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Bishop Robert Del Rey closed the massive oak door of the rectory, exhausted from the events of the day and the endless tedium of his congregation. His face was sullen, and he huffed impatiently, wiping the sweat from his liver spot marked brow. His wispy white eyebrows furrowed as he stuffed his kerchief back into his pocket. The bishop turned impatiently toward his private chambers and stormed through the ancient cathedral with a singular focus. His white and gold trimmed robes flowed behind him, revealing the traditional black vestments befitting his station as he hastened through the winding halls of the Cathedral. He stormed through the halls, sending clergy men and staff scurrying in his wake until at last coming to the wrought iron-bound door that marked his personal chambers. He paused for a moment, mentally preparing himself for what was about to unfold. It was a rare occurrence to have a private summons from the head of the church, and following the recent disaster in Portland, he saw it as an ominous omen. 

With a determined sigh, he pushed through the ironclad door and entered his suite. Where the lower-ranking priests and deacons had more traditional cells within the cathedral, the bishop’s living quarters resembled something more of a penthouse suite. The contrast between the hallowed grounds of the Cathedral and the posh luxury suite was stark, leaving the sensation as if one had stepped from the halls of a hallowed monastery directly into the decadence and sin of a Vegas casino. The suite opened into a living area large enough to house a dozen members of the lower ranks. It was accented with fine marble end tables and lush leather couches and sofas. Baubles and trinkets of gold and platinum adorned the walls and shelves. 

On the far wall stood an old oak bookcase crammed full of tomes and grimoires which rose to touch the cathedral ceiling. Bishop Del Rey casually crossed his living quarters, discarding his robe and tossing it dismissively on one of the leather sofas as he rushed to a door on the far right of the suite. He pulled up short in trepidation as he stared in thought at the hallowed chamber awaiting beyond. The door loomed like a giant before him; its surface darkened as if it had been the sole survivor of a terrible flame. Carved into the blackened door was an arrangement of wards and glyphs that flared to life as he approached. 

The Bishop raised his hand and whispered an incantation in Latin, releasing the magical locks. A heavy thud signaled the turning of the arcane bolting mechanism and the door gently swung open, as if inviting him into the darkness beyond. Bishop Del Rey pushed into the sanctum and, with another incantation in Latin, a flame burst into life from an ancient roman lucerne at the center of the room. The familiar scent of dragon’s blood oil in the clay lamp hit his nostrils and his lips curled into a pleasant smile as the lamp illuminated the sanctum. Unlike the common heavy stone masonry that made up the rest of the Cathedral; the walls of this room were lined with solid limestone. The founders had erected the sanctum because of the mineral’s properties of healing and purification. The room itself was a perfect cube down to the smallest micron.

He blessed himself, the motion nothing more than a reflex, as his hand traveled the circuit of his body. He felt each of his chakra’s surge to life as his hand passed over them. In ancient and time worn tradition, he awakened his spiritual core, opening his mind and soul to the magic of the celestials. Occult practices had been banned by the church by Pope John XXII. After a failed assassination attempt via sorcery resulting in all manner of witchcraft being grounds for excommunication per the Super illius specula in the lord’s year 1326. This forbade the congregation from learning, teaching, or practicing magic. The clergy, however, could not be left defenseless against the dark sorcerous arts of the other realms. Thus, the use of celestial magic continued within the church in secret. The bishop remembered his misspent youth, just another sheep in the flock. It was a more innocent time in his life. A time when magic was fanciful and free, where fairies and witches were whimsical musings of literature’s great works. His ordination day changed everything. It opened his eyes to the horrors of the world lingering beyond the mist and shadows. 

He approached a mirror suspended by two iron girders and enshrouded in a black veil. With a deep sigh, he steeled his mind for the meeting ahead and removed the veil. His likeness stared back at him in the mirror. An aging man, close to seventy years, stood looking back at him. The years had come and gone in a blink of an eye. The apex of his life passed. He stared vacantly into the visage of his decline. His aging frame was a stark reminder of his ever-nearing journey to the afterlife and the judgement that soon followed. 

Bishop Del Rey swallowed hard and pushed such dark thoughts to the recesses of his mind, instead focusing on the words needed to begin the communion. He extended his index and middle finger, invoking the sign of the cross on the mirror while channeling his celestial energy. The mirror reacted as if he had disturbed a pool of still water, rippling and swirling as he finished the communal rites. The ripples cascaded over the smooth surface, removing with them the reflection of the aging bishop and instead leaving the empty black of the void. 

“You have summoned me,” Del Rey said with a solemn nod of his head, lowering his eyes from the dark depths of the mirror and waiting for a response. Moments passed in silence as he fought the urge to fidget. Finally, a light appeared in the mirror and a voice cut through to the limestone sanctum. 

“Robert Del Rey,” an ancient and raspy voice called. Robert lifted his eyes to see the dim light of two candles flickering in the darkness. Sitting on a throne of gold, a shriveled and emaciated man hunched forward under a gossamer shroud. His words were labored as a hand lingered over a still seeping wound under his rib on the right side. 

“Yes, my grace,” Robert lowered his eyes in reverence as he spoke. 

“You have failed the order,” the man rasped hoarsely, his voice a barely audible growl. “Despite the aid of the faithful, the cycle has begun once more.”

“None have returned from the Necropolis,” Robert responded quickly. “Not even the Seraph, your grace.”

“Dead,” the man replied flatly. “After all the centuries and careful planning. Thwarted by a bumbling fool of a bishop, despite the aid of the Faithful... the cycle renews once more. We both know, Robert, of the girl. The soul stolen from hell and granted life once more.”

“It’s just one soul, your grace. Just a girl, an insignificant young girl,” Robert pleaded, to no avail. 

