduce her, to have her give him her innocence so that he could gloat over it in a tavern somewhere in his old age. She missed them. All of them. Even Al, despite the fact that he turned into such an ass.

She wiped a tear from her eye as she sighed and walked back into the house. She had been watching some show on the TV as she did the dishes. Dinner would be ready in about an hour and she wanted to get all the cooking dishes out of the way before Aldor had to do the plates and utensils afterwards.

Now all that was on the TV were newscasters talking about the rising tensions, how everyone should be prepared with a week's worth of food and water, like that was going to be enough to survive this. They were all so morbid, gaining their jollies by scaring everyone out of their minds just so they could get good ratings.

She turned it off and leaned on the sink as she looked out the window and into the forest. She always wanted to live in the forest with Stiz and now she was living her dream, so why didn't it feel like a dream?

What did a goddess do when she was no longer needed as a goddess? 

Good question.

The first five years had been rough for her.

Getting used to this world took a lot of doing.

Not having her wings or being able to affect anything was even harder. She didn't have any powers here. She was just a simple housewife and author. Best-selling author better make that. She couldn't forget that. She truly believed that writing it all down was the best therapy she could have had and it didn't cost her a dime. In fact, it made her a millionaire many times over and that came in very handy.

She still cried at night sometimes over what the media did to her husband when they got married. It wasn't fair at all, especially since all of it was completely false. They ruined his reputation, forced him to close his institute, all based on lies that he had been molesting his patients for years, including her, Aurora. She vehemently denied the allegations but it didn't matter. Once the trust was gone, the patients started to be pulled out and then the referrals stopped.

And it didn't end there.

Lawsuits were brought against him, paternity suits. They all just came crawling out of the woodwork and when it was all over, when the furor had died down, when he was found innocent of everything, he was a broken man and she was a wreck. Only the money she had made from her books brought them through, his having evaporated on lawyers.

They managed to save the land they lived on, the house, the shell of an institute with no patients. She had so much wanted to kill them all. She could feel the Blackness rising inside her but alas, she wasn't a goddess here, in this world. She was nothing.

And so they threw themselves into her kids.

More money poured in when they made her books into a TV series, but she refused to have anything to do with it, didn't even watch it. It might have been for the best. She was told many a time that the series was referred to as tits and dragons, a hard R rating accompanying it. Terriwyn was only five then and thus never had the misfortune of having to watch it. Aurora was pretty sure that Terriwyn never watched it. In fact, she was pretty sure that her daughter never even read the books, which was fine with Aurora. She didn't want her children knowing about anything to do with that time in her life. She wasn't proud of any of it and would be embarrassed if they ever asked her about it.

That left her with little to do apart from raising the kids.

It was a far cry from what her life had been and there were many a day when she could be found sitting there staring off into nothing, remembering Tag and Deirdre, Pyros and Tzigana. Maeve even. 

Cassandra.

She tried not to think about Cassandra.

She had let Cassandra down at the end, just like she had let Al down. She couldn't even imagine what Havrumli must have felt after he lobbed her head off. Something like that would stay with a person for a lifetime.

She would walk in the forest alone, trying to get lost, trying to find a way back to what she had known. All she wanted was to live in a cabin in the woods with Hundfanger and Stiz. Well, she got the woods and Stiz.... And yet it wasn't at all what she expected. It wasn't the idyllic scene she envisioned. Not even close. She would even sit by one of the numerous ponds, staring at her reflection in the waters and waiting for a Nymph to show up and take her away. 

That never happened either.

Stiz came in, putting down the load of filters for the air-recirculators he had managed to order on-line at the last minute. “You aren't watching the TV?” he asked roughly. “Turn on TV,” he ordered the house systems.

“It's always the same thing. Little men comparing the size of the penis against each other.”

He laughed. “Not this time. This time you're on the newscasts.” He hugged her around the shoulders and gave her a kiss on the cheek.”

“Me? Why would I be on there?”

“Look? That's you, or at least a spitting image of you.”

She looked at the monitor and sure enough there she was, black wings and all coming out of a nuclear reactor, destroying it in the process and how was this possible. She was completely shocked. “How...? I don't understand. That isn't me.”

“It sure looks like you.”

“But I ended all that. This isn't supposed to happen again. I sacrificed myself so that it didn't happen again so why is it happening again? I don't understand.” She started to pace, pulled at her hair she was so distraught. Everything she had done was so that this would never happen again and yet, there she was, an obvious time-traveler starting it all over again.

Then the newscast was replaced with the Emergency Warning System, that steady tone setting her teeth on edge. She felt it also. Felt the power being released all around the world. It was like a punch to her gut. She felt blood come out of her nose. 

“This can't be happening. I killed them all.” She looked at Stiz, grabbed him on the arms. “I KILLED THEM ALL! This can't be happening!”

“Calm down Aurora. This isn't your fault.”

“No?” She pointed at the TV, which was now telling them to remain calm and get to the nearest fallout shelter, an oxymoron if there ever was one. “That was me, or a form of me! I.... “ She put her hands to her forehead, looked around, took a deep breath. “Terriwyn. I have to go get Terriwyn.”

“No. I'll go get her. You get down into the shelter with Aldor.”

She looked at him with that look which indicated that arguing with her would do no good whatsoever. “You know you won't survive if it touches off out there, Stiz. You take Aldor and go. And call Liam and Tara, Dalibor and Zarja. Tell them to get here ASAP.”

“Why would we do that?”

She stepped into him and kissed him on the lips. “Because. They're our friends. What few friends we have left. When this sets off, there isn't going to be anyone alive but those who happened to have expensive shelters, like we do. Call them. Tell them to drop everything and get over here. Yes?”

