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      Lying there, all she could do was wait. The crisp cool air from the nearby mountains brushed against her skin as the silhouettes of various avians graced the skyways. It had been over a decade since she had arrived in this war-torn universe. Since she had met him. Since she had conceived this child. Her position in the heavens now revoked, she had no choice but to stay here and watch over the creatures she had risked her all to save.

      Scarlet and violet hues danced around the field before her, the wind coordinating the flowers’ every move. Gentle mists could be seen slowly traversing the hidden base of the Irakalla Mountains. The golden streaks in her luscious black hair played on the breeze as she inhaled the crispness of the meadow. It was here she had decided to birth her child.

      “Your Majesty, are you okay? Can we get you anything? Have the contractions started?” Her faithful minister of defense’s visage appeared from the darkened hollow behind her. Glancing backward, she could see he had verified the healer’s preparations of the birthing area quite thoroughly.

      A sigh of despair escaped her as she looked back into the sky. The twin suns shining down on her as the Celestial Eclipse neared, filled her with so much hope…and pain. It was on this day ten years ago that she became with child. At the height of the convergence, she would give birth to the next evolution of her kind…

      My kind…

      Her kind…a murderous pack of destructive beings awaiting the Celestial Lunar Eclipse…the day they were promised they would conquer the two divine realms and finally have access to Vidik Suvereno, the realm between realms where they would be granted immortality.

      Inching a small blade of grass into her mouth, a small grin pierced her lips. The marks of the Sphynx and Manticore on her inner wrists reminded her of her past.

      At least this child will never have to worry about that kind of existence.

      Here, she had aided in the creation of a peaceful world. A world where everyone had plenty and prosperity flourished.

      “ARGGHHH!”

      An agonizing pull in her abdomen halted her thought process.

      “My lady…is everything ok?! Is it that time?!”

      The healers brushed past the minister of defense, darting to her side. As they approached, a soft lime-green glow emanated from their bodies, slowly covering her.

      “Her breathing has slowed.”

      “She seems to be coming back around.”

      The healers swiftly moved, hovering like a hive of bees over their queen. Their hands circulated in tantric rotation as they moved around her. The glowing aura started to numb the pain as the agonized look on her face subsided.

      “We’ve got to move her into the birthing chamber before the suns align! Sir Tari?! Sir Tari, we need you!!”

      

      From inside the birthing chamber, all that could be heard was the slithering and hissing of what seemed like hundreds of snakes. The tongues and heads of one, then three, then ten snakes started coming out from the darkened room. Moving away, the healers allowed the serpents through as they crawled towards the queen. Meticulously, they began to circle her body from head to foot, slowly tightening upon each other as more and more vipers joined them from the darkness. Within two or three minutes, they had intertwined to form a bed of living serpents hoisting her into the air.

      *THUMP THUMP*

      The heartbeat of the child caused everyone in the vicinity to shudder as it resonated with their souls, many dropping to one knee. The snakes shook, a few falling from the bed, making it lean to one side. For every serpent that faded, two more took its place, keeping the bed from tipping over as it slowly made its way into the sparsely lit birthing chamber. The healers, recovering from their reeling, accompanied the bed of creatures.

      Each healer tried to maintain mystical contact with the mother-to-be, walking in unison, unbothered by the snakes coiling around their ankles. As they closed in on the darkened door the chiseled visage of the Minister of Defense, Johar Tari, became clearer. His dark, dreaded hair fell over his stony gaze. The bright white gloss of his reverse dilated pupils scanned his queen in sheer concern. Pieces of piercing light sullenly combed through the room from the branchlike structure encompassing them. Serpents of all kinds seemed to encompass his entire lower half, hoisting him eight feet in the air. Slithering over the birthing bed, they gently released the queen from their grasp. Slowly dispersed, the ophidians returned to Johar. Lowering himself, the serpentine tendrils dissipated, revealing a more humanoid form. Red, black, and gold silk ceremonial attire formed from the very scales of the creatures he commanded.

      “Marie,” he whispered in her ear as her dainty hand disappeared into his. Running his hands through her hair, he kissed her forehead. “My queen, it will be okay. This child, our child, will be as beautiful as her mother.” With tears in his eyes, he caressed her face.