“And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven, having the key to the abyss and a great chain in his hand. And he laid hold on the dragon, the old serpent, and bound him for a thousand years, and cast him into the abyss, and shut it, and sealed it over him, that he should deceive the nations no more, until the thousand years should be finished: after this he must be loosed for a little time.”

Robert flinched as the shrouded man leveled the all too familiar words. He recognized the passage, recognized the warning, and the gravity of his failings sat like a pit in his stomach.

“It’s been well over a thousand years since the last cycle,” Robert countered defensively. “For nearly two thousand years, the faithful have guarded your kingdom.”

“A thousand years,” the man replied with a rasp. “How quickly the time has passed. An insurmountable accomplishment, a measurement beyond mortal scope. Yet not nearly long enough. This insignificant girl must not be allowed to live.”

“Thou shall not,” Robert responded quickly. 

“I saw a new heaven and a new earth: for the first heaven and the first earth are passed away; and the sea is no more.” The shrouded man barked with emphasis, leaning forward, and growing animated as he again reacted with words of Gabriel’s Revelation. Robert trembled. He felt the power emanating through the communion. The raw, primal force of creation echoed through him, sending shudders of fear like hot knives through his heart. He was on his knees in supplication in an instant, his hands clasped in prayer, as tears streamed down his cheeks. He had no memory of kneeling, no conscious thought of the action. The arthritis in his knees and his daily aches and pains were insignificant before his grace, the one messiah, the head of the holy order, the king of angels.

“I will do all that is necessary,” Robert begged, pleading for mercy under the wrath of the messiah. 

“Michael marshals his legions,” the shrouded man continued, “The locusts of the pit fester in earth realm, wearing the face of man. The morning star once more shines on the horizon.”

“She will die,” Robert nodded in affirmation as the vision of Angels and Demons marching to war filled his mind.

“There are things in motion now,” the shrouded man leaned back on his throne, “Forces unleashed beyond the ken of one insignificant man. The full weight of the order shall be leveled at this... girl.”

“What will you have me do, my grace, to atone for my failure?”

“The inquisition begins, all heresy must be rooted out of the flock. A good Shepard, after all, knows when to cull his herd. You shall serve, Robert Del Rey, as a warning to those who would stray from the path. Though you have devoted your life to service, more is still required of you.”

The pulse of primordial power cascaded through the communion ritual and Robert felt the fires of creation in his belly. An indescribable anguish dropped him to the floor, where he contorted and writhed in agony. He felt his life ebbing away as if being peeled off moment by moment as his skin burned. His eyes bulged as blood vessels burst from his asphyxiation. His heart... he could feel his heart slowing.

Thrum-thrum, thrum-thrum, thrum...

His skin felt icy as he trembled on the floor in the sanctum. The mirror went black once more. His chakra’s dimmed and he closed his eyes for what he assumed would be the last time. He had failed. He had failed in his most sacred of duty. There would be no hell, no punishment harsh enough to serve as recompense for the horrors which would now befall mankind. He would be the man who allowed the coming of the next messiah. The man who allowed the end of the world. 

The sweet embrace of oblivion didn’t come. Robert lay on the floor, staring up at the limestone ceiling through bloodshot eyes. The room was silent. He heard nothing. No breath escaped his lips. The beating of his heart... stopped. Robert sat up awkwardly, vaguely remembering the sensation of pain in his limbs. The arthritis in his knees was silent as he pushed himself up from the floor. The slipped disk in his back only a memory as he turned and exited the sanctum. 

Robert fumbled through the door and into his living quarters. The posh suite seemed cold and unwelcoming as he looked around his surroundings. Such lavish décor had brought him... comfort. Joy even. Now there was nothing. His feelings were as cold and dead as the marble end table. 

“Well, well,” Malek’s powerful voice cut into the silence. “That could have gone better.”

“You,” Robert turned a baleful glare on the arch demon lounging lazily on his sofa. The crass arrogance of the foul infernal creature mocking him should have sent him into a fit of anger. Instead, he merely felt... empty.  

“Come Bobby,” Malek flashed a debonair smile. He was dressed in a stunning black suit with a white mandarin shirt and adorned in a gold wristwatch with matching gold rings. “I have treated you well over these past 40 years, have I not?”

“You assured me,” Robert retorted, “You said Sariel was more than a match for your stray dog.”

“Yes, that is true,” Malek beamed through his perfect smile as he crossed a leg over his knee. “But I am afraid she was on even footing with Ertigan.”

“Do you know what your antics have put into motion?” Robert barked, “All of this opulence, everything you have worked to achieve... all of it will perish in the cleansing flames of Armageddon.”

“From a point of view,” Malek reclined on the sofa, studying the recently deceased Bishop. “Change is inevitable Bobby, you of all humans should know that. Your religion is on the wane, magic is returning to earth realm, and that withered husk’s thousand years are long over. It’s time for the world to be remade.” 

“What of the morning star? What good does all this station and power do you Malek when it all comes to an end? There is nothing to be gained.”

Malek leaned forward, eyeing the bishop curiously. His gaze roamed from floor to ceiling as he measured the being before him. Finally, he returned to his relaxed state and folded his hands in his lap. 

“What of you?” Malek cooed curiously, “No judgement, no heaven nor hell. You’re a bloody revenant. A reward for your service?”

“A punishment for my failures,” Robert replied curtly.

“But to what end, Bobby?” Malek spread his arms wide. “Why not just kill you and be done with it?”

“I must kill the girl,” Robert responded coldly. 

“Yes, the girl,” Malek grinned, drumming his fingers on his knees. “Dear sweet Amber. The hapless co-ed who can bring all this crashing down.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Robert replied. “It could have been anyone. She is a threat, and I am the instrument to neutralize her.”