“Yes. You're right. As you always are.”

“Can I get that in writing?” She kissed him again. “I'll be back with Terriwyn. Try not to lock me out, okay?”

“I'll try, but you know that I have the hots for Zarja.”

She laughed as a tear came down her cheek. “As if she'd ever be interested in you.” She ran out the back door and through the forest. She was well aware that Terriwyn would be on the football pitch. It was the place the kids these days went to make-out and she was certain that was what Terriwyn left to do.

She found them quickly enough, just as Horst was starting to get physical with Terriwyn, his reamis bouncing around as if it had a life of its own. From what Aurora could see, Terriwyn didn't want anything to do with him and good for her. He was an ass anyway.

Then the flash came.

It lit up the place as if it were day and Aurora knew that her time was limited, that she was going to die in a nuclear blast that had, when she was a goddess, not killed her but infused her with immense powers. The irony was not lost on her at all.

“TERRIWYN!” she yelled, her insides feeling like someone had punched her. No mother should watch her daughter die. No mother. 

The shock-wave with the super-heated gases hit and Horst became a puff of ash in a heart-beat. 

But Terriwyn didn't.

Then it hit Aurora.

And she didn't turn to ash either.

In fact, she felt that immense influx of power she knew all too well, infusing her with such copious amounts of raw magic that she was certain she was going to explode. She felt her wings come out, a feeling she hadn't had in twenty years. She closed her eyes and soaked it all in, then remembered her daughter and started moving toward her. She was alive also and to the complete surprise of Aurora, was also absorbing the raw energy of the blast.

How was that possible?

She wasn't born in The Land of the Five Rivers. 

She should be nothing but ash like Horst but she wasn't. She was taking it all in.... And then the swirling portal started to open and Aurora knew all too well what that portended. It was a corridor, a wormhole if you wanted, to another world, another dimension.

And then she saw him.

Al.

What the fuck was Al doing now? 

Was this all his doing and why was the portal opening before Terriwyn? He shouldn't even know that Terriwyn existed much less that she was standing right there.

Al suddenly seemed not nearly as sure of himself and seemed to narrow his eyes as he looked at Terriwyn and he took a deep breath and looked over at Aurora and their eyes locked.

“NO!” Al yelled as the portal started to fail. “Fuck! This can't be!”

“What the holy hell are you doing Al?!”

“It's suppose to be you! Who is this one?!”

Now came the decision. Did she inform Al that it was her daughter by threatening him or did she feign innocence as to who she was and thus protect her?

Well, it was Aurora so you can guess what she did.

Then Terriwyn and the portal and Al were gone, all that was left was the devastation of the nuke that had gone off less then a kilometer from where she stood. Everything was ablaze. There weren't any structures left, the school completely gone. 

Great.

Now what did she do?

As soon as the sensors on their fallout shelter detected a blast, the entire system would engage. All the air-intakes would seal, the hydrogen cells would engage, the air-recirculators would spool up.... But most importantly, the doors would seal and lock and no one would be able to open them, either from the inside or the outside, until the radiation levels on the surface reached tolerable levels, which with the devastation she was seeing, might be several hundred years.

Wasn't this just wonderful.

So much for her cabin in the woods with Stiz.

Well, maybe not. She did have her wings again and she could feel the power coursing through her veins. Maybe if she just thought about it....

Suddenly she was in the middle of what passed for the living room in the very spacious and expensive shelter. There were gasps and two curse words. She turned and there they all were, Stiz and Liam and Tara, Dalibor and Zarja and their five kids. A wine glass had been dropped to the floor, the red wine spilling out onto the wood. 

“Aurora?” Tara said with complete disbelief. “Is that you?”

Aurora ignored her at the moment, grabbed Stiz and took him aside. Stiz seemed just as shocked as the others. “Terriwyn was taken.”

“Taken? You mean she's dead?” He said it loudly and there were more gasps from the others. 

She moved him into the spacious kitchen. “No, she isn't dead. Al took her. How I don't know so don't ask me.”

“But how?”

She looked at him a moment and shook her head. “I need to find a quiet place, where I won't be disturbed for at least a few hours. I need to do something.”

“What? What could you possibly do? You aren't.... Well, maybe you are,” he said as he reached out and touched her wings. “They're actually feathers. I always wondered about that.”

“Stiz, pay attention here. Go entertain our guests, show them their rooms, explain the rules to them and try to make them as comfortable as possible, seeing that the world just destroyed itself up there.”

“And what do I tell them about you? That was a rather grand entrance, even for someone as beautiful as you.”

She looked at him a moment. “Tell them that everything in the books was real. Tell them that.”

“Yeah, like that's going to work.”

She kissed him on the lips, patted his cheek. “You were always good at telling stories, so tell them a story they'll believe.” She walked through the kitchen and made her way to the study, closed the door, moved the chair out of the way and say cross-legged on the floor. She closed her eyes. No spell lists scrolled. Crap. She was going to have to do this the hard way.

She needed to use Scrying to see if she could locate Terriwyn, but Scrying only worked on the same plane of existence, or so she believed. Well, be that as it may, she was going to have to alter it. She had been the Great Goddess Mother for a moment, so she should be able to do anything she wanted to.

She concentrated, brought the spell up in her mind, started to tweak it and then let it loose.

Nothing.

She tried again and again for what seemed like hours and then suddenly she saw her, in the middle of a field, naked, surrounded by six horsemen who didn't look all that friendly and why was her daughter naked? What was she doing? Then the men attacked her, wanted to rape her. Aurora tried to reach out, to vaporize them all but she couldn't. It was like there was a block in place, something that was keeping her from physically affecting anything in that world.