      “Or as handsome as his father…” she stated, allowing a pained giggle to escape her grimacing smirk.

      The remaining healers, finally recovered from the psionic pulse of the child’s heartbeat, made their way into the chamber, ushering Johar to quickly step away.

      “My queen,” his head bowed in submission, “I will take my leave…but should you need me…” He paused, allowing their eyes to connect only briefly. “Merely utter my name.”

      A slow nod signified her understanding of his feelings as one of the healers stepped between them, finalizing preparations for the birth. Quietly, he backed towards the door, his head remaining bowed until he finally reached the entrance. Upon exiting, vipers of all breeds began to emerge from his torso, his legs and thighs melting away into a sea of slithering serpents. The simplest motion seemed to command them as hundreds found their way to the doorway. Interlocking, they contorted to form a protective covering over the entire domed birthing room.

      Inside the room, the healers scurried about.

      “Where are the clothes? Does anyone see the Yestina petals? How far apart are her contractions?”

      The pain intensified as the sun's orbital approach continued. Screams of agony and pain tore through the forest, scattering nearby flocks of birds.

      “Ahhhh…Arrrrgggggghhhhhhhh!!!!”

      “It’s nearly time,” said one of the healers as she raced across the room to a rotating lever. “Someone, help me open the skylight!”

      A few healers raced over to assist her with the three-handled wheel, which opened the hatch in the upper portion of the branches covering the room. As they turned, the sun’s light pierced through the darkened den, shining directly onto Marie. She screeched as though tortured by the sun’s very existence.

      And then, it happened…

      “THUMP THUMP…THUMP THUMP…”

      Each murmur of the child’s heartbeat could be felt across a portion of the globe. The forest creatures began to scurry. They all raced to evacuate the area, as though a catastrophic event were on the horizon. Those not hardy or swift enough to escape the range instantly collapsed, as though death had taken its toll. The healers were also worse for wear, though each of them continued to release a green aura seeking to absolve the queen of her pain. Alas, one by one, they, too, fell; victim to the psionic blasts emitting from the queen and her unborn child.

      “THUMP THUMP…THUMP THUMP”

      “It is time, my queen, you must push.”

      The few healers still conscious continued to work tirelessly through the birthing process. A flurry of fresh towels, water containers, and potions continuously rotated around the room.

      “THUMP THUMP…THUMP THUMP…THUMP THUMP…THUMP THUMP…” This time, even the strongest healers had issues maintaining their composure.

      As the height of the lunar eclipse came to a head, there was but one healer left standing by the queen’s side. Sliding her arm underneath Marie’s head, she whispered, “We’re almost there, my queen. You will now give birth to the living damnation of all you tried to preserve. Your child will be the demon spawn that hastens the desolation of everything you have come to love these last ten years. May we all be reborn as servants in the Manticore’s Court…LONG LIVE THE QUEEN!!!”

      Marie’s eyes widened as the healer removed her hands from under her neck. Blood trailed down the healer’s arm where the faint reflection of hair like needles protruded.

      “THUMP THUMP…THUMP THUMP…”

      The healer, no longer able to withstand the barrage of energy, and her errand finally complete, lost consciousness. Falling to the floor, she mouthed, “May I rest in your court, my queen…”

      Silence enveloped the den. Marie’s breathing shallowed as she barely released the words from her now-numb mouth, “Jo-har…”

      From under the earth, a violent eruption of serpents spewed into the den.

      “MARIE!!!! What have I done? I knew I shouldn’t have left you alone…”

      Holding her close, tears filled his eyes as he gripped her head and hand.

      “The baby…” she gasped.

      Reaching towards the sheets below her, he froze. Draped in bloodied layers, a figure seemed to rise, giving the appearance of a small ghost. A violent wind shunted its way through the den, ruffling the sheets before blowing them to the floor. There, floating in confusion, the wide-eyed face of a child met his gaze. A demon-blue color slowly rose from the child’s feet across her skin. Inconspicuously, Johar attempted to send serpents around the bedside in preparation to contain or strike as needed.

