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      The Towers of Centric loomed over all of Lontorra, serving as a constant reminder of the world they oversaw. Though their shadows could reach even the most secluded of locales of this land, its magical influence had a far more disappointing effect. Humans had overthrown the majority of Lontorra’s populace, but not through force. By surrender. Rather than cause the destruction of their shared land, the magical creatures opted for peace, and so they shut themselves into hiding. The Mages, the most hated and feared of those the humans opposed, made a true home for themselves in the very center of Lontorra, and it was there that anger fermented for some, and they watched, stifled by their suffering, as the world around them coped with the change. They watched from the safety of their Towers for the chance to strike back.

      A man and woman sat in silence for hours, peering out of the balcony of Talgrin, the greatest and most esteemed Tower in all of Centric. The small room was cramped, filled with plush furniture and vibrant colors. The rug beneath their feet resembled the ocean in both its magnificent waves of blue, and the cool water that lapped at the walls. A large ottoman sat just under the window, and the lush cushions soaked up the warmth from the setting sun. The base of the seat was ancient, depicting a battle between a large cat jumping gracefully, and a mighty beast with beautiful wings and a perfectly sharpened beak. Ribbons of crystals hung from the ceiling, gathering any stray light and reflecting it in rainbows across the surprisingly barren walls. The glimmers of sunlight danced around each other, swaying to a tune the ribbons played on the passing breeze.

      The sleeves of the woman’s velvet gown draped over the ledge elegantly, folding in on itself. She tapped her bare toes against the magic rug, and the water licked at her bare skin. She was no older than eighteen, but had seen so much tragedy in her short life that she hadn’t any vitality left in her.

      The man was only two years older, though he hadn’t even begun to mature yet. Not in the ways that should be normal, at least. He remained a spoiled prince, heavily equipped with a wide assortment of threats, taunts, and punishments for any that displeased him. He excelled in creativity, yet surprisingly lacked in general intelligence. The woman thought it just a side effect of royalty, though the same could never be said for the man’s father.

      Centric below them was bustling, busy and populated as ever. A man was trying desperately to sell his wares, screaming about magical lamps at the top of his lungs, and swearing to an unknown god that he had found a carpet that could fly. His voice was the only one that held enough force and power to reach the tops of the Towers, but it also held a great sorrow.

      Theresa leaned over the sill of the window to find the source of the voice. He was parked not far away, but he sat in shadows. As he lunged for another passerby, she thought his skin looked blue. Preposterous. There haven’t been any Droll in Centric for ages.

      The man pressed up against her side, curious in what had caught her attention. He tilted his head and scoffed at the poor man begging for acknowledgement. He raised his left hand, a sinister green glow already emanating from his palm.

      Theresa snatched his hand before he could make his move. The magic that sparked from within stung her, but she had long ago grown accustomed to the pain.

      “Don’t, Crestyss. He spouts nothing more than the foolishness of children’s stories. A poor old man with nothing left needs not your punishment. Please.”

      Crestyss glared at her a moment, but his expression softened before she could say any more. The man below them, seemingly knowing the danger he had been in, was now packing up his wares. As Theresa watched him, the rug he claimed to be magical fell over, knocking a vase to the floor. It shattered all around, scattering into the streets. The man bent over the rug, screaming profanities at it before regaining his composure and using a simple spell to undo the damage. With the man’s attention diverted, Theresa almost thought she saw the rug actually move.

      Before she could convince herself it had been just a trick of the eye, the mat unrolled suddenly, whacking against the man’s legs. He whirled on the rug, but he didn’t yell again. His shoulders sagged and he rolled the rug back up. Within minutes everything was packed, and the man was gone, a great weight on his shoulders.

      With her distraction gone, Theresa turned to find Crestyss gazing at her intently. She dared herself to question him, but the proper words wouldn’t come to her. His stare was inquisitive, and she was spared the feat of speaking her mind. The door burst open, and a man barely older than herself marched inside.

      “Young Master Crestyss! I have the report on your father's meeting with the humans,” Jenta said, breathless as he came into the room.

      He stopped suddenly and gave a sloppy bow.  Theresa glanced to Crestyss, worried it would offset his temper. He scowled at the young servant of his, and waved his hand to dismiss the bow.

      “What of the reports? Is father not going to announce it to the world himself as he always does?” Crestyss turned away, disgusted. He picked at his nails absentmindedly, but Theresa could tell he was on edge by the way he tensed and relaxed his jaw repeatedly.

      “My condolences, sir. I hate to bring news such as this, but I'm afraid your father is no longer alive in order to pass the news along. The humans assassinated him, but left his subordinate alive to convey their demands to us.”

      Crestyss froze at the words, but his emerald eyes flashed. Theresa looked away anxiously, awaiting his response. “And what might their demands be?” he asked slowly. It was obvious that he was guarding his thoughts, picking his words and reactions very carefully. There was nothing more terrifying than when Crestyss was cautious, not even when his anger flared.

      “They wish to be left alone, completely. They will allow us to survive within the confines of Centric, but should we try to interfere with 'their world' any further, they claim that they will exterminate us all.” Jenta sounded worried, and Theresa eyed him carefully. He was a scrawny young man who had yet to fully control his magic. His spellbook often hid from him, and he lacked the drive to search for it, and it gave him very few opportunities to practice with his magic.

      Though Jenta idolized Crestyss, he could not read him like Theresa had grown to. After years of being by his side, she thought she knew him better than he knew himself, but he always found new ways to scare her. It was this uncertainty that kept her quiet, along with the fear of retaliation should she speak out of place.

      “So father's dead, then. I assume I'll be forced to take his place,” Crestyss mused aloud, his joy leaking into his tone.

      “The Magicern has yet to convene on the subject, but I have no doubts that they will come to that conclusion,” Jenta replied, looking slightly uneasy. He shifted his weight until he caught Crestyss' attention, and froze. “There was one other thing, sir.”

      “Well, out with it then,” Crestyss snapped, glaring at Jenta.