She tried to disengage so that she didn't have to watch her daughter get sexually violated and then the strangest thing happened. Terriwyn screamed out, there was a blast of intense, white light and when it had all cleared, the six men were dead, burned out from the inside-out. 

Terriwyn did that?

She didn't have powers.

She never once manifested any type of magical ability and then this.

Aurora smiled.

“My daughter,” she said softly. “My daughter the goddess.... Shit Al, you have no idea what you've gotten yourself into.” 

She came out of the study, made her way to the kitchen and poured herself a stiff drink. Stiz made sure to have stocked plenty of liquor. She had objected at first but now she didn't think he stocked enough. She swallowed it down all in one shot and it burned as it went down and then.... Well son-of-a-bitch. For the past twenty years she had been able to feel the affects of alcohol, had even gotten drunk a few times with Stiz. Now she felt nothing. Her Angelicus blood had been obviously activated and now she couldn't even get drunk. Wasn't that a kick in the pants.

She made her way out to the living room area and all they all got up and backed away from her, all but Stiz that was. She frowned. “I'm not going to bite.”

“You're an angggggel,” Tara stuttered out. “You died up there in the blast and now you're going to haunt us.”

“Haunt you? Since when do angels haunt people? And no, I'm very much alive, believe me.” She was going to offer them a drink but saw that they all had something already. “Where are the kids?”

“In the audio-visual room, watching something I guess,” Stiz said as he sat there, not looking at her or at anyone.

She gave a forced smile, then walked passed them all to go to the playroom. She noticed that the four of them, the four adults whom she had invited to survive it all with them, moved as she moved so that they wouldn't be close to her at all. Wasn't that just great. It was going to be a long few decades if they kept this up.

She walked into the room where the kids were and counted. Five. There should be six. Who was missing? “Where is Aldor?”
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There is a legend out there, one

that hasn't been told around the

hearth in many hundreds of years.

It's a legend about Elves, the Elves 

of Glennifer Braes to be exact. It is

told that they were killed to the last

Elf by the Dragon Morgideor and

Mogrolendan, who destroyed their 

city of Imyana Unarith in a great blaze

of fire and brimstone. It is said that

if you go to what was once the site of

the city, you can still hear the echoes 

of the screams of the damned and, if

you're unfortunate enough, can even

be invited into the city, never to leave again....

Excerpt from:

The Tale of Two Deaths

Senlassan Paihel

Historian of the Galadrim Elves

––––––––
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Let me start by saying that I'm only eleven, though almost twelve so there is that. So if I say some things that are really stupid, realize that I'm only eleven, okay? So there I was following mom into the woods. Dad had told me to come with him down to the shelter, which normally would have been great for me. I loved that place. It was so mysterious. I even convinced my parents to let me host our bi-weekly Role-Master gaming sessions there because the holo-graphic walls could be programmed to display castles and dungeons, ancient forests or ruins and it was simply awesome.

Besides having the most beautiful mom in the world, or so everyone told me, I was now even more popular with my little core group of friends because we got to game in the shelter. I called it The Shire, after the Hobbit book. I loved that book and The Lord of the Rings. My dad read them to me a couple of years ago and although I was scared out of my mind a few times, seeing it all in the movies was even better and so I called the shelter where we gamed The Shire.

I thought it was pretty clever.

Anyway, where was I?

Oh yeah, following my mother to see that brat of a sister of mine get into trouble. Terri was the bane of my existence. She got everything she wanted and what did I get? Lectures about how I wasn't old enough yet and I'd get it also when I was Terri's age. Blah, blah, blah. She wasn't even all that smart. I knew more than she did. Much more. At least I thought so.

Of course, having the prettiest girl as your sister in our private school had its perks. I didn't think she was all that, but then what did I know? I was only eleven and not into girls. They had cooties is what I was told and I still believed that. Much rather hang out with my pals and role-play.

Of course there was Ema, the one girl in our group and she was always making googly eyes at me and wanting to sit next to me and all that crap. I just treated her like one of the other boys. Made it easier that way.

I keep getting off track here. Happens to me a lot. I have so many things floating around in my head that I sometimes lose track of where I am. My teachers complained about this to my parents – the snitches – and I was given a stern talking to by my mom about how I needed to pay attention to everything they were trying to teach me because one day it might just end up saving my life. 

Yeah right.

I'm eleven.

Don't get me wrong, I love to learn but on my own time and in my own way. I don't like being force-fed knowledge I didn't find particularly interesting. I read a lot. My parents had this vast library and I would spend a lot of time in there learning as much as I could about what I wanted to learn about. Of course, I had all the role-playing handbooks memorized. Needed to be able to reference something quickly when you're the Role-master.

I did it again, didn't I?

So where were we?

What?

Oh yes, following my mother so that I could watch Terri get in trouble. That didn't happen. My mom stopped on the edge of the forest surrounding the football pitch – sports were not one of my better abilities just in case you were wondering – and there was Terri and that senior Horst and why was Horst naked and what was that sticking out of his body and why did my sister have her pants down? Wonder if this was some kind of ritual they were enacting, something I'd have to do when I was older? Not if I had to stand around naked in front of a girl. No way José.

Gross.

Then there was the bright flash and all hell broke loose, literally. There was this huge blast of wind, the fire, the heat and my mom suddenly had wings. Beautiful, large gleaming white wings and that was the coolest thing ever! Why didn't she tell me she was an angel? That would have been a good thing to know about your own mother.

Then Terri disappeared.

It wasn't like what happened to Horst. He was turned into ash and swept away with the wind but my sister, she seemed to get sucked into some kind of vortex and that was also really cool and I must have tripped and fallen and hit my head on something because there was no way that this was all real.