“Indeed, very threatening,” Malek teased, “I have long said this generation would be the end of us all, what with social media and the internet.”

“You mock because you don’t see clearly, demon,” Robert narrowed his blood-shot eyes, “You revel in chaos. You are a creature of destruction.”

“Oh, I see clearly.” Malek dropped the charade of civility, and his tone grew firm. “Too many years have I served the dukes of hell, Bobby. I see this stagnant ball of floating debris in the cosmos, paralyzed in time. The cycle of rebirth is at hand.”

“A hand you forced Malek,” Robert nearly spat the words at the demon. 

“Nay, only encouraged,” Malek sneered with contempt, “It’s time for a new architect, it’s time for the world to be made anew and this time... I’ll be the one harnessing creation. The eighth day is finally upon us, Bobby. Don’t you think God has rested long enough?”

“I serve at the will of the messiah,” Robert said with steely resolve. “I’ll not climb into bed with the likes of a demon.”

“Come now, Bobby, climbing into bed together used to be your favorite pastime.”

“I was young, foolish.”

“You were a sinner, Bobby,” Malek retorted dismissively. “You have always been. Do you plan to serve as a walking corpse for all eternity while the world languishes on around you? Or do you desire more? An end befitting a life of service?”

“You speak with silver tongue while concealing a silver dagger Malek,” Robert eyed the demon. 

“Listen, you still have a choice, Bobby,” Malek softened and leaned back on the leather sofa. “Free will is such a pesky thing like that. Instead of killing the co-ed... we use her to take the book ourselves.”

“You’re mad.” Robert’s eyes grew wide in horror. 

“So fond of revelations,” Malek reasoned, pausing as if stretching his memory to recall something from long ago. “And I saw in the right hand of him that sat on the throne a book written within and on the back, close sealed with seven seals. And I saw a powerful angel proclaiming with a magnificent voice, who is worthy to open the book, and to loose the seals thereof?”

“The Book of Creation,” Robert nodded. 

“And no one in the heaven, or on the earth, or under the earth, could open the book, or to look thereon,” Malek continued as if citing a Shakespearian play rather than the word of God. He turned back to eye the dead bishop. “No angel, no human, and no demon shall look upon the book Bobby.”

“Which is why you speak falsehoods and madness, demon!”

“And I wept much, because no one was found worthy to open the book, or to look thereon,” Malek sprung to his feet as he delivered the line, feigning despair. “Weep not; behold, the Lion that is of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, hath overcome to open the book and the seven seals thereof. And I saw amid the throne and of the four living creatures, and amid the elders, a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, having seven horns, and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God, sent forth into all the earth. And he came, and he taketh it out of the right hand of him that sat on the throne. And when he had taken the book, the four living creatures and the four and twenty elders fell down before the Lamb.”

“Yes, yes,” Robert quipped, “And so the lamb breaks the seals and brings forth Armageddon.”

“Worthy art thou to take the book, and to open the seals thereof: for thou was slain...” Malek ignored the bishop and continued as his words sharpened with his retelling. “Worthy is the Lamb that hath been slain to receive the power, and riches, and wisdom, and might and honor, and glory, and blessing.”

“The lamb of god in scripture is the messiah,” Robert countered, folding his arms over his chest smugly. 

“Yes, one born of mortal flesh, slain, and returned to the world,” Malek grinned, bowing as if receiving applause for his performance before looking at the bishop. “Word has it there is a new dark messiah walking the streets of Portland. One Amber Sedgewick, who now, thanks to my stray Baku dog... has the power to wield the book of creation. The power to break the seven seals and remake the world. As your book states, ‘and unto the Lamb, be the blessing, and the honor, and the glory, and the dominion...’ The girl is the key to forging a new world, Bobby. He who controls the girl... shapes the world. Help me. Help me and in turn I will make you something more.”

“What do you need from a humble man of the cloth?” Robert asked curiously. 

“Pride Bobby,” Malek flashed an evil grin, “It is the most insidious of the sins. You will go to Amber and regale her as the new messiah. The girl will lap up the power like a starving stray. She has already succumbed to Ertigan, and now she will bend to me. Her pride is her weakness. Stoke her pride, for pride goes before the fall.”

“And the faithful?” Robert asked skeptically.

“Oh, my Baku dog will protect our dark messiah,” Malek sneered. “She’ll protect the woman she loves with every fiber of her being.”

“One Baku girl can’t fend off the forces of heaven,” Robert snickered. 

“She has before,” Malek shrugged, confident in his words. “With the help of her friends.”     
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Reunion

––––––––
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Xlina held her breath as she reached for the hospital room door. Its wooden exterior matched all the other doors lining the hallway of Maine Medical Center. Unlike the other doors, however, waiting just beyond this door was Amber Sedgewick. The woman she had killed with a torrent of nightmare energy, punching a hole through her heart on that fateful day at the council of magic. Amber... the woman’s soul Xlina and Oxivius, the death eating necromancer, had stolen straight from the fires of hell. The woman they had fought Angel and Demon alike to resurrect. The woman she loved.

“What are you waiting for, love?” Oxivius’ old-world accent broke her trepidation. 

“What if?” Xlina began shaking her head at the door. She shuffled her feet anxiously as she wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “What if she doesn’t want to see me, Ox? I killed her, after all.”

“You carried her soul from hell, Xlina. You freed her from the demon Ertigan’s mark and resurrected her,” Oxivius shrugged, adjusting his red tinted sunglasses, and gesturing down the corridor. “If you do not feel that is enough, then fine... run. Run as far and fast as your legs will carry you, but we both know you will never outrun your broken heart.”

“You make it sound so easy.” Xlina turned back to the door, biting her lip pensively while building up the courage to enter. 