      The eclipse now complete, an ominous ring emitted kaleidoscopic flames. The sudden waving of their arms wildly across the sky must have scared the child. Scared or awakened…none still conscious could tell.

      “WAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!”

      An explosive psychic blast was released with the child’s shrill cry. From the skies of Xibalba, all that could be seen was a mushroom cloud of destruction. For miles on end, the lush greenery that covered the southern fields of the Irakalla Mountains was destroyed.

      A desolate wasteland was created.

      A queen was killed.

      A child was born.

      

      
        
        Planet: Earth

        Dimension 66: Presonius

      

      

      

      “She’s going into labor!” a man screamed into the hallway. Nurses and MDs racing through the hallways of a New York hospital seemed to not notice as he hurriedly returned to his wife's side.

      Clasping his hand, her white-knuckled grip conveyed the intensity of her pain.

      “Brian! It's coming! The baby…aaaahhhhhhhh!!!”

      Her screams echoed, bouncing off the walls of the small room.

      Brian, trying to comfort her, placed his palm against her cheek, “It’ll be okay, hon, they’re on their—”

      A nurse politely pushed him away in mid-sentence as the room filled with medical personnel finalizing preparations for the newborn child. Just as he was removed from the situation, a psionic wave reverberated through the room causing everyone to freeze.

      “Brian…Brian…”

      Seeming unaffected by this skip in time, the pregnant mother screamed for anyone to respond. Coming to the realization that she was the only one able to move, her contractions pierced even harder than ever. “AAAAAHHHH!” She attempted to breathe deeply as she cradled her stomach. Not sure what had happened to those now-frozen people before her she spoke through the pain.

      “It’s okay, Hisania. It’s okay, baby…”

      Through her tears, she attempted to console her unborn child.

      “It’s gonna be…”

      Her heartbeat flat-lined. Brian’s heart dropped as he watched the nurses, almost in slow motion, work to save both his wife and unborn child. To him and those around her, only a second had passed.

      At the exact same time, a similar situation was happening across the world in Slovenia. The proud parents Jordik and Vitania had been praying for boys for the last ten years of their marriage. Today was the day their twin boys finally joined their family. Though poor, Jordik had worked double and triple shifts at the factory to ensure medical coverage for his wife and children, preparing for this momentous day.

      “JORDIK!!!”

      Vitania screamed as her contractions grew closer and closer. This is not how it was supposed to happen, was all she could think. He was supposed to be there with her when this happened. He was to be there to welcome his children into the world.

      “Where is he? Can’t you call him?! Please...please call him!” she screamed at the nurses in the run-down hospital they had found to admit her.

      They all tried to calm her. “Ma’am, we have attempted to contact him, but no one has been able to reach him.” Over the sound of her screams, the nurses continued to inform her of their inability to reach him between barking orders for her to push.

      At that very moment, a psionic wave emanated—seemingly from her soul—through the room, causing Vitania to collapse in the bed. Her heartbeat flat-lined. Thinking she had died, the nurses rushed their work in order to save the children, as one was already crowning.

      Meanwhile, on the side of a highway, Jordik was furiously kicking the rim of his car. Rain and tears poured down his face as he attempted to flag down passersby.

      “Hey, help…please!”

      Jumping and waving like a madman, a car finally pulled over for him. Cracking his passenger window, the driver reached over to unlock the door of the older vehicle.

      “You okay, man? What happened to the car?”

      Jordik slicked the hair back out of his eyes, rain slapping the headrest as the door slammed behind him. “The tire blew on my way to the hospital. My wife is in labor. Is there any way you can get me there?”

      The man smiled at him.

      “Congrats, man! Hell, yeah! Hang on.”

      Reaching behind him, he grabbed a police siren/light. Opening his window, Jordick could hear the thunk of the driver attaching the siren to the roof before it roared to life. Gravel kicked as they peeled back into traffic, siren blaring. All Jordick could think was, I’m coming, baby. Just a little while longer.

      Reaching the hospital, Jordik thanked the man for his help and rushed through the doors. A small ding sounded as he entered. Rain soaked and sloshed with each step as he reached the nurses counter.

      “VITANIA KLIMAS, WHERE IS SHE?!”