Then I felt this strange feeling inside me, as if there were a thousand worms crawling around under my skin and it felt odd and gross and actually tickled a little and then....

I was laying in a grass field, a tall grass field like a wheat field or something and the sky was a beautiful shade of off-blue with a few of those puffy clouds out of which shapes can be discerned. I watched for a while, picking out a whale, a crab, and a Dragon flying.... Oh shit!

That was a real Dragon flying up there.

A Green Dragon if I was seeing right. 

I sat up and shielded my eyes from the glare of the sun and watched as he silently flew above me, rather high in fact. This was so cool. A real, live Dragon. What were the odds of seeing that?

Well shit on a stick.

I was in heaven.

I was killed by the nuke and here I was in heaven and I knew it had to be heaven because this is just what I would think heaven would be like. 

Dragons.

I then realized that I would make a nice little snack for a Dragon of that size and so lay back down again until it went out of sight and that was when I saw that I was completely naked. How odd. What happened to my clothes? Well burnt off of course, that's what happened. Maybe everyone in heaven was naked. That didn't make any sense, but who was I to question it? 

I sat up again and looked around. 

Wheat fields as far as I could see. But then, sitting up I was only like maybe a half-meter tall so what did I expect to see? I stood, which made me all of one meter tall and looked around and still nothing but wheat as far as I could see. I ran my hand over the tall stalks, which were nearly as tall as I was and realized that it might not be wheat after all.

Didn't matter.

Where was the reception committee?

Wasn't there suppose to be an angel who greeted me or something? My parents never pushed any particular religion on us kids but I had read about them all, or at least a few of them and so knew a little about how it was supposed to work.

I felt a tear run down my cheek and wiped it away with a hand, suddenly coming to the realization that I might never see my parents or Terri ever again. Maybe they didn't come here to heaven. Oh wow, I wonder if they all went to hell? Wouldn't that be something. Would serve my stupid sister right.

No, that wasn't nice.

I loved Terri with all my heart, except when she and her friends would tease me about my gaming and my interest in books and all that. It would so odd, really. Terri would be so nice to me when we were alone with my parents but when she was with her friends, she was a completely different person and would seem to pick me out purposely for teasing whenever she saw me at school. We went to the same private school, just in case you were wondering about that. We had to switch to this academy when there was some kind of confrontation between this one teacher and my dad, something that involved Terri but I never really understood any of it. I just knew that coming to this new school was really awesome because I found my friends there right away, our love of gaming bonding us.... Well crap. 

More tears started to flow as I realized that I wouldn't see them ever again either. I was going to miss them all, especially Ema. Sure she was a bother but she smelled really nice. I wondered if there would be gaming groups up here in heaven. That would be neat, especially since there were actual Dragon here.

I still couldn't believe that.

A real live Dragon flies right over me within the first minute of being here. Maybe the Dragon played in groups also. Wouldn't that be a kick in the pants.

I cried for a good ten minutes after that.

I loved my mom and dad and were going to miss them something awful but apart from that, who was going to feed me? Make my bed? Wash behind my ears? Where was I going to live?

“HELLO!” I yelled but the slight breeze making the grass undulate in waves took my greeting away.

I was alone.

I'd never been alone before.

This was starting to get scary.

Heaven wasn't supposed to be scary.

Who was in charge of this place? “I want to talk to someone in charge!” I yelled. My dad had always told me to say that if ever I got lost. I had a feeling that I was really, really lost at the moment. Like not just lost but super lost. There is a difference you know. Lost is like when you wander into the woods and forget how to get back but at least you know that your house is close by. Super lost is when you take a bus to Ljubljana and got lost there. Home was not just around the corner.

It was apparent to me that I had been misplaced or something but no one came to help me. Oh crap! I didn't have  my phone! I looked at my wrist. I didn't have my synch-watch either. This was really bad. How was I supposed to function without those two things? Who was going to tell me what to do next? When to go to school or eat or go to the bathroom? No one was able to function without their phone and synch-watch. No one. That wasn't possible. 

I started to panic and beside being naked, I didn't have anything on me. Nothing. What kind of a place was this heaven? Once again, the pamphlet had lied. My dad always told me not to take the pamphlets at face value. Descriptions of places could never be trusted because those writing the descriptions wanted you to come there and they would say anything to achieve that purpose. Problem here was that no one ever came back from heaven to give it a rating.

This was really bad.

I mean, this was really, really bad.

I'd never been without my synch-watch. Matter-of-fact, I'm pretty sure that I was born with it around my wrist. I put my hands to my head and looked around and this was not happening. Where were my parents to tell me what to do?

Then this voice came from behind me and I screamed and fell to the ground and cowered there for a moment. A hand touched my shoulder and I screamed again and crawled away. They spoke again and I'm pretty sure it was a girl because her voice was so nice and calm and soothing and girls usually talked that way, with the exception of Katya who had that shrill voice which cut through you like a knife.

I looked at the person and indeed it was a girl. 

Well okay, it wasn't a girl per se but a woman with reddish hair, penetrating green eyes and holy crap I was in Ireland! She looked just like that girl – woman – in that animated movie about the bow-wielding daughter of the chieftain and what was that stupid thing called again? Anyway, she was standing there looking at me as if she had never seen a little naked boy before and I got up on my knees and put my hands down there to cover up what little I had, my tears flowing freely.

She gave me a tight smile and seemed to be studying me with those green eyes of hers. 

“I don't understand what you're saying,” I told her through a thick tongue. 

She straightened up and it was then that I realized she must be a Ranger. The bow, the quiver, the sword, the leather armor, the pouches on her side all screamed Ranger at me. First a Dragon and now a female Ranger. Where had I landed? 

Then the strangest thing happened to me.