“Xlina, my Baku warrior, my dearest friend,” He answered, placing his hands on her shoulders in support and gently urging her toward the door. “It is time to stop running.”

“That’s usually when I start punching, Ox.”

“Xlina Dar’Karrow,” Oxivius said sternly, “Eater of nightmares, the warrior who fuels her magic with the raw power of fear. Since that first day we met in Holders Park, you have been searching for the woman lying there in that bed. You have longed to love. To be loved in return. My friend, and I mean this with all my heart, I have never seen one so adept at building walls as you. You seal away your heart, pretending, nay convincing yourself that doing so is for the protection of others. But X, those walls... they do not protect us. They serve only to imprison your heart. After all you have been through, all you have done... is now not the time to tear down the walls and finally set your heart free?”

“I am afraid.” Xlina’s gaze dropped to the floor. “Okay? I am afraid. I lost her Ox, and it was like losing a part of myself. I don’t want to hurt like that again. What if she can’t forgive me? What if...”

“Hush!” Oxivius cut her off firmly. “What if you do nothing? What if you withdraw when you should advance? In that moment, you let fear determine your fate. That is not the woman I met in Holder’s Park. That is not the woman who went toe to toe with an Arch Demon. That is not you!”

“And if it doesn’t work, Ox?” Xlina shook her head. 

“Then you fail.” Oxivius blurted bluntly, “But you had the courage to try, love.”

“Courage,” Xlina scoffed as she slipped a strand of her long brown hair behind her ear. “Why does it come so easy when punching a demon?” 

“Love, hurting is perhaps the easiest of all human actions. Above all others, the power to harm,” Oxivius’ voice dropped low and distant, “It comes natural to humanity. To love and to love openly with all your heart. That is true courage, and that is the path to true mastery over oneself.”

“Is that so?” 

“It is,” Oxivius nodded, prodding her again to reach for the door. “Never are you as fierce as when you are fighting for those you love.”

Xlina nodded, trusting the eccentric man who had become her closest friend. The Lamian Necromancer Oxivius Soulforge. A monster? To some perhaps, but time and time again, he had guided her with no thought of anything in return beyond her friendship. They had conquered Ertigan’s obsidian fortress, defeated fae and warlocks, had even faced down the angel Sariel. If Oxivius told her to jump headlong into the flames of the abyss, she would. She reached for the silver knob and twisted, feeling the knot in the pit of her stomach as she leaped into the proverbial abyss.

The door swung open, revealing the plain hospital room adorned in neutral, peaceful tones. A single window was cracked open, allowing the white linen curtains to shimmer on a warm morning breeze. The scent of the ocean lingered in the air, a welcome change from the sterile smell that permeated the very walls of the hospital. A beam of sunlight danced across the room, lending the moment a surreal feeling. 

“Hey,” Amber said meekly, looking up from her hospital bed with a weak smile. 

“Hey,” Xlina gave an awkward wave before bringing her right hand to her left elbow. 

“Ox!,” Amber’s green eyes seemed to flare to life as the necromancer entered the room behind Xlina. 

“Ah, the lovely and insatiable Amber,” Oxivius spread his arms wide as if the girl would spring from the bed to embrace him. “It does my heart a world of good to see you alive and well again.”

“You stabbed me, Ox,” Amber frowned mockingly, pulling her arm and all the tangled cords of the leads monitoring her vitals over her chest.

“I suppose I did,” the necromancer grinned.

Amber just shook her head, a giggle escaping her. Her platinum blond hair was unkempt, and it bounced about the white linin pillow as a smile grew on her face. Xlina could only look at the pair, remembering that moment in the chambers of the council when the Arch Demon Ertigan revealed he had claimed one of her allies as his own. Oxivius had drawn his sword and plunged it into Amber’s chest. In that moment, she had assumed Oxivius had succumbed to the demon, only to find it was Amber who had claimed the monster’s power for her own. Amber, whose heart had been chilled by the wraith Morticae. It was in that ultimate battle that Ertigan revealed his most dangerous pawn, but Xlina had prevailed. Yet despite all the pain, all the betrayal, Amber lay before them, smiling like the girl she had known. How could Amber so easily forgive either of them?

“Oh Ox,” Amber stopped and gave him a sincere look, “You either missed my heart or it didn’t take.”

“I assure you Amber,” Oxivius approached her bedside and took her hand in his. “When I aim for a woman’s heart, I do not miss.”

“Always the charmer, right X?” Amber snickered, turning her gaze back on Xlina. 

Xlina stood dumbstruck. It was everything she had hoped for. Amber and Ox, laughing and smiling again, but the knot in her stomach remained. She moved hesitantly, coming around to the opposite side of the hospital bed and sitting gently on the edge. 

“How do you not hate me?” Xlina’s shoulders slumped as she peered into Amber’s emerald eyes, remembering the anger those same eyes held in that moment when Xlina had struck her down. 

“Hate you?” Amber stiffened as if Xlina had just slapped her across the face. “How could you? Is that truly what you think?”

“Come, love.” Oxivius interrupted, clasping his hands around Amber’s warmly. “There will be time for all that later. This is a joyous moment. We tend to get so few of those.”

“I don’t.” Amber steeled her gaze. “I don’t hate you X. I hate myself, okay? I hate what I did. I hate what I became. When you needed me to be strong, I was weak. I gave in. Don’t you see that?”

“You both hate yourselves for what the demons put you through,” Oxivius said firmly. “But I watched as your strength prevailed. Do not let the specter of the past ruin the second chance you have been given.”

“What about my mark, Ox?” Amber turned to lock eyes with the necromancer.

“Gone, as is Ertigan the Defiler.” Oxivius explained with a wave of his hand. 

“Then that means,” Amber turned an excited eye to Xlina. 