      “The humans have sent a sort of present for you. The weapon that was your father's undoing, they requested that it be brought to you.” Jenta pulled his satchel into view, and took a lump of cloth from it. He handed it to Crestyss swiftly, clearly uncomfortable with it in his possession.

      Crestyss snatched the object from his hands, and unwrapped it with sharp movements. Kept within it was a thick, bent hunk of metal slightly bigger than his hand. It had no blades or prongs, no clear indication that it was a weapon, but it gave Theresa a sense of malice to look at it.

      Crestyss gripped the object as easily as he did anything else, he fingers curling around the leather handle without hesitation. He smiled wickedly as he stared into the muzzle of the thing.

      “They called it a gun, sir. The humans claimed to have made it themselves, but that can't be possible, can it? 'A weapon of mass murder,' they called it,” Jenta said, eyeing the gun with caution.

      Crestyss flipped a lever, and the body of the gun fell to the side, revealing six holes in a circle. “It's missing a few pieces. What a shame. Seems the humans aren't as stupid as we thought. Especially if they were able to create something out of Mage technology.”

      “Mage technology?” Theresa asked, finally provoked to speak.

      Crestyss glanced at her and flashed another triumphant smile. He had finally incited a reaction from her. “Yes. This is clearly our work, but the humans somehow managed to get a hold of it. I wonder how that could have happened.” Crestyss ran his fingers along the length of the gun, studying every inch of it.

      Theresa looked away from him, terrified at the undertone of a secret in his voice. What is he up to now? He couldn't possibly be-

      “What are you planning for your first action as head of the Magicern, sir?” Jenta asked, breaking Theresa from her thoughts.

      “Hmm. I honestly haven't given it much thought. A lot has happened in such short a time, I'm not sure how to process it all right now. I suppose some sort of retaliation is in need for the humans. They are not the top of the food chain in this world, not by a long shot. But we haven't the forces for an outright attack. We must use cunning, strategy, and I fear a great deal of patience. We'll leave them be for now, allow them their false sense of security, but from here on out, we shall plan their destruction. Have you any suggestions, Theresa?”

      Theresa gasped as he addressed her. He stared at her with a fierce and threatening look. She turned away from him, her face growing hot from the anxiety his stare brought upon. Her gut twisted and her heart nearly pounded out of her chest, his gaze boring holes into her. Why must he bring about such strong reactions in me? she thought furiously as she struggled to regain her mentality.

      With his intense stare urging her on, she scanned her mind quickly. She thought first of the stories of the ancients, when war was more common than peace. One such story stuck in her mind, a legend of the greatest warriors that had been laid to rest in abandoned coves beneath the whole of Lontorra. The story, as incredible as it was, suggested that they had been preserved, stored in all their glory until they were again needed. The most likely truth to the tale was that the coves were their tombs, but it still implies that they are down there. And if the story was to be believed to any degree, they could be resurrected.

      Theresa glanced up at Crestyss, and fear filled her again. His light green eyes shown so brightly, so maliciously, that there was no way he didn't want to bring about a war. She was certain that it had all been his doing, the creation of the weapon and the execution of his own father, had all been for his own gain.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat, warring with herself. She thought back to her parents, murdered before her eyes ten years ago. They had been skilled healers that traveled all throughout Lontorra, even to the humans. She herself had developed an impressive amount of skill at her young age of eight.

      They had been welcomed by all, rejoiced as saviors even. But the humans had attacked without warning, killing them both in cold blood. She was alive only thanks to Crestyss and his father, arriving just in time to frighten the humans away. They had taken her in, and she couldn't remember a single day without Crestyss since.

      How did they know to come for help? They barely travel outside of Centric, could it really be coincidence that they found me, helpless and staring down my own death? Could Crestyss- Could he have been this conniving at so young?

      She shook the doubts from her head. They were her heroes, she owed everything to them. Crestyss especially had helped her through her sorrow and depression that followed her loss. He had saved her life more times than she could count, mostly from herself. The humans had caused all of the ruin in her life, had twisted and bruised her. She owed them nothing.

      “There is a legend of the greatest warriors the world has ever seen, kept dormant just beneath our feet. They could be dead, but the story could be true. If we could harness enough power, enough magic, we could bring them to our aid. We could raise up an unstoppable army, and take back Lontorra for ourselves, and for our ancestors. We could rid this world of humans, forever,” she said finally, emotionless.

      Crestyss leaned back and clapped his hands together. “I can't tell you how happy I am to hear you say that, Theresa! What joy that we would have exactly the same plan, down to the wire. And together, it can become reality. I'm so overwhelmed, I'm nearly compelled to say that I love you! How ridiculous, that such a thing as impending doom of an entire species can bring two souls together like this.”

      Theresa turned to him in shock. The gleam in his eyes was that of a hunter staring down his prey. No, it was that of a boy, torturing a small animal he had trapped. Theresa had seen that from him far too much, the joy he had when he had brought her a small creature who's legs he had broken. It was then that she realized the story she had recalled had been the same one he had read to her every night for the first few years she had been with him. It was the same that they had played as children, pretending they were the world's best soldiers.

      It was then that she realized he had broken her legs, her will to escape. She was trapped by him, as she had been from the very beginning. She was his slave, and she was performing exactly as he had planned.
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      Kaitlyn sat against the wall of the dungeon. The woman had healed the wounds on her back easily, but her muscles ached with every movement. The pressure of leaning against the wall threatened to split her skin back open, and she sat forward slowly. A knotted, bloody braid was caught in her hands, and she tugged at it nervously. She watched the woman and the thing in the room as they argued, knowing that if she looked away from them, her eyes would be drawn to the last thing she wanted to see.

      Arion's dead body.

      The woman, Theresa, had replaced his heart, but the image of it was ingrained in her mind. She shook her head violently to rid herself of the thought. Ignoring the sound of the blood that splattered from her hair, she forced herself to focus on the conversation before her. It wasn't much better, but it was a distraction, at least.