      The nurses stepped back in terror. Realizing the impression he must have made in his near manic state, he presented his explanation.

      “I’m sorry, I’m her husband. I got a call that she was in labor, but my car broke down and I had to hitch a ride here. Am I too late? Is everything okay? Is she okay?”

      The tears once again began to well in his eyes as he spoke the words. He knew Vitania’s condition had continued to worsen throughout the course of the pregnancy. As much as he worried about the children’s arrival, he was more concerned about his wife.

      The nurses must have felt the sensitivity exuding from his phrases because the head nurse stepped from around the desk.

      “Come this way.” Taking his hand, she started down the hall, stopping in front of room 1221. Stepping away, she allowed him to open the door.

      Jordik’s hands shook, nervous about what he would find. Gradually, he eased the door open, fear gripping his chest. There lay Vitania, the two boys nestled closely, one in each arm. The nurses next to the bed looked up from their charts and excused themselves. Vitania mouthed her thanks as they bowed, exiting the room.

      Jordik’s tears could no longer be contained as he rushed to his wife's side. Kissing her, he caressed her brow, tucking her hair behind her ears.

      “They made it, baby…” Vitania’s weakened voice increased Jordik’s anxiety. “Look, your boys made it.”

      Jordik wiped some of the tears from his eye, stopping them from dripping onto his wife.

      “Yes, dear. They did.”

      Stepping to the side, he reached down to grab the boys from her.

      The nurse who had brought him picked up the second child before moving back against the wall near the door.

      Rocking side to side, pride swelled within his chest.

      “My boys…”

      The tears once again flowed as he kissed them both on their foreheads.

      “Have you named them yet, dear?”

      Clasping her hands over her stomach, she attempted her cutest smile.

      “No?”

      The shortness of her breath alarmed Jordik as he continued to rock the boys.

      “The naming of one’s boys should be reserved for their father.”

      Sniffing tears back, he nodded. “Very well…”

      Looking into his right arm, he watched his son’s face. He etched every inch of this moment into his mind as only a proud father could.

      “You...you we will name Remus, for you will give your brother hell.”

      Laughing, he again kissed his son's brow.

      “But you will be there for him till death. You will build where he shall talk. You will move where he shall ponder.”

      The nurse’s face turned, slightly feeling he may favor one child over the other. Vitania, noticing the nurse’s nervous motion, raised one hand, pausing her. Jordik, however, noticed none of this as he looked at the second son in his left arm.

      “You…Romulus…you will run faster than the wind itself. You will decipher the very fabric of time and space as you move. Your definition of reality will consist of your brother and you; no one else will compare to the speed and intelligence you will bring to any and every battle life has to offer.”

      Pausing, he chuckled, kissing Romulus on the forehead.

      “And if you ever find anyone who does, they will be lifelong friends of yours…” he paused he looked over his son, “…and your brother.”

      Looking back at Remus, he nuzzled the child, growling, “You are your brother’s protector.” He then leaned over to Romulus, nuzzling and growling at him. “And you are his.”

      Standing tall, tears streaming down his face, his voice cracking with each syllable of pride and pain, he said, “You two are my pride and joy. You are your brother’s keepers. You will outdo anything me or your mother have ever done. And no matter what path you choose in life, I will always be proud of you.”

      The nurse gasped to keep from tearing up as she fell back, leaning against the wall. Never had she heard such a speech from a father towards his child at their birth. Vitania’s weakened smile couldn't have been any larger as she watched Jordik place the children in their cribs with the help of the nurse.

      After gushing his affection towards his newborn children, Jordik turned his full attention towards his wife. Kneeling on the floor, he gripped her hand. As he stood over six feet, this was just tall enough for them to enjoy each other's company while she lay in bed.

      “Vitania, my love, my sweet…are you okay?” His concern bled through his words. His lips caressed the backs of her hands as they clasped.

      He could sense the energy leaving her even as she attempted to speak.

      “Yes, dear, I’m fine…”

      But Jordik could sense her hesitation, her head turning away from him.

      “What happened, Viti? And don’t lie to me.”

      Turning back towards him, she feigned a smile.