I started to see lists before my eyes, two lists. One had the words in black and the other had the words in white and it didn't take long for me to understand that these were spells. Real, live spells. I recognized most of them but why were they doing that? I reached out with my hand to touch them but there weren't there in the air. They were all in my head, or so I assumed and I guess the Ranger thought that I was reaching for her and she took my hand and I stood.

She put her hands to her hips and cocked her head as she looked at me. She was about twice as tall as I was and she stunk. I know that's rude, but the few girls I knew, like my sister and Ema, smelled really good most of the time but this one stunk of sweat and dirt and grass and something else that I didn't know.

So the spells.... 

Maybe there was a Tongues spell in all this and no sooner had I thought that then both lists stopped scrolling and the word Tongues highlighted on both lists and I felt something inside me surge. That's the only word I can use to describe what I felt.

A surge.

“... and I don't think I have ever come across a naked little half-Elf out here in the middle of nowhere.”

I could understand her!

Wow!

I used a real spell.

That was so fricking awesome!

“Hi,” I said as I lifted my hand up.

Her eyes widened. “Oh. So you do understand me.”

“I do now. I'm Aldor. I'm really, really lost. Are you the angel who's supposed to greet me?”

“Angel? Do I look like an Angelicus to you?”

“Angeli-what? No, this is heaven and so you must be an angel.” Seemed logical to me.

Her smiled morphed into a frown. “This is the Empire of the Five Rivers, formerly known as Klakanara, home-land of the Centaur.”

“Centaur?!” I said way too loudly as I looked around for one. What I wouldn't give to see a Centaur.

“There haven't been any Centaur here in at least ten years little half-Elf.”

Wait.

That was the second time she called me a half-Elf.

“I'm not a half-Elf. I'm a human.”

She arched an eye-brow. “With ears like that? And what is a human? Oh, you must mean a Man. I hardly doubt that.”

Ears? “What's wrong with my ears?” I reached up and holy crap I had pointed ears. I was a half-Elf! This was so super awesome! I was a half-Elf magic-user. I wondered what other skills I possessed here in heaven?

“You had no idea that you had pointed ears?”

“Not really, no.”

“How is it that you suddenly understand me and speak my language so fluently?”

“I cast a spell?” I wondered if I should have admitted that. Maybe magic was illegal here in this world. I once was in a campaign where that was the case and the locals would hunt down and burn anyone whom they suspected of being a magic-user.

Damn, that would suck.

She now arched both eye-brows. “You seem a little young to be a magic-user. Are you a Halfling? I never heard of a Halfling half-Elf before but I suppose it is possible though I can't imagine an Elf wanting to have sex with a Halfling.”

“Oh gross!” I said as she used the s word. “I'm only eleven here. Can you please watch your language?”

She laughed, a beautiful sound that lilted off her tongue and flowed around me like some sort of aroma. “Only eleven are we? And what, pray tell Master Aldor, are we doing in the middle of this field naked?”

I looked at her, my tears having finally stopped. “I have no clue.”

“Obviously. Come then. I will take you to the nearest hamlet and perhaps they will be able to find your parents for you, for I am certain that they are worried sick about you.”

“Thank you. That would be very nice of you. But my parents aren't here.”

“Oh,” she said with a look of sorrow. “Are they both dead?”

“Well I hope not, no. What I mean is that they didn't come here with me. Nor did my sister.”

She looked at me a moment and I think she was trying to figure out if I was lying to her or not. I know that look on adults. I've seen it a lot. Not that I lie a lot, but sometimes I say things I read and the adults around me don't believe it because it came from a kid.

“Come with you from where? We aren't really near anything here. Oh wait, did your boat capsize on the river? That would explain why you have no clothes.”

It would?

Okay.

“Yes. That's it.” So alright, I lied to her. It was easier than trying to explain about the nuke going off and all that because I was pretty sure she didn't even know what dynamite was, so a nuke was completely out of the question.

“My name is Caireann. I'm a Questor of Gamelduhr. There is a hamlet but a days walk from here. If you would be so kind as to allow me to escort you, I will take you there.”

A day's walk? I never walked a whole day in all my short life. “Don't you have a horse or something?” And what was a Questor? That must be like a Ranger sub-class or something.  I don't remember any Questor class in any of the gaming systems I knew. Maybe it was something special. I would have preferred that she be a man, though. It would make me being naked a little easier.

She smiled at me. “Of course I have a mount. I'm a Questor, aren't I? Come then.” She reached out with her hand and I took it and it was warm and I felt, for the first time since I had landed here, that maybe it was going to be okay.

However, I was still naked....
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There are only a hand-ful of Questors

around at a time, Bairrfhion being the

most famous. They are a breed apart,

solitaire and arrogant yet the one person 

you would want on your side when the

going gets tough.
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It was a Unicorn.

A fricking Unicorn, that was her horse.

That was so awesome!

“That's a Unicorn,” I stated, realizing that I was stating the obvious.

“Yes it is. Aldor, meet Twilight. Twilight, meet .... Ummm.” She seemed perplexed for a moment.

“Did you forget my name already?”

“No, no. It's just that there may be a problem with your name.”

“What's wrong with my name?” I feigned anger but if the truth be known, I didn't like my name either. Everyone called me Al and it just wasn't the type of name that made someone important. Or so I thought. I always wanted a real good name, like Alexander or Yuri or something like that.

“There nothing wrong with your name. The problem is that ruler of the Empire of the Five Rivers is also named Aldor  and he isn't the most liked person in the land. And seeing that you profess to be a magic-user and he is called the Grand Wizard, then perhaps we should find another name to call you, when we're around others that is. I think it might make things easier.”