      “Why aren't you worried about this? The kid is dead, Theresa, and all you care about are a group of stupid humans! They aren't moronic enough to come back here again, not when their ring leader was taken out. They already retrieved Kraven's body, and they'll have a white flag in the air by morning. Can you just worry about your son for once?”

      The creature encased in metal had been shrieking at her for almost an hour now, but Theresa didn't seem phased. She had cast a preservation spell over Arion's body, and the thick magic was difficult to see through. Other than that, she’d barely batted an eye at the situation.

      Kaitlyn felt the complete opposite. She wanted to scream, to bawl, anything that would take her mind away from the pain. Anytime she glanced in the direction of her friend's body, she felt like she was going to be sick. No matter how much magic covered him, she could still see the blood smeared across Arion’s face, the ragged hole in his chest.

      She pressed her hand to her mouth, forcing herself not to gag. She looked to Theresa, who was pacing in front of the fuming creature. It watched her pointedly, its patience obviously wearing thin.

      It was an odd creation, unlike like anything she could even imagine. Still, she could recognize Arion's work from the phoenix that they had used to exchange letters. Most of the creature was made of thin, smooth plates of metal, but Arion had given it more of a flourish than the bird. The shoulders flared out at the sides, and large plates covered the chest, back, and legs like armor covering the body. Most of the metal had grown dull, save for the fresh spot in its chest where Kaitlyn had stabbed it with the spear. Its spine was made of small, thick gears that interlocked in a way that still allowed a wide range of movement.

      Chains were welded into the metal to give definition where muscles would be, and Kaitlyn could recognize silver clock hands wrapping around the creature’s neck. Large thin scales covered the shoulders, sides, and hips of the creature, as well as the arms. Slick, black glass tipped the beast’s fingers and ears, coming to sharp points. Along the length of its back laid a detailed etching of bat wings, folded neatly within the curving metal.

      As Kaitlyn studied the creature, she found more designs covering nearly every inch of its body. A shallow etching of fire furled from the creature’s nostrils, and smoke billowed to mask the eyes. The stomach had a design of smooth waves that hinted at a storm brewing within. Above the engraved sea rested a distant mountain range she had long gazed at through her window, imagining the grand adventures that took place there. The legs of the creature were the simplest, holding only patterns of spots and swirls. Though there seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the etchings, Kaitlyn found herself getting lost in the mindless drawings.

      Gears spun at its temples as it ground its jaws together. It was muttering something, the small pieces of metal of its mouth gliding and lapping over each other like lips. Its purple eyes shined from the dark depths of its face, lighting some of the intricacy within its head. Two beams intersected each other just behind the eyes, and thick wires spiraled out from them to hold each inch of the head in place.

      The creature threw its hands up in exasperation and flailed them around. Kaitlyn caught a glimpse of its left hand, a faint lightning bolt carved into the metal on the palm. Kaitlyn gasped. Why would it would have Arion's mark? Arion had told her once that Mage markings were unique and specific to each Mage, passed down only through blood. This was clear in his mother, a faded lightning bolt within her pale white hand. But this was nothing more than a creation. Would Arion have given it his own mark?

      But why? she asked herself. She examined the creature, looking past the varying designs. She didn't expect an answer to be found so easily, and she gasped when one came to her.

      Just under the cracks in the metal, she could see a faint green glow that pulsed in the emptiness, racing like lightning. Kaitlyn leaned to the side to get another angle at the creature, and she saw more of the same glow at its sides. It looked as though it was rushing through the body, like blood.

      Kaitlyn looked down with the realization, her eyes filling with tears. Whatever this is, Arion gave it his magic for it to live.

      A tear trickled down her cheek, and she sniffed. If Arion wanted it to live, I can at least call it by its name.

      “Cyllorian,” she whispered. She had heard Theresa call it that, though it didn't respond well. She wondered if it disliked its name, or perhaps just the one speaking it. They certainly didn't seem to be getting along very well.

      “What was that?” Its voice sounded not far from her, and her head shot up with a start. She held her breath, but not before a startled squeak escaped her lips. She stared into its dark purple eyes, knowing the fear in her own that betrayed her.

      “You said my name, didn't you?” It tried again. Its features looked softer than they had a moment ago when addressing Theresa, somehow able to express emotion. The glow from its eyes dimmed. She almost thought that it was sad.

      Kaitlyn held her breath and froze under its gaze. She spread her hands out beside her, and tried to scoot away. The creature was more than a foot away from her, but its presence unnerved her. She wanted nothing more than to get away.

      To her surprise, the creature's face softened more. It sighed, then held its hand out to her. She stared at it, fear holding her in place. It dropped its hand after a long moment, and squatted down to her eye level.

      “You don’t trust me. Not that I blame you, we were never properly introduced before. We don’t have all the time in the world, so there’s not many options for you. You’re going to have to trust me, eventually. But if you want to just go home and get away from me, say it now.”

      She shook her head slowly, her gaze glued to the mechanics of its face as it talked. It was all so intricate. It made her wonder what her muscles would look like moving under her skin.

      The creature gave her a small smile, and her breath caught in her throat. “How about I just tell you what I know, then you can decide if I'm worth trusting. Does that sound good?”

      Its voice was so hopeful, as though her opinion truly did make a difference. When she didn't know what to say, it took it as a sign to continue.

      “My name is Cyllorian, but the kid over there always called me Cy. He thought my name was too much of a mouthful.” It chuckled at itself, and Kaitlyn could easily hear the sorrow in it. “I may not look like much, but I'm a demon. Long story short, I’ve gone through a lot of, let’s say ‘vessels.’ I wound up inside Arion's head, and I was there for quite a few years. I got to know him, and I got to know you.

      “I know that you could take Kraven down if he picked on other kids, but you never cared if he came after you. Unless he gets your books dirty, then he really had it coming. You always have a book with you, but it's usually the same one over and over. The one about the princess in the desert.

      “You always wanted to be a heroine, like her. You wanted to be strong, and selfless. This is your chance to save someone's life. More than just one life. You could save a lot of people. The kid may not be ‘here,’ but he ain’t gone for good, I know that. I need to get him back, so I can kick his ass for being so reckless. I may be good, but I'm not good enough to do it alone, and I'm honestly not sure how much help the old woman is going to be. Will you help me?”