“No,” Xlina replied with a dismal shake of her head. “Afraid not. There is so much to catch you up on.”

“Indeed, a tale worthy of at least a couple of rounds of Burglecut’s finest!” Oxivius beamed with a chortle that left both Xlina and Amber smiling. 

“I’d like that.” Amber whispered.

Xlina reached for Amber’s face, gently cupping her cheek in her hand. The demon mark no longer marred Amber’s perfect complexion. She no longer remembered her time in Hell. It was just as the fallen goddess, Ammit the Devourer of Souls, had foretold. She was back. Xlina felt the soft smoothness of Amber’s warm cheek in her hand. Her heart raced as their eyes met. 

“Amber.” Xlina’s lips curled into a grin. There was so much she wanted to say, so much she needed to tell her before Angels, Demons, or whatever thing lurking beyond the mist next could interrupt. 

“I know,” Amber’s eyes met hers and a wave of relief washed over her, “me too.”

“Well, isn’t this the heart-warming reunion?” Valeria’s voice broke the moment as the scent of sulfur filled the room. All eyes turned to see the demure succubus leaning by the door, arms crossed, with a smile as fake as her designer acrylic nails. Her hair, black as the night, hung loose around her shoulders, serving a stark contrast to her porcelain white flawless skin. Her lips were painted a vibrant red with perfect pearly white teeth, forming her wicked smile. She was the vision of beauty, peak human potential, with a personality of a crocodile. 

“Really, Val?” Oxivius sneered in contempt, his posture straightening as if to convey to the demon that she was unwelcomed. 

“Amber,” Val batted her eyes, feigning innocence, “You should know I was rooting for you two the whole time. Why, I said as much to Xlina as I held her before bed many a night.”

“Go to hell,” Amber replied through a sticky, sweet smile. 

“Oh dear,” Valeria cooed mockingly. “And here I thought we were on better footing. After all, I risked life and limb in the necropolis for you. Still, a demon patron’s work is never done.”

“Why are you here Val?” Oxivius quipped back firmly as he cast an icy glare on the succubus. 

“No rest for the wicked, I am afraid, love.” Valeria narrowed her eyes as she adopted his cadence in return. “Come now, bringing back the dead physically was the simple part. Legally speaking, Amber has been dead for some time. How exactly do you figure all that is going to play out?”

“Detective Hawke is working on that,” Xlina replied firmly. “Officially Amber was recovered when they found the serial killer, Archam. The PD is still working out the details, but the good detective is being lauded as the hero.”

“And what of Xlina?” Valeria turned an eye on her. “Xlina who defied the Council of Magic?”

“Lexxes is working on that as well,” Oxivius interjected confidently. “As you can see, there is no bargaining to be done here.” 

“Fools,” Valeria chided, shaking her head in dismay. “You think you have everything figured out, but you don’t have the slightest clue what is happening? What you have set in motion. Do you?”

“Now is not the time,” Oxivius barked firmly. “Let them have today, Val.”

“What is it, Ox?” Xlina turned a curious look at the necromancer. “What exactly did we do?”

“Tell her,” Valeria stomped a black Versace heel. She folded her arms across a deep red blouse, looking the consummate professional. Her human coil was flawless, but beneath the surface, Xlina knew the lust demon lingered. Stalking her prey like a tiger among the grass, Valeria was an apex predator. The very top of the food chain. Even now she felt the demon’s pull through the mark under her breast. She could feel the infernal magic bonding her to her patron. 

“We saved Amber,” Oxivius responded plainly. “To hell with the consequences, remember?”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Amber shuffled uneasily in the hospital bed. 

“That means, quite simply, your friends have jump started Armageddon.” Valeria’s smile curled wickedly. “I was rooting for you X, the whole time.”

“Speculation,” Oxivius scoffed. “Just because she is returned doesn’t make her next.”

“Oh, Amber isn’t the next Messiah Ox,” Valeria strode forth confidently, approaching the bedside and resting a gentle hand on Amber’s abdomen. Xlina felt her heart drop and her eyes grew wide. “She is.”

“Excuse me,” a nurse dressed in blue scrubs poked her head in through the door. “We have some last things to go over with Amber before her discharge. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask all of you to return to the guest lobby.”
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Chapter Two
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The Child

––––––––
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A sense of dread overwhelmed her as the trio, Necromancer, Demon, and Baku, were escorted back to the sterile hospital waiting area. She felt a numbness creeping into her. As if she could just turn away from the world and wrap her arms about herself. She wished she could just hide away in Heart’s Hearth with Amber and Ox. Her demon mark flared to life, sending a scorching wave of pain through her chest. Just enough to snap her back to the moment. She made quick eye contact with Valeria. 

Valeria had already claimed a sofa for herself and lounged as if she owned the place. In true form for the succubus, employees and visitors alike couldn’t help but stare at her radiance. Her demonic aura ensured she was the center of attention. Xlina met her gaze and plopped down on a nearby chair. She absently adjusted her graphic t-shirt, feeling woefully underdressed next to the demon.

“Isn’t it time we begin planning?” Valeria twirled a strand of her raven hair around a red acrylic nail. Her eyes narrowed on the necromancer, and she tilted her head slightly, waiting for an answer. 

“Val, it is not the time.” Oxivius shook his head and his shoulders seemed to slump as he took a seat across from the demon. 

“Playing it close to the chest, then?” Valeria leaned back and flashed a confident smile. 

“No,” Oxivius stated firmly, swiping his hand before him dismissively, “But it can wait. Give them a moment, please.”

“A moment...,” Valeria scoffed, tossing her strand of hair aside and leaning forward. “It’s been three days Ox. Amber awakes to a world ripe and eager for the end of times.”

“Nobody’s ending the world,” Oxivius huffed back with a roll of his eyes. “Neither of these two have such dark ambitions.”