“Well, I have a middle name but I like it even less. It sounds like I'm throwing up over everyone.”

She laughed, a small delicate thing I found very pleasant.  “And what is this name that is so abhorrent?”

“You promise you won't laugh?”

“I promise,” she said and she made a sign with her hand and that was really cool. I needed to have her teach me that.

“Bairrfhion.”

Her eye-brows rose and I knew she was going to burst out into laughing at any moment. 

“I told you it was awful. I don't know what my parents were thinking when they gave me that name. Something about someone my mother knew or something like that.”

Now she lowered her chin at me, then knelt down so that she was more at my eye-level. “The name Bairrfhion belongs to the most legendary Questor to ever live. It was he who saved the Goddess Aurora as an infant and it was he who taught her the ways of a Questor. It is a very honorable name, Master Aldor.”

“Wait, did you just say the Goddess Aurora? That's my mom's name. I mean without the goddess part that is.”

She stared at me and seemed to be studying my face for some reason. Did I have dirt on my forehead or food still hanging on my lips? I wasn't the best person at cleaning myself, or so mom always told me. “There is a resemblance there, especially within the eyes. You say that your mother named you Bairrfhion after someone she knew?”

“Yeah, at least that's the story she gave me.”

“What is your father's name?”

“Dad.”

She laughed again. “No. His given name.”

“Well, we all call him Stiz. I guess that's his nickname or something.”

She didn't say anything for a long time and I was sure I had said something I wasn't supposed to. Then she stood again. “You say you were on the river? The White Run?”

“Well, about that,” I said as I looked down at my hands. “That wasn't exactly true.”

“Where did you come from, Master Aldor? Why were you here in this field, without clothes?”

I shuffled my feet a little and pursed my lips, then I sighed but didn't look up at her as I answered. “I'm sorry I lied to you, but I don't know how to explain to you where I came from. It isn't this place, that's for sure. We don't have Dragon and Centaur and especially not Unicorn.”

“And your mother's name is Aurora. Is she an Angelicus?”

“I don't know what that is.”

“Does she have wings?”

This girl – what was her name again? Cena? Sara? – seemed to be very patient with me and that was a change of pace. Most adults got very impatient with me rather quickly. “No. Well actually she did at the end, when the nuke went off. I saw her. She had these beautiful white wings, like an angel would have and I think that's because she turned into one when the nuke went off. I just ended up here in heaven... Without any wings. Huh. That doesn't seem very fair. Where are my wings?”

She looked up into the air as if trying to decide whether to abandon me or not and here we go. She was going to jump on the Unicorn and ride off and I'd be stuck out here in the middle of nowhere. Naked.

“I'm sorry I lied to you, I really am.”

I could see a smile work its way across her face. “That is not a problem.” She looked down at me now. “I find the need to lie sometimes also. I do believe, Master Aldor, that you will definitely have to use a different name. It's just my opinion, but I think that Bairrfhion is very noble.”

“Thanks. But that's too much of a mouth-full. Do you have any other suggestions?” I had no idea that heaven had a Grand Wizard in it. Hey, maybe that was what they called God here. Wouldn't that be something. I'm named after God. This place was so awesome!

She put a hand to chin and looked down at me. “How about Dor? That is a very noble Dwarven name. That keeps your original name but is enough removed from Aldor that no one will make a connection.”

“Dor?” That wasn't all that bad. The was a Dori in The Hobbit and so that was rather cool. Dor. Not bad. My mom wouldn't be that upset about it if and when she finally showed up here in heaven. “Ok. Let's go with that.” I smiled at her.

“Very well, Twilight... Meet Dor.” 

The Unicorn nodded its head at me and neighed. 

“She likes you. That's a good thing. Now, about you not having any clothes....”

Riding on the back of a Unicorn wasn't nearly as fun as I thought it would be. For one, it hurt the heck out of my crotch. I mean, all that bouncing and my legs spread apart like that I was certain that by the time we got to wherever it was we were going, I was going to be all sore.

But hey, it was a Unicorn so who am I to complain?

So cool!

I'm riding on a Unicorn with a Questor.

I was wearing a long shirt Caireann pulled out of a bag and it didn't fit me at all, kind of hanging on me but at least I wasn't naked anymore. I would have preferred she found some pants for me because all this bouncing was starting to hurt me down there, but like I said.

It's a Unicorn...

“So Master Dor, what we talked about concerning your mother and all that,” she said suddenly as we worked our way through the high grass. “Let's just keep that a secret between us, okay?”

“Okay.... But why?”

“Well, for many reasons. The first is that I need to consult someone first to make sure.”

“Make sure of what?”

“Make sure of who I think you are.”

“And the other reasons? And is there going to be food where we're going? I missed my dinner time.”

She laughed again. “Yes Master Dor, there will be food there. As for the other reasons, let us just say that we need to keep it our little secret, okay?” I looked up and back at her and suddenly realized that she was rather pleasant to look at.

“Okay. I'm good at keeping secrets.”

“I knew you would be. So we're going to stop by this hamlet I mentioned, Galwyodel it's called and then I need to take you to someone I know. He lives in Misty Vale. I think you're going to like Misty Vale. Lots of waterfalls.”

“I like waterfalls. We have lots of them in this park that isn't all that far from where I live, in this place called Croatia.”

“Croatia. I don't know that name.”

“No, you probably wouldn't. It's not in heaven.”

“And what is this heaven that you always speak of?”

“It's where you go when you die and you've been good and this is definitely heaven because it's like a dream come true for me to be here, with Dragons and Centaur and Unicorn. And you.”

“I see. So you think that you are dead?”

“Well yeah. This isn't Earth, that's for certain and there's no way that someone survives a nuke going off in your own  backyard.”