      The creature held its hand out to her, and she glanced at it. The bolt etched into the metal was so familiar, so comforting. She looked back at the creature's eyes, full of desperation. Through all the anger, she could tell it was just as lost in this as she was.

      She raised her hand, hating how it shook. Carefully, she traced the lightning bolt in the metal, and green sparks flew out from under her fingers. The metal was cool, but it felt good on her skin.

      She pressed her palm to its hand. His, she corrected herself finally. He isn't an it.

      He gripped her hand and smiled at her. She looked away from him, her stomach twisting. He pulled her to her feet, legs wobbling beneath her. Cyllorian caught her, and she pressed one hand to the wall to steady herself. She swallowed the lump at her throat, fighting the urge to push him away from her.

      “Thank you. Cy,” she said through the haze that had settled over her mind.

      Too much has happened. Way too much. I need to sleep.

      Cy's hands tightened on her arms for a second, but she ignored it. Any minute now, she was sure she’d lose her calm. It was everything she could do just to keep herself sane.

      “Who were you calling old?” Theresa asked, coming up behind Cy. He rolled her eyes at her and clenched his jaw, but said nothing. He released one of Kaitlyn's arms, but kept a light grip on the other to keep her upright. Though his touch was awkward and unwanted, she was glad that he didn't let go. She admitted to needing the help right now, even if it was from an odd metal creature.

      Cy stepped aside to face Theresa. “I think it would be best if you showed her to a room. I'll take care of the kid.”

      Theresa nodded, and took Kaitlyn's arm from him. Theresa's hand was hot on the cooled spot on her arm, and she jerked under the drastic change. Her eyes flickered sheepishly between the two.

      Theresa put her arm around her in a loving motion, but the action seemed alien to her. The woman alternated between rubbing and patting Kaitlyn's back as she led her to the stairs. Theresa settled for simply lying her hand between her shoulder blades, much like she had when she had healed Kaitlyn.

      As they ascended the stairs, Kaitlyn glanced over her shoulder at Cyllorian. He was staring at Arion's body, and the look on his face nearly broke her heart.
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        Cyllorian

      

      

      Theresa led Kaitlyn up the stairs from the dungeon. Cyllorian slumped where he stood, exhausted. He let out a great sigh, though he’d quickly found that he didn't need to breathe in this new body of his. He had a heart, and veins of magic, but that was all. The rest of him was hollow, filled with parts to help him move. He felt empty, emotionless and lost. He barked a bitter laugh at the irony that he had gotten a body that mirrored exactly how he felt.

      After a long moment alone, he was sure that Theresa and Kaitlyn had gone far enough into the castle that they wouldn’t hear him speak. He walked over to Arion's body and stared at the peaceful expression on his face. It was one he had seen often while the boy slept, but this was clearly different. All the color had gone from his skin. There was no pulse to be seen on the boy's neck, no rising and falling of his chest as he breathed. There was nothing left of the boy, either. They had both been stripped of everything, and Cy had never felt closer to the boy.

      “What happened to us, kid? Things were goin’ so well. What did we do wrong?” Cy asked aloud, his strange voice reverberating around the room. He cringed at the sound of, at how different it was. He stared down at the etching in his left hand, where Kaitlyn had traced it. Though it was glowing, he didn’t see the magic there. He didn’t see the wonder of this body, only the cold metal that reflected back his own grotesque face made of twisted metal.

      He forced himself to focus. Cy bent down and scooped Arion into his arms. It sagged in his grip, and he hefted it up higher. Arion's limbs dangled to the side, swinging side to side as Cy walked.

      Cy had never realized just how much Arion had meant to him in the end, how much a demon could care for another. He and Arion had been the same, abandoned by their mother. They were bound to each other by magic and fate. They were brothers, regardless of how long it took Cyllorian to accept it.

      He trudged up the stairs carefully, as if the boy was sleeping. There was no strain on Cy from the weight of the body, and he carried it easily. But the truth that the corpse carried drug on him, and his feet were heavy as he marched through the castle.

      It was a truth that Cy had yet to admit to himself, was too afraid to face. But with the boy's body so lifeless in his arms, with Arion's magic flowing freely throughout his own body, he couldn't hold it back anymore.

      Arion's dead, he finally thought to himself. He stopped in his tracks as the words rushed through his mind, over and over. He stood frozen in the middle of the hallway, clutching the body to his chest. He tightened his grip on the boy as guilt flooded him. What could he have done differently? Could he have saved Arion if he had changed one thing? Had he been too selfish, too distant?

      Was Arion dead because of him?

      Cy dropped his head, his body rattling. He gulped down large bouts of air, but it did nothing to help him. It merely whirled around in his empty chest, whistling as it raced around the steel skeleton. Small sparks of magic shot off of him from gaps in his body, and glided along him until it dripped off of him like sweat. The drops sizzled on the floor, singing the stone.

      He held the boy tighter, sure that his grip would have bruised the fragile body if it didn't have the preservation spell over it. He knew this body wouldn't let him cry. That alone made it worse. He couldn't even properly grieve the loss.

      Cy stumbled to the side, falling against the wall. He turned so his back hit the wall rather than Arion. He grunted in the discomfort and slid down the wall to the floor. Resting the boy in his lap, Cyllorian stared at the ceiling.

      Everything looked different through his own eyes. The cracks in the walls were clearer, the paintings more vibrant. It was as though he was seeing everything for the first time. But at the same time, everything lost its extravagance when he didn't have the amusement of Arion's endless wonder. He stared at everything like it was the most amazing thing in the world, his magic especially.

      At least he had, until Cy had tainted him. He knew he was to blame for Arion’s change, filling the kid’s head with his own anger and hatred until it was too much for either of them. Cy could never find it in himself to look at anything like Arion had. It was all tarnished by anger and pain.