      “Nothing, Jordi. Everything went fine.” Patting their clasped hands with her right hand, she nodded at him. “You must promise me you will raise the children to be respectable citizens.”

      Jordik’s eyes widened as she continued to talk.

      “You have to promise me that you will teach them to respect each other and their family. Teach them to always respect women and to eat their vegetables.” Smiling at him, tears started to run down her face. “I know how much you hate vegetables, but promise that you’ll make sure you cook and eat them with the boys. Promise me you’ll get them into a good school and you’ll stop working such long hours. Promise me…promise me…”

      As she continued to speak, her voice softened more and more, the tears from her eyes increasing continuously.

      Jordik, sensing her panic, tried to calm her.

      “I promise, Viti…I’ll make sure they are taken care of. I’ll make sure they eat their vegetables. I’ll make sure I’m active in everything that they want to do. I promise I’ll stop working so much and be there…I…I promise…”

      Vitania’s next words were shaky and sorrowful, yet joyous and proud. “I love you…I love Romulus…I love Remus…please tell them…please tell…..them…”

      The machines beside her flat-lined.

      The nurses all raced in response. They pushed Jordik away, and he swayed as the gravity of the moment weighed upon him. He knew that those were her last words.

      

      Simultaneously in the United States, in a small one-bedroom apartment, a woman wept incessantly. Alone...scared…she was about to give birth to her child.

      “It's okay, it's okay…we’ll be okay.” Rubbing her stomach as her face grimaced through the pain, she spoke to her unborn child. “We…will be... ok… aaaaaaaahhhhhhhhh!!!!!”

      The pain intensified as the contractions closed in on each other.

      “I will always be here for you…aaaahhhh….”

      Breathing heavily, she struggled to control herself as she sat alone in her tub.

      “Okay baby...phewwww…pheeewwww…I’m gonna start pushing…so work with me…. Phewwww...phewww…it's just me and you…phewwww phhhheeeewwww…so let’s show the world it will not win!”

      Taking one last breath, she strained to push the child out. Placing her hand to feel the breach of the child, she paused before pushing again. Sliding back into the tub, she nearly submerged herself, her next push allowing the child to rise above the half-filled tub.

      Pushing one final time, she could feel the displacement of water as the baby sank into the tub. Frantic, she panicked, her hands reaching to raise him. Holding her newborn, she lay there, breathing shallowly. Brushing the placental blood from his face, she smiled.

      “My baby…”

      Tears of pain mingled with those of joy as she rocked the silently breathing child, the umbilical cord still connected to him. She used every fiber of her being to maintain consciousness. She had notified 911 as she’d gotten into the tub, alerting them to the fact that her door had been left unlocked.

      “Niko…welcome home…”

      Not five minutes after the child's birth, she fainted, sliding under the water. A subconscious blur remained in her memory as the EMTs burst through the door, grabbing the child before they pulled her back up.

      The flashing lights of the ambulance, the continuous noise and jostling bumps as she was rushed down hallway after hallway of the hospital corridor—none of it registered. Her only thought was, Niko…you finally came…

      Subconscious tears of joy streamed down her face mask as they wheeled her into emergency surgery.
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      Every story begins with a hero. Every life begins with a single breath. But what if I told you that every organism originated from one plane of existence. In the plethora of dimensions explored over the ages, there is one that reigns supreme: Vidik Suvereno, the Aspect Sovereign.

      Here, no one ever dies. No one ever wishes harm. It is the perfect Utopia. Those who wish inter-dimensional travel would pass through this ever-moving nexus of the multiverse. It is these beings who allow travel. Many have attempted to reach this land in hopes of conquest, but of course, that is a story for another time.

      

      The planet Xibalba has been separated for generations. The land of light, Angleu, and the land of perpetual darkness, Atrementia. No contact has been made in many sun cycles, but today, we speak of the tear in space and time which would lead to their reconnection. How could the birth of one child connect and almost destroy a planet in separate dimensions? A star that would illuminate the night sky of many dimensions for centuries to come.
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        Dimension 15: Guargaeon

      

      

      

      The Canyon…of course…

      Battle strategies crossed her mind as she approached the designated location.

      “M’lady, we have arrived. Shall we set up camp?”