“What is this nuke you speak of? You've mentioned that before.”

“It's a very large explosion. Don't ask me to explain it because I haven't taken that class yet and those books are still off-limits to me at the moment.”

“I see. So this explosion occurred in your back-yard and then you ended up here.”

“Yes, in heaven.”

“And is that why you were naked?”

“I suppose. Doesn't everyone who ends up here come naked?”

“You are the first person who has, as you say, come here form somewhere else. At least whom I have met so I couldn't really say if being naked is common.” I could feel her looking down at me. “Perhaps we should keep this conversation our little secret also. What do you say?”

“Okay.” Boy, that was a lot of secrets for me to keep. I wasn't used to adults telling me to keep secrets. It seemed kind of odd but hey, I was riding a Unicorn so that trumped everything else as far as I was concerned.

The town was just like out of a Medieval textbook. It looked a lot like, now that I thought about it, the Cotswillows in England. At least I think that's what it was called. We went there once, when mom used to go places with us. They had all the thatched roofed houses, the half-timber framework, the well in the middle where the little town square was. This was that place. My mom stopped going with us a few years ago, when she said that too many people were recognizing her and it became too much of a circus. Her words, not mine.

Anyway, we entered the hamlet, which is what Caireann called it, and right away ran into a problem. For a moment I thought that perhaps I had landed on the Planet of the Apes, because here in the hamlet were several Gorilla, wearing armor and carrying swords. Yes, I know that movie. Both the old one and the newer one. My parents made us watch all these older movies because they said that we could learn from them.

Yeah, like never give a smart vaccine to a monkey.

Important safety tip.

So as we entered, I could feel Caireann tense up behind me and I of course tensed up also, but this was really kind of neat. Planet of the Apes. So cool heaven was.

“Hold up there,” one of the Gorilla said to Caireann as he put his hand on the reins.

“Take you hands off of there or you won't have any hands left, monkey-boy.”

“Monkey-boy is it? Hey fellows, this one here seems to think that she can take us all on.” 

She moved faster than anyone I had ever seen move before. It was like The Matrix fast, or maybe she had a ring of speed. That was more likely. Needless to say, the Gorilla's hand went flying off and landed a meter or so away on the ground, blood everywhere.

He looked at his missing appendage as the blood spurted out of his severed wrist and that was so gnarly. Then he screamed. Caireann pushed me down and I heard a twack sound, three times. I looked to the side and saw three arrows sticking out the chest of three of the Gorilla and wow, she used a bow also. Well of course she did. She was basically a Ranger, and from what I was seeing, a very high-level one at that.

The one with the severed hand moved backward away from the Unicorn, holding his arm against his chest and man that was a lot of blood. My stomach started to get queasy as I watched it still spurting out to a quicker and quicker tempo. Caireann jumped off Twilight and walked over to the hurt Gorilla. I stayed on, mainly because I think I was going to vomit at any moment now.

“I warned you and yes, I do think that I can take you all on.” She decapitated him with one swing of her long sword and the contents of my stomach came out in a rush, all over the ground. I was still aware enough to know that throwing up on the Unicorn would not be a good thing. It was a long way down to the ground from where I sat.

As it was, Twilight didn't seem all that pleased to have vomit on the ground next to her and walked away from it with a huff. Caireann put her sword away and walked over to us. 

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“No, I just.... blaaahhhh!” I think I might have vomited all over her boots and they were really nice boots. She patted my back and then lifted me off of Twilight, who I think was grateful to get me off. 

“There, there. Let it all out. Is that the first killings you've ever seen?”

“Yes,” I barely got out.

“Yeah, I probably should have put you inside before I did that, but no one touches the reins of Twilight like that. No one.” She put an arm around my shoulders and turned me to the left. “Come on. Let's get you inside and something to drink to wash out that taste. I know how that is.”

“Thank you.” I was starting to shake. You know, when you kill people or things in the gaming sessions it's fun. This? This wasn't fun at all. All that blood and the look on his face, the look on the faces of the two who had the arrows in their chests.... Like my parents always said, it's fun and games until someone gets hurt.

I sat down inside a building that I don't even remember walking into and it stunk in here something awful. It smelled like smoke and pee and vomit and something that was bitter and how was this better than standing outside? A mug was placed before me and I took it and drank the contents down, trying to wash the taste of the vomit out of my mouth. It always amazed me how much vomit one person had inside them. I got seasick once on a ferry to one of the Greek islands and I think I vomited for like two hours that time.

The drink was bitter and sweet at the same time and had a bit of a fizz to it and I downed it all at once, then set the mug down and looked around. The drink was very refreshing. I was in a tavern. A real, live Medieval tavern. Then I noticed that everyone was looking at me, including Caireann who had this rather amused look on her face.

“Do you normally drink mead at your age where you come from?”

“Mead?” I looked into the mug but it was empty. “No. Really? That was mead?”

“Yes. That was meant for me, not you.”

“Oh. Sorry.” I looked at her with squinting eyes. “Why is the room spinning?”

“It isn't.”

“Oh. You're very pretty, you know that?” 

I woke up in a bed, a not so comfy bed to be sure but a bed nonetheless. My mouth tasted like I had ingested a bunch of those cotton balls and my eyes were very sore. My stomach hurt also. I looked around to see why I was in a bed and that was when I saw Caireann sitting in a chair in the corner, smoking what looked like a pipe, a very long and thin pipe. She was blowing smoke into the air and making lovely circles with it.

“Hi,” I said and that was when I realized that my head was about to explode. “Why does my head hurt?”

“Because you drank an entire tankard of mead on an empty stomach, that's why.”

“Oh,” I said as I laid my head back down and put my hand to my forehead. “You might want to leave. I think my head is going to explode.”