      “I'll get you back, kid. Theresa’s got a plan. I’d be lying if I said I completely trust her, though. But don't worry, we'll be fighting in no time, you'll see. And if you thought you were going to get rid of me that easy, then I'm just gonna have to knock some sense into you when you get back.” Cy rubbed one hand over his face and sighed.

      “I'll get my brother back.” With his resolution spoken aloud as a reminder, Cyllorian gathered the body in his arms again. He marched through the castle with his shoulders squared. He fought against the weight that threatened to bury him, determined to rise up despite it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kaitlyn

      

      

      “Why did Arion have to get rid of that candle from before? Now I'm lost,” Kaitlyn muttered as she wandered through the dark halls of the castle. She wrapped her arms around her form, uncomfortable in the thin nightgown that Theresa had lent her. She squinted at the paintings she passed in the dark and groaned.

      “I swear I've gone through this hallway a dozen times! Where am I? I just wanted to get a drink!” She spun around and looked behind her, but there was nothing familiar to be found. There were a few windows set in the walls, too high to see out of. The moon shone in to show a hallway that looked just like all the others.

      “I guess I'll just turn around and try to back track. This place is too big to try to navigate at night.” She trudged back the way she came, but the hallways never looked any different. Her head drooped and she drug her feet on the ground. She leaned against the wall sleepily as she walked, closing her eyes in frustration.

      “Stupid magic castle,” she said, her voice muddled by sleep. “Why can’t there be a map? Or a guide?”

      The wall fell away underneath her, and she tripped onto the ground. She sprawled out into an intersection, a faint light visible at the end of the adjoining hall. Curiosity taking over her, she got to her feet mindlessly and followed the light.

      She ran her hand along the stones as she stalked the illumination. A door was cracked and the light spilled out from it. It was a deep purple, and flickered from inside the room. Kaitlyn poked her head into the small space the door had opened and stared in shock.

      Cyllorian stood at the far end of a small room, bare of any decoration. It held a bed that looked unused, and a desk with a candle. A large, purple flame nestled atop the candle, and Cyllorian stood in its glow. He was turned away from her, but she could see the side of his face. He looked sullen and exhausted, his head hanging.

      Her curiosity overtook her, leaving her woes far behind. She crept closer, her hand resting upon the door to push it open. Her lips parted to announce herself, but he moved and startled her into silence. With a moment to think, her mind won over her morals. What if he was lying before? I should see what he does when he's alone, to know if I can actually trust him.

      She shrunk against the door frame, watching the metal demon anxiously.

      Cyllorian put his hand into the flame, and the fire lapped at the metal until it turned red from the heat. He removed his hand, and stroked his other arm with his fingers. They left welts in the plating where he touched. His face contorted with the pain, but the hand was steady on his arm.

      He dropped his heated hand to his side, staring at his arm. The metal twisted on itself a moment longer. A wave of green lightning raced over the metal, restoring his arm to its original state on contact. Cyllorian let out a sigh, and dropped his arm. With his left hand, he rubbed his right shoulder.

      He doesn't have muscles to ache, so what is he doing? Kaitlyn thought. Kaitlyn stretched herself to get a better view, careful to stay silent and out of sight.

      Cy's fingers found a clasp high on his shoulder, then another low one on his side, both hidden under the top layer of metal sheets. Leather straps released, and he swung his chest plate open. He turned to lean one hand on the desk, the other buried in his chest. He gave a small smile at the green light that emanated from within himself, chuckling bitterly.

      “You really went all out, didn't you, kid? You probably thought I wouldn't notice it, but I knew you better than you knew yourself. For a while I did, at least. But why give it to me? Did you really give up, after all that fighting you did?”

      Cyllorian spoke softly, but Kaitlyn was sure of the sadness she heard in his voice. She lowered her head and began to back away. The guilt of spying was eating away at her, despite the mistrust she felt a few moments before. Just as she turned away, Cyllorian spoke again, and his words stunned her in place.

      “I know you didn't want her to get into this, but it's a bit late now. I don't think she'd let us take her home, even if she could go back. I don’t know what they’d do with her after she killed their prized pet. They might even have a price on her head now. But I won't let anything happen to her, just like I know you'd want. I'm going to fix everything, Arion. Theresa said your body’s dead, but you’re not lost. Wherever you are, don’t get too comfortable. This is just a break for you, not retirement. Before you know it, everything's gonna be right back to normal. I promise. Normal.”

      Cyllorian ended his monologue in another sigh. Kaitlyn watched him close his chest and turn back to the desk. He leaned against it, all the weight of the world seeming to crash down on his shoulders.

      Kaitlyn snuck away from his room as quietly as she could, tears stinging her eyes. She swallowed them down and glanced back into the room. Cyllorian was still bent over the desk, running his hand over his head nervously.

      Biting her lip, Kaitlyn made her choice. She straightened herself and scrubbed the tears from her eyes, then held her breath to face her fear. Making her steps obviously loud, she walked back to the room. She opened the door with a creak and knocked lightly. “Cyllorian?” she said, faking her surprise at finding him.

      He whirled around on the spot, his left hand flying to his chest. She saw his fingers twitch towards the clasps hidden away, and she avoided looking at them. “Kaitlyn? What are you doing? Why are you wandering around?” Cy’s questions came out in a rush. His eyes darted all around, seemingly afraid to land on hers. Now that she had caught the demon off guard, he was far less intimidating.

      She stepped into the room, leaving only a short distance between them. “I woke up, and wanted a drink. I thought I could find the kitchen on my own, but I got lost. I saw your light, and thought it might be a way back.” Kaitlyn played with her hands behind her back, pushing her toe against a raised stone in the floor. They spent a few moments staring off in each other's general direction.

      “Oh. . .”

      “What about you? Shouldn't you be sleeping? Or resting?”

      “I don't really sleep in this body. At least, it doesn’t feel like it needs it. My magic is my energy, so I’m not sure how limited my supply is. I haven't used much of my magic, and it feels like it recharges slowly while I'm conscious. If I'm careful with how much energy I spend, I won't have to rest ever again, but I doubt it'll be that easy.”