“Ever the idealistic fool,” Valeria simply shook her head in response. Her eyes flashed black, a stark reminder of her demonic nature. “Do you think Heaven and Hell will simply allow them to sit this out? Both sides have been itching for this fight, Ox. You knew it. You knew it when you started this adventure, but to hell the with the consequences.”

“Is that true?” Xlina cut in. 

“Many things are true, love,” Oxivius shuffled uncomfortably. “There is lore to suggest that a resurrection grants access to a higher power, but not every person resurrected has sought such power. There is no guarantee.”

“A higher power?” Xlina drew closer to the edge of her seat, leaning forward curiously. “Ammit said Amber was resurrected as she was. There was no mention of any power.”

“There is more to the world,” Oxivius sighed in resignation. “So much more than you know. More than you want to know.”

“Now is the time,” Valeria snapped, drawing a concerned look from Xlina.

“What did we do, Oxivius?” Xlina turned back to the necromancer uneasily. 

“Imagine if you will,” Oxivius began slowly, his words carefully chosen, “Imagine standing in a dark room. That is humanity. Standing in the darkness. Now some of those humans see a closed door. Beyond that door lies a light... a brilliant light, brighter than the noontime sun. It shines so brightly that the door, even when closed, is illuminated around its edges. Rays of light seep through, penetrating the darkness from around the edges.” 

“That is magic,” Valeria cut in, leaning forward and clenching her fist in front of her with enthusiasm. “Magic is the power of creation, filtered by the door. Those who wield magic draw on a sliver of power, a mere ray of light.”

“And thus,” Oxivius’ commanding tone cut back in, snapping Xlina’s gaze back to him. “Every user of magic, whether witch, shaman, warlock, whatever your discipline has an affinity.”

“Your speaking of the planes, the flow of magic,” Xlina nodded, “Arrivan’s druid magic, it pulls from the elemental planes. That’s his affinity.” 

“As my necromancy pulls from the realm of death,” Oxivius nodded. “Each of us who glimpses that door, we form a connection to the ray that touches us. Empowers us.”

“So, you can’t learn to draw of another magic?” Xlina asked skeptically, “Doesn’t a wizard learn? Doesn’t a witch study and gain authority over the elements? High-level druids wield not only earth but the elements of water, wind, and fire.”

“Yes, they wield elemental magic, just as a wizard wields celestial magic. One can learn and even access many forms of magic. But our souls... they are aligned to a particular source. You with your nightmare magic. I with death and decay.”

“I don’t understand.” Xlina slumped down in her chair and rested her chin on her fist. “What does that have to do with Amber?”

“If creation were linear,” Valeria chimed in. “Then in the beginning, there was chaos. All of existence muddled together in a free-floating web of primordial energy. From that, chaos and order emerged. Many religions will tell you their god created the world, science tells of the bang, but for whatever reason, order emerged from the chaos forming all that is.”

“First there was space,” Oxivius continued, “Vast and empty, then formed the elemental planes. Realms of pure order. Fire, Air, Water, Earth, Light, and Darkness. The elemental planes are the basis... the founding blocks of all of creation. Ruling over the elemental planes are the primordial gods.”

“Druids, witches, shamans,” Valeria added. “They harness the power of these planes.”

“From the elemental planes, the material planes were birthed. The physical manifestation of the elements in unison. Earth, Otherworld, the scattered realms. The material planes are ruled over by gods of their own. Powerful forces of this world, such as Ammit and the Court of the Fae. Mysterious and ancient beings that guide the material planes.”

“What about... God,” Xlina asked. “If there are angels and demons... then.”

“Beyond the material planes exist the Celestial and Infernal Realms as well as purgatory.” Oxivius continued. “The ethereal planes, as they have been dubbed.”

“The afterlife,” Valeria cooed, “Not exactly how they teach it in Sunday school, no?”

“Then, like the material and elemental planes,” Xlina reasoned.

“The ethereal planes as well are ruled over by powerful entities.” Valeria said with a smirk and a knowing nod.

“What then lies beyond that?” Xlina asked curiously. 

“The astral planes,” Oxivius replied, “A realm that transcends substance and instead is pure thought.”

“The dream realm,” Xlina responded.

“Yes, at the bottom of the astral plane, the subconscious thoughts of all beings create the dream realm. That is where your magic comes from.” Oxivius smiled briefly. “Beyond that is a mystery, but many believe the final realm is time. A place that transcends and exists beyond our ebb and flow where the order once again returns to chaos.”

“So where is the necropolis? The paradox?” Xlina’s mind raced. 

“It’s not as clean as that,” Valeria replied. “There are some realms that cross into each other and blur. The necropolis is a realm of death and decay, a transition between the material and ethereal realms.” 

“How does any of this fit into your door and light image?” Xlina slumped back in frustration. 

“For each of us,” Oxivius continued cautiously, “The door is a barrier that keeps the flow of magic contained. But for those who have traversed the planes in reverse... the door is open.”

“So, Amber sees the light?” Xlina shrugged in jest, not understanding any of it. 

“With no door, Amber might be able to access the raw power of creation, the essence of all magic. In turn, that would make her the next messiah, a being powerful enough to reshape the world.” Oxivius replied. “Still, she would have to choose that path and there is no certainty.”

“Come now, Ox,” Valeria’s sticky sweet voice belied a sharp and wicked meaning. “Amber didn’t emerge from the waters of the cauldron alone. She is with child. Early yet, but I can feel it. Everyone can feel it.”

“Immaculate conception.” Oxivius shook his head with a grave look on his face. “That can only mean...”