“I bet it is.” I heard her get up but was too sick to even try to see what she was doing. I didn't really want her to leave. 

“Don't go. I was just kidding.”

“Don't worry. I'm not going anywhere just yet. You're stuck with me for the foreseeable future Master Dor.” 

My hand was removed from my head and cool cloth was put there. 

“Here. Sit up a little. You need to drink this.”

“I don't want anymore mead, thank you. I don't think I ever want anymore mead. Ever.”

“It's not mead. It'll make you feel a whole lot better.”

She put something to my lips and I drank it down. It tasted like a tea mom used to make when I wasn't feeling good and it went down nice and easy. Then she laid me back down again and sat on the edge of the bed, which creaked from the added weight and I was just waiting for it to collapse. I had no idea that they served alcohol in heaven to minors.

Shame on them.

Whatever it was she gave me took my headache away in a matter of minutes and then my mouth didn't feel like it was stuffed with cotton. My eyes worked better also.

“All better now?”

“Yes. What was that? Oh wait, that was a healing potion, wasn't it? Yes, my first healing potion. Awesome.” I sat up.

“You're a smart one for one so young, Master Dor.”

“I used to play a game that's a lot like this place. In fact, it is this place completely. Can you teach me how to shoot a bow?”

She smiled as she patted my leg. “Easy there, killer. One step at a time. Are you hungry?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Okay. Then get dressed. Your new clothes are over there. I hope they fit. It'll be a lot better than my old sleeping shirt.”

She started to get up and I grabbed her hand. “Thank you, Caireann. I don't what I'd do if you hadn't of found me. You remind me of my mother.”

She looked down at me and a big smile came to her face and I think she actually blushed. “Thank you, Master Dor. You have no idea what a complement that is to me.”

The food was really good. I had no idea what it was, but it was really good. One of the things that my parents were trying to teach me was to eat whatever food was found in whatever place we went, regardless whether it looked good or not. They told me that it was rather pointless to eat the same food I could get down the street from where I lived when I was somewhere else. I was a good eater, or so I was told. I'd eat most anything, the more disgusting it looked the more I liked it.

I once had a dish of squid-ink rice with squid tentacles on top and it looked like something a Klingon would eat and it was so gnarly. So the food here was some kind of stew with a huge chuck of bread and plate full of butter, or what I think was butter. It wasn't quite the same color as the butter I was used to but it tasted good and when I was all finished, they were all looking at me again as if they had never seen a kid eat before.

“I'm sawry,” I said with my mouth full of food. “Was dis ur dinner?”

“No Master Dor, that was all yours. It's just that I've never seen anyone eat so fast and with such gusto.”

A furry paw took the bowl away and a voice that I think was attached to it floated down to me like a hammer-blow. “Makes my heart all joyous to see someone like you enjoy me food. It makes all the hard work worth it.”

I followed the furry paw up and then fell off the chair I was so shocked and, to be honest, scared. I pointed, though I know that's rude but you would have pointed also. “That's a bear!” I yelled out.

“More correctly a Werebear, Master Dor.”

I looked at her and then at the bear again as it turned and walked away, tail swishing and everything. “Like a Werewolf? Like that? Is he going to bite me?”

“No. Well yes and no. Yes he's like a Werewolf and no, he isn't going to bite you. He's the one who made the food you just enjoyed so it isn't all that polite to react to him like that. You've never seen a Werebear before?”

“Well sure but it's usually when they're rooting around in the garbage bins.”

“Hey, watch it there you,” the bear said to me as he threw the bowl into what I think was a sink behind the bar.

“He doesn't mean anything by it,” Caireann said as she looked back at the fricking bear who was standing on two legs and talking and he made the food? Maybe it was true that all animals went to heaven and this is what happened to them. They got to be like humans. Well that made sense, in a really odd sort of way. 

“I get enough of that shit from those Gorilla who come in here. I don't need it from some snot-nosed little half-Elf. Perhaps you two should leave now.”

Caireann helped me up, put a gold coin on the table and looked over at the bear. “Perhaps you're correct. Thank you for the food and the bed. That should cover it and a little extra for your forbearance.”

I laughed. “You said forbearance and he's a bear. Get it?”

“GET OUT!”

Caireann pushed me out of the tavern. 

“I thought he liked the way I ate his food?”

“Not anymore he doesn't.”

Twilight walked up to us, Caireann put me on her back then jumped up herself as if it wasn't a meter and a half off the ground and we sped out of the little hamlet as fast as Twilight could take us. Well, so much for my first experience with the locals.

A talking bear....

Go figure.
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Miracles, like Angelicus, aren't rare.

Neither are they cast down upon

us like gifts from the gods. Sometimes

they just offer up their magic for us

to admire and then make a hasty retreat.
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We stopped when it got dark.

I noticed, however, that I could still see pretty good, as if it were twilight. It was overcast and so it wasn't the moon making it easier to see but it was pretty neat. I have to admit that I'm a little afraid of the dark. Sure I know that there isn't anything out there but what if there was? Especially here. What with talking, mean bears and all who knew what was out in the woods at night.

Oh wait.

If I'm truly a half-Elf, then I have dark-vision and that would explain why I can see so well. Awesome. Dark-vision. Yes. Score.

“You don't have a tent?” I asked her as she was starting to put together what my dad would call a lean-to. It was starting to drizzle and I wasn't looking forward to sleeping in the rain.

“No.”

“Do you know what a tent is?”

She stopped what she was doing and looked at me. “Yes, I know what a tent is but I don't use one. Takes too much time to take down in case you have to leave in a hurry.”

“Why would you have to leave in a hurry? Oh, you mean
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