      “Oh. . . I'm sorry. I didn't realize,” Kaitlyn whispered, embarrassed.

      Cyllorian's hands flew up in front of him and he waved them awkwardly. “No, no it's okay. You didn't know. I don't know the specifics. Arion knew, but he didn’t get the chance to tell me. And Tome won’t open up to me. It went dormant as soon as. . . Anyway, it won’t open, or do anything at all. I’m not sure even Theresa knows anything about this body.” Cy waved his hands out to gesture at himself as a whole.

      “This body?” Kaitlyn asked reflexively. She immediately regretted the question, and looked away with guilt. “Sorry. It's not my business, I shouldn't have asked.”

      “It's fine. You deserve to know, after all. You know I was in Arion’s head for a while, but when we got to the castle, we figured out how to get me out. Mostly. I still had to go back to Arion, but I could hop between the statues and sets of armor in the castle. They weren't hard to understand, because nothing really changed between Arion and them. Just that I had to move myself if I wanted something done.” Cyllorian laughed at himself, putting one hand behind his head. Kaitlyn couldn't help but laugh a little with him, and this made his small smile grow.

      “This body is completely different. I have more energy, and full control. I don't have to share with anyone, and it can do more. The others were just puppets, but this is the real thing. Arion really knew what he was doing. Makes me glad, for once, that he spent so much time making all those birds.”

      “Birds?” Kaitlyn asked again. She had so many questions with each word that Cyllorian said. There was so much that Arion had never told her. She hadn't realized how much of his world she was missing out on. And now she had the chance to learn it all.

      “The phoenix he made to give you letters was the last one he made. He had four others, owls that he had created to look for Theresa. They worked. We found out later, but Theresa had messed with them so we didn't know at the time. But they drew us a map, showing everything in Lontorra. Did you know that there's a giant hole in the middle of the mountains to the north? It goes straight down, and looks endless. Arion called it Plummet Summit, but it never stuck with me.”

      Kaitlyn laughed at that, and Cyllorian rolled his eyes. Once again, she found her curiosity taking complete control over her. Her weariness had been chased away by her questions, and she wanted nothing more than to listen to Cyllorian's stories. She walked past Cyllorian, and sat on the bed. Looking at him with wide eyes, she asked, “What else did you and Arion do, Cy?”

      A wide smile spread on Cyllorian’s face. He sat down beside her, putting as much space between them as possible. He turned to her and all of the stories, the missing pieces, spilled out of him. He talked with so much enthusiasm, yet there was an unmistakable undertone of sorrow to his voice. He paused at seemingly random intervals, then would continue with broken pieces of his story.

      Kaitlyn listened intently to every word. She was getting more time with Arion through Cy's retellings, and she could tell how grateful he was to talk about him. Even though she’d been selfish in asking, she was glad that it helped the demon. The weight was lifting from his shoulders with each passing minute.

      Kaitlyn laid back as Cy began speaking of Centric. He had been there a few times with Theresa, and once with Arion. He described the various creatures he had seen wandering the street, and the displays of magic that were common in the market sectors. He passed along wondrous stories he had heard from others passing through. Many were impossible stories from those that claimed to come from across the sea, but the most incredible were those of Lontorra. A war of great magnitude fought long, long ago; legend of gods and prophets that kept the world in balance; a Mage that swore she was engaged to a dragon. All were stories too complex to be found even within her books.

      She closed her eyes, and smiled. His voice was high pitched, but not feminine. It held a certain excitement, rising and lowering with each word. She could hear the mechanisms of his body whirring as though he was breathing, and the magic echoed from his chest like a heartbeat. He sounded human and musical, and it soothed her. The moon shone on her face, and she crossed one arm over her eyes to shield them from the light.

      Cy's words became less discernible as Kaitlyn began to slip away, his voice turning into a calming drone. It lulled her to sleep within minutes, feeling as close to peace as she had been in months.
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        Cyllorian

      

      

      Cyllorian closed the door slowly as he crept from the room. Kaitlyn laid on her side on his bed, her hands tucked under her head. He had been talking for so long, he had no idea when she had fallen asleep.

      He turned away from the room, and jumped at the owl flying silently in his face. Snow hovered in the air easily, though one wing was beating furiously to keep him aloft. Though Arion had permanently damaged the owl, it wasn’t impairing his life.

      The owl lunged forward suddenly, and Cy ducked. Snow made a large loop in the air and soared down the hall. Remembering Snow’s distinct method of communicating from his earliest years with Theresa, he followed the owl obediently.

      Snow led Cy to a set of large double doors, pacing in a circle around them as he waited. One door was propped open, and Snow perched atop it when Cy approached. His deed completed, the owl ignored Cy to preen his feathers.

      Theresa could be seen inside, holding her arm up. A large silver mass sat on it easily, pecking at her fingers as she reached for it gently. Cy glanced up at Snow, wondering if the real, living owl felt any sort of jealousy towards Arion’s creation, but he gave no sign whether he cared or not. Shrugging, Cy proceeded into the room.

      “What are you doing with Fletcher?” Cyllorian asked as he entered the grand study in the center of the castle.

      Fletcher turned his head toward Cyllorian at his words, the bright eyes of the owl watching him closely. Cy crossed the room to stand a foot away from Theresa, staring the mechanical owl down.

      Holding a finger out to it cautiously, he asked, “You're not gonna freak out and attack me like the damn phoenix, are you?” He narrowed his eyes in anticipation.

      With a surprised hoot, Fletcher took to the air. He circled twice around Cy, the demon flailing below. The owl swooped at him, and Cy dove out of the way. Fletcher lunged for him again, and again, but Cy managed to dodge each attack.

      He hadn't been paying attention to his movements, and the owl now had him backed against a wall. With nowhere for Cy to run, the owl dove again. Cy raised his arms to shield himself, bracing himself for the screeching sound of metal talons scratching at his own metal arm.

      A soft coo broke through Cy's fear, and he opened one eye slowly. Fletcher was perched obediently on his arm. Cy lifted his other hand to the bird's head, resting it on the metal. The bird's eyes closed, and it rubbed against Cy's hand.