“The child is born of magic. Amber’s offspring will be the next messiah. Whether or not Amber chooses to embrace the role herself, the gods have chosen. It is time. The armies of hell stand ready at the gates to plunder the mortal realms.” Valeria sat smugly and cast a superior eye on Xlina. “I was rooting for you the whole time, dear.”

“Which means the Angels and Heavenly Host,” Xlina reasoned. 

“Are marshaling their forces as well?” Oxivius seemed absent, as if lost in thought. “Quite unexpected.”

“What about Amber?” Xlina said stoically. “She didn’t sign up for this. Ox?”

“I did not know anything for sure, love,” Oxivius shrugged and cast an apologetic look at Xlina. “Most of this is lore and legend. Even the facts as we have laid them out are a collection of musings from the ages. We need a more reliable source.”

“Grillo,” Xlina looked back at Ox. “Grillo is the oldest being we know. It warned us...”

“Too dangerous,” Oxivius said dismissively. “We did not part on good terms and while we found a loophole, the deal we made still is in effect. If we return to the Paradox Grillo will leave in your womb and I think we have enough soon to be magical mothers to worry about, don’t you?”

“They will come for her,” Valeria chimed in once more, “The Heavenly Host. While the angels are itching to spill demon blood, more so I imagine since the fall of Sariel in the Necropolis, none of the ruling powers of this world welcome a change.”

“I am not afraid of the host,” Xlina countered firmly. “I killed Archam, remember? What’s a few more of those cranked up jackboot thug soldiers going to do?”

“It’s not the Host we should be concerned about, is it?” Oxivius leaned in, his voice dropping low. “What do you know Val?”

“Federal Agents,” Valeria retorted, growing more serious. “The world wants to remain as it is. The humans have an... accord with the dukes of hell. In exchange for our freedom to operate freely, the dukes gave them knowledge.” 

“What?” Xlina spat the question quickly. 

“Humans couldn’t match magic,” Valeria explained. “They needed an edge. Something to ensure a level playing field between the have and have nots.”

“The demons gave it to them,” Oxivius smirked with a shake of his head. “Unbelievable.”

“They have the means to... neutralize magic users. That’s all I know,” Valeria said, leaning back once more. “Our girl in there requires protection, Ox. More than the two of you are prepared to give.”

“Run,” Xlina added quickly, “We run Ox. We take Amber and we hide away. Let this whole messiah thing pass by.”

“It will not pass, sweet child,” Valeria stated plainly. “You opened pandora’s box. To hell with the consequences... remember?”

“How can I forget?” Xlina said through tight lips, “When you remind me every five minutes.”

“Good, then it’s settled.” Valeria rose to her feet, adjusting her blouse and tossing a casual smile at a passerby.

“Nothing is settled,” Xlina snapped back. 

“Amber needs protection,” Valeria hissed quietly. “So do the two of you. Protection from Hell, Angels, the Council of Magic, and most importantly, the human government.”

“And how much will this protection cost?” Xlina fumed, “What more do I have to give you?”

“The girl,” Valeria replied flatly. “My patron wants the child.”

“Your patron can rot in the abyss,” Oxivius answered, his voice laced with venom. 

“Better the child alive with us,” Valeria countered softly, “Then dead in the gutter. I assure you that.”

“It’s not a bargain we can make.” Xlina felt her anger boiling beneath the surface. The rage sat like a hot coal in her belly. The audacity of the demon. She could never promise such a thing. 

“Why not just command Xlina to take the child?” Oxivius asked skeptically. “You had no qualms in doing just that with the Druid? She can not deny an order that you compel through the mark. What is your angle, Val?”

“Why Ox? I just want to help.” Valeria placed a hand over her heart and batted her eyelashes innocently. 

“And I want to turn over a new leaf and live out my days eating tofu and watering the gardens of the druid grove,” Oxivius replied, his tone dripping with sarcasm. 

“Enough,” Xlina dropped her head into her palms, feeling overwhelmed. “We need to get Amber to the Hearth. That’s what’s next.”

“I’m not sure she’ll be safe there,” Valeria said with an air of confidence. “If you’re going to play X, play to win. Embrace this. It’s what you wanted, after all. A full-blown brawl with the Angels and Demons.”

“The death toll would be catastrophic. I saw what happened when Ertigan and Sariel clashed. If that were to happen here, in a populated area.” Xlina paused, trying not to imagine the pure devastation such a battle would bring to the material realms. 

“Then we stop it,” Oxivius responded, grabbing Xlina’s hand. “We can do this.”

“A Necromancer and a Baku,” Valeria scoffed, “The two wayward souls out to save the world. Please, spare me. Humanity is circling the drain X. It’s time to get what’s yours and get out.”

“I am not alone.” Xlina’s eyes rose to meet the demon. The Prince of Nightmares had made the same assumption, and it proved to be his downfall in the cauldron of rebirth. She was surrounded by friends, allies, and family. She wasn’t just wandering alone in the world... she was part of it. “Alright Ox, let’s stop Armageddon. Where do we start?”

“I think it’s high time we sever that leash,” Oxivius looked to her mark, covered by her loose-fitting shirt. “It makes you a liability to the cause, and a danger to Amber.” 

“You can’t break the Mark,” Valeria snickered. 

“Oh, you are quite right about that,” Oxivius smiled deviously, “We have been going about it all wrong. Chasing ghosts, hoping to find a back door to break the mark. We have been working the system from the outside, Val looking for a loophole. The key is not in breaking the mark, it is in owning it.”

“Preposterous,” Valeria grew defensive.

“Tell your patron I wish to barter for Xlina’s soul, Val,” Oxivius grinned like the Cheshire cat. 

“You can’t simply trade people,” Xlina huffed.