      “It seems that it recognizes Arion's magic within you,” Theresa said, watching from afar with little emotion. Cy turned to her, smiling lightly, but her blank expression rose up a bout of irritation within him. He dropped his hand from the bird, who hooted in dissatisfaction. Cy stood in an awkward mix of fear and adoration of the bird, moving cautiously so as to not disturb Fletcher. He closed the space between him and Theresa, the bird hopping on his arm nervously.

      “What were you doing with him?” Cy asked again. The bird looked from him to Theresa, awaiting the answer along with the demon.

      Theresa cocked her head to the side and looked around the room absently. “Where's the girl?” she asked, staring pointedly at Cyllorian.

      “Kaitlyn is still asleep. I thought it best to let her rest, so I left her in my room.”

      Theresa's eyes narrowed at him, and she opened her mouth. She looked as though she would scold him, but he cut her off.

      “She woke up in the middle of the night and found me. She fell asleep, and I didn't want to wake her. Do you have a problem?” Cy stared Theresa down, challenging her.

      Anger swirled in her eyes, but she blinked it away. Her expression blank again, she said, “I simply don't agree with her being here. It's not safe for any of us to have a human among us. She needs to go back to where she came from.”

      “She's Arion's friend. She doesn't have to go anywhere if she doesn't want to. And since when did you distrust humans so much? I thought you always advocated for things to return to the way they were before the riots?”

      “I was, but I quickly found that humans cannot be trusted, no matter what. Have you forgotten that regardless of her intentions, she's the one that led the murderous group that killed Arion?”

      Cy fumed at her words, but could not argue with them. He turned away, fighting the urge to yell at her again. Kaitlyn had been the reason that Kraven had found them, but Cy didn’t blame her.

      None of the fault could be put on the girl when she hadn't been the one to formulate the plan.

      Cy shook his head and turned back to Theresa. Forcing himself to remain calm, he asked again, “What were you doing with Fletcher?”

      “I was sending a message, if you really must know. We've got a lot to prepare, and it would help to have the owls give us a head start.”

      “A head start on what?” Cy asked tentatively. He laid a hand on Fletcher's head protectively.

      “I've already sent the others to a few colonies and clans I've passed through these last few years, telling them of our plan.”

      “We have a plan?” Cy cut in, gaining him a glare. “What’s the plan?”

      “I have been studying the cultures of the other races that inhabit Lontorra, and few of them have either myths, legends, or rituals that involve bringing the dead back to life in some way. Though most are farfetched at best, there is some truth to every story. I’ve contacted the races afore mentioned, and some have accepted my call for help. Unfortunately, only locals of each colony have the true details to each method, so we must have them here for further research and to make any progress. To show our dedication to the cause, they have requested we go to them for the final judgement.

      “You will traverse around to these places, to those that have agreed to help, and gather one representative from each. After you've gathered them all, you'll return here for further instruction.”

      “So, I'm just picking up a few friends for a play date. Sounds wonderful.” Cy rolled his eyes and turned away from Theresa. She didn't say anything, but Cy could feel the disapproving glare he was getting. “Where is Fletcher going, then?”

      “This one is scheduled to stop at the Pools of Lorile, though I doubt they'll be of much help. Then to the summit of Mount Draken.”

      “How are Drakens going to help us bring Arion back? They're not healers.” Cy turned to address Theresa. She was facing away from him, writing at a nearby desk. She raised her arm and made a clicking sound. Fletcher jumped from Cy's arm and landed on Theresa's.

      Attaching a piece of parchment to its leg, she crossed the room. She said something to the bird quietly, and it flew out of the window. It disappeared into the sky within moments, Theresa watching until it was long gone from sight.

      She paced to the middle of the room. With a wave of her hand, she was surrounded in smoke that looked like the night sky. It faded quickly, leaving behind a leather bag in its wake, strung over her shoulder.

      “Where are you going?” Cy asked, surprised. He watched as Theresa marched through the room, gathering random supplies into her bag.

      “There are some colonies that you will be unable to persuade into helping us, but others have demanded my own presence, or they shall not offer any assistance. I'm sure I should return before you do, don't worry, and I will make the necessary accommodations for our guests. You worry about your small list, and I will handle the rest.” She paused for a moment. Her outstretched hand shook noticeably, and a shadow had come over her eyes.

      “I needn't burden you with this more than absolutely necessary,” she said quietly.

      Before Cy could ask her what she meant, she was buzzing around the room again. He lifted his hand, wanting to stop her and demand the answers to all of his questions. The frazzled expression she had and the desperation in her eyes stopped him, and he stood frozen in his helplessness.

      With her bag full, she made for the door, walking past Cy as though he wasn’t there at all. “Theresa!” he called after her.

      She whirled around, staring at him with wide, confused eyes. It looked as though she had just remembered he was there. “You're leaving now? You haven't explained anything, what exactly are we doing?”

      “We’re gathering allies. I thought I made that clear? Without their physical presence here, we cannot advance our plans.”

      “And what exactly is our plan?”

      “Must I really spell it out to you? They will bring their knowledge of unique magics to us, and we will put it to use for our purposes. Are you going to argue with me, Cyllorian, or would you like to do something useful?” she snapped finally, losing her patience. Her gaze on him was steely and cold, and he cringed at her tone.

      Cautiously, he pressed further, “I need to know where I’m going before I can do much of anything.”

      “Ah, yes. I nearly forgot. I'm not used to having help, you know.” She chuckled lightly, though it didn't seem to help her mood.

      “I figured,” Cy said bitterly, controlling his reaction.

      She marched over to him, digging around in her bag. She pulled a small crystal ball from it, and Cy immediately jumped back. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! The hell do you think you're doing with that?”

      “Oh, calm down. It's not for you…not in that way, at least. Here.”

      She dropped it into his hand, and he scrunched his eyes. When it seemed to be safe, he opened his eyes and stared at it as though it would bite him any minute.