“But you can.” Oxivius cast her a sidelong glance before returning his gaze to Valeria. “That’s how hell works, isn’t it? Every demon has a patron, every patron has a patron of their own. Every soul in Hell is owned by someone. It is their currency. That is how Valeria came to know Ertigan, if I am not mistaken.”

“You have nothing worth bartering Necromancer,” Valeria countered. “Nothing of value to him.”

“If a war between heaven and hell is coming, your patron will marshal his forces as well. All the maggots of hell looking to improve their position on the pile of shit that is the Infernal Plane. Your patron has been stashing away awakened, like Xlina, building his own personal army.”

“Is that true?” Xlina turned to Valeria, “Am I just a soldier in your ranks? A weapon?”

“My dear, you have always been just a weapon,” Valeria rebutted derisively.

“What if I had a stronger weapon?” Oxivius countered, “Something that would make the Baku’s powers seem like a child’s plaything.”

“You’re bluffing Ox,” Valeria snickered.

“Arrange the meeting,” Oxivius said with a wicked grin. 

“My patron is no fool,” Valeria warned through pursed lips. “I refuse. There will be no meeting... you will lose Ox. He is beyond you, beyond what you were, and certainly beyond this thing you have become.”

“Well then, I will do my best to tread carefully,” Oxivius nearly purred. “Come X, let’s see about getting Amber home.”  
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Chapter Three
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Confirmation

––––––––
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The city seemed on edge. There was no other way to describe it as Xlina sat in the back of the faded blue Nissan Altima holding a pensive Amber’s hand. The checkout from the hospital had taken longer than expected, but the additional tests were conclusive. Amber was indeed with child. She sat in the back of the Altima, staring blankly out the passenger side window opposite Xlina. Her platinum blonde hair was neither groomed nor styled, and her face seemed plain without her meticulously applied cosmetics. Still, without all the fuss and bluster, she was beautiful. Perhaps even more so in her natural skin than in the artificial dolled up look she normally presented to the world. 

Xlina held her hand as the car rolled through the streets in relative silence. Oxivius sat in the front next to the Uber driver, who muttered and cursed under his breath as he guided the car through the busy Portland streets. Xlina had brought a selection of Amber’s things from the Hearth, and to her surprise Amber had chosen just a pair of ordinary blue jeans and a college sweatshirt for the ride home. Her emerald green eyes were filled with worry, matching the wrinkled skin on her brow as she drifted in thought, staring out the window at the city on the ride. The smell of the Uber’s ocean scented air freshener overpowered her senses, hanging in the car hiding the noxious smell of the city streets. Such a simple lie, to think the hint of a familiar scent could mask the reality of the world. But was the mist any less of a ruse? Xlina grew weary of the lies that seemed to be devouring her life. 

Xlina squeezed Amber’s hand reassuringly, drawing her attention back. She flashed a faint smile and a nod before returning to her silent vigil. Xlina in turn, looked out to the city proper. The streets were busy as always, but a pallor hung over the faces of the crowd. The air seemed less fresh than normal, as if the smell of rotten seaweed had blanketed the city. It was hard to describe other than to say a glumness seemed to descend on the populace. 

The car twisted and turned through the busy streets, navigating out of the city proper and to the Old Port, the section of the city nearest the harbor, which they called home. The Hearth lie just down the way from the central Cathedral, nestled on a ley line. It was a bastion for her kind. A place for the magically attuned. The purveyors of the establishment, the Burglecuts, had taken Amber and her in after she had first been marked. Back when the witches of the Burnished Rose were her biggest problem of the day. Her life had certainly been interesting since arriving in the city. 

She did not know what Oxivius had been planning, but anything seemed better than bargaining with Amber’s unborn child. The demon had used its dominion over her in the Necropolis to force her to turn on her brother and his friend, Owen. Despite every ounce of her being protesting the infernal command, she had been helpless against the call of the mark. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she did anything to hurt Amber. 

“Central Cathedral,” the uber driver called, pulling over to the side. They had arrived at the requested location, and Oxivius produced a wad of bills from his jacket, bringing a friendly smile and nod from the driver. She paused, wondering where the necromancer seemed to get his money from. 

“Thank you, good sir,” Oxivius grinned with a nod of his own as he exited the vehicle. He hurried to the rear and opened Amber’s door, offering a hand to help her from the vehicle. 

“Thanks,” Xlina added, popping open her door and exiting to the brick walk of the Old Port. She looked up at the Cathedral in awe. Its tall steeples jut out from the surrounding landscape ornamented with shiny copper crosses. Where the historical society sought to preserve the original buildings of the harbor, there were no other building that stood as tall as the Cathedral. It was in that very building where she first encountered Archam. As the Heavenly Host descended into their city, Archam set about his work eliminating awakened. The church, it seemed, warred not only with the infernal realms, but with the awakened as well. It was natural. After all, if the nature of magic were ever revealed to the populace, it would spread dissent and chaos through the establishments of both religion and government. 

“Ox, can you take Amber to the Hearth?” Xlina cast an eye to the pair. “There is something I must do.”

Oxivius glanced up at the Cathedral that had captivated Xlina and winced. “Don’t do anything rash, love.”

“I promise,” Xlina nodded as she approached the iron gate that encircled the cathedral. It was leaning on this very gate that she first met the gardener, Wey. The peculiar old man who seemed to be the sole source of normalcy in her life. She pushed through the gate and strode hastily down the way to the massive double door entrance to the Cathedral. She pulled the massive door open, stopping to note the indent where Archam’s bolt had landed as she fled with Tamera over her shoulder. She was tired. Tired of the games, tired of the phony priest’s and pious gospel being preached while the Heavenly Host terrorized the magical community. They had sent an army of their followers after her into the Necropolis. The necromancer’s home. They had been devoured by the animated dead. While Archam, their powerful leader, lay face down in the dirt, dead at her own hand. 
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