      “I told you, it doesn't have that purpose. Shake it, and you'll see.”

      Cy glanced at her for a second, then shook the ball. A white smoke formed in the center, filling the glass. When it cleared, it showed the base of Mount Draken within.

      “A map?” Cy asked. He watched the image ripple and fade away, a little disappointed. “A bit anticlimactic, don't you think?”

      “It will help you reach your destination. That's what's important, not how grandiose it is. Be thankful.”

      Cy tossed it into the air and caught it. The smoke reformed and showed the mountains again. “If I have to.”

      Theresa turned away from him again, stepping toward the door. “Take the girl back to the village on your way,” she said shortly.

      Cy nearly dropped the ball, barely catching it before it shattered on the floor. He stared incredulously at Theresa's back, soon replaced with defiance.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. She was just as much a part of Arion's life as I was. More than you were, that's for sure. She deserves to be a part of this just as much as us.”

      Theresa looked at him over her shoulder, sorrow clear in her eyes. He stood his ground, staring her down until she sighed.

      “You don't know what you're doing, Cyllorian. Please, just listen to me. Just this once, you have to trust me.”

      “Trust you? Know what, nevermind, I’m not touching that subject.” Cy raised his eyes defensively at Theresa’s glare, and continued before she could scold him. “But I won't force her to leave her friend if she doesn't want to.”

      “I just have to hope that she's not as stubborn as you.”

      Theresa turned and marched out of the room. Cy stood there until she left the grounds, the slamming of the grand doors resonating throughout the entire castle.
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      “Where's Theresa?” Kaitlyn asked as she walked into the room. Cy whirled around, the crystal ball still in hand. He looked away, embarrassed when he found her buttoning her shirt, though she had a white blouse beneath it.

      Cy glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, stunned at her clothing. He had rarely ever seen her in anything but her favorite blue dress. Now she was dressed in a Mage's attire. It was both shocking and appealing.

      She buttoned her navy shirt almost all the way, the lace at the top of her blouse still visible. The sleeves were too long for her, but she remedied that by buttoning the cuffs around her thumb so that they covered most of her hands. Her pants were black, skin tight, and looked to be of a thin material. She wrapped her long hair into a messy bun on top of her head, tying it into place with one of her bright blue ribbons. It fell sloppily to the side, half of it falling out. She tried again, but didn't fare any better. With a groan, she simply tied it all up into a high ponytail, resting on her back in crinkles from their previous braids.

      “Well, what do you think?” she asked, spreading her arms wide. She gave a twirl, then stared at Cy expectantly.

      “Uh…I like your shoes,” he muttered uselessly. He pointed down sheepishly, and she giggled. Her shoes were still the bright blue flats she had always worn, covered in white frills.

      “There was a closet full of everything except for shoes, so I'm stuck with mine.” She shrugged and shifted her feet. She looked uncomfortable. Cy couldn't tell if it was because of the strange clothes, or simply that she didn't match.

      “I can fix that,” he said, walking to Theresa's closet. There he found a small pair of black hiking boots. Using his magic, he changed their color to dark blue with white trim. He handed them to Kaitlyn, and she sat on the floor to change.

      “So where did Theresa go? You never answered,” she said as she struggled with the laces on the boots.

      Cy shoved the crystal ball into his pocket. Though he knew he didn't need to cover himself, it felt wrong not to. He had thrown on a simple black long sleeved shirt, and black pants with more pockets than he thought he would ever need.

      Cy watched awkwardly as Kaitlyn gave up lacing the tall boots perfectly and simply wrapped the laces around her legs. She tied them into a large knot in the front with a huff. “She said she had to go gather some comrades, people that can help us get the kid back. She had to meet with some of them, and we get the rest.”

      “We?” Kaitlyn asked. Cy froze as she stared up at him, avoiding her gaze. Unsure of how to answer, Cy held his hand out for her to grab. Kaitlyn hesitated at first, but allowed him to help her up.

      After a moment of silence, Cy confessed, “Theresa said it would be best to drop you off back at the village and I go alone. I told her you didn't want to. If I was wrong, I…”

      “You weren't wrong,” Kaitlyn said abruptly. She squared her shoulders and stared him down in determination. “You didn't think you were going to get all the adventure, did you?”

      She smiled at him, but there was something else in her eyes. She looked as though she would cry again, but she blinked and it was gone.

      “Not at all. Let's get ready to go. The sooner we leave, the better.”

      They spent the next few hours gathering their supplies. They stayed together, mostly because Kaitlyn couldn't navigate the castle on her own. After much speculation, they decided to pack enough for a month, agreeing to get more rations when they needed them.

      Standing just outside the grand front doors, Kaitlyn asked, “Where to first?”

      Cy shifted his pack so that it rested between his shoulder blades. His metal body didn't give under the pressure of the pack, but the bag wasn't giving any either. The weight didn't bother him, but supplies were bulging the material and made the pack uncomfortable to carry.

      Cy dug into his pocket and retrieved the crystal ball. He shook it and waited impatiently for the white smoke to settle. He held it up between them, and Kaitlyn stared at it in awe.

      “That's where we're going? A mountain?”

      “I guess so. And not just any mountain. Mount Draken. That'll be fun.”

      “Why's that?”

      “You don't know what Draken are, do you?”

      “Uh, uh,” Kaitlyn said, shaking her head.

      “Didn't think so. Well, who am I to ruin the surprise?”

      Kaitlyn glared at him, but he refused to meet her gaze. “So how do we get there?” she asked irritably.

      “I guess we just start with walking.” Cy made his way towards the woods, his bag pounding against his back with each step. He paused to adjust it again, and noticed that there were no footsteps behind him. He glanced back at Kaitlyn, who hadn't moved a muscle away from the castle.

      “Are you coming?” he asked impatiently.

      Kaitlyn shook her head slowly, her face twisting up. “Do we really have to go through the woods?”

      “Do you see any other way to leave?”

      “Can't you just use magic to teleport us? Arion could,” she grumbled. She walked to Cy's side slowly, dragging her feet.
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