      An orc approached from behind. Standing eight feet tall, his steel armor reflected the Flaming Sphinx insignia etched into the shoulder plate. Catching her gaze, his feet came to rest. His iron double-sided battle axe dropped from his shoulder, sinking a few inches from its sheer weight.

      “Should I sound the horn for battle?”

      Across the great divide awaited the hordes of Manticorian Armada. As far as the eye could see, her forces lined across the embankment on the far side. Realizing the intensity of her mental state, she turned aside, her midnight-black hair flecked with golden streaks billowing in the wind as she did.

      “No, Biljax, that won’t be necessary.”

      “Come on, this…this is nothing, E…me and the crew can easily finish this. It's only what…” Pausing, he pointed at the enemy encampment “One, two, ten minotaurs…maybe 15 orcs, and another 20 or so battle breds. Jorgand, Mikhal, and I can make quick work of ‘em.”

      Chuckling, she placed a hand on his. A small gold glitter-specked furry hand, against the large sand-red fist hanging by his side.

      “You will have your fill of battle soon, Biljax. But for now, give the order to make camp.”

      “But E…” Looking down at her he stopped. “Uuugghhh….yes, my queen. As you command.”

      Turning, he hefted his ax back to his shoulder.

      “It will soon be time, my friend,” Esper smiled at him as he headed away. “Oh, and have you seen Prisha?”

      Shaking his head, he shrugged, “Last I saw her she was around the middle of the troop practicing with Hino and Mizu.”

      Dropping her shoulders, she motioned her understanding as he headed back towards the battalion. Rejoining two other orcs, he signaled the making of camp. The deep, yet shrill sound of Jorgand’s orc-sized pan flute echoed across the plains, a signal they were now preparing to make this place their temporary home.

      Taking one last look, her eyes surveyed the enemy’s encampment before returning her attention to matters at hand.

      When will she learn her place? Ugh, this child will be the death of me.

      Esper, queen and ruler of the Sphinxian Battalions, headed back through the encampment, her mind racing. Soldiers bowed as she passed. Some hit their fists to their breastplates while others gave a full bow, their gratitude and respect surpassing any words that could be said. Esper had been the reincarnation of peace to them. From the frisky bounce of her hair, to the confidence exuding from her every look. The kindness she had shown to each of them, to the power they knew their queen wielded….all these things conferred, creating the many reasons for their individual willingness to follow her to the depths of hell and back. Still, thoughts swirled as she walked.

      Why would she choose to call us out here? Gwendolyn has never been one for direct attacks or keeping civilians safe, so why announce she wanted a war to end it all? And out here, away from all civilization at that. It just doesn’t make sense.

      Ducking as her subordinates hefted a beam over her head, she continued on.

      “Apologies, m’lady...” a Gilatoid and Minotaur called to her. Holding a pile of beams between the two of them, they had barely noticed her crossing.

      Smiling, she waved them off. “No worries, keep up the good work.”

      With a grunt and a quick nod, they continued forward.

      Good thing I stayed in this form was all she could think. Now where is this child of mine?

      Suddenly, a seething humid gust of wind smacked her from the east. Sounds of battle that had escaped her while in her thoughts now emanated from the same direction.

      Let me guess...

      Altering her course, she headed towards the source of the now-continuous stream of heated wind. Placing her hand to her head, she removed a few strands of her hair, which instantly grew back.

      “Find Agnes,” she whispered as the hair took the shape of a small black and gold sphynx. “Tell her to come to the arena, now…”

      A brief warble of understanding came from the creature as it took flight from her hand. The intermittent gusts sweeping before her did nothing to affect the messenger’s flight pattern as it swooped away.

      Various grunts and cries rang out as she arrived at a small stone wall ring. It looked as though a previous owner of these lands had created a sizable circular stone wall, not high enough to keep any adult creature contained, but just enough so a youth wouldn't leave without permission. The children currently causing the ruckus seemed to have chosen to use them as sparring grounds. A few of the soldiers had huddled around to watch the outcome of their little match.

      “I’ve got you this time, Hino.” Flitting from side to side, a fairy made her approach. A wind demon billowed in her opponent’s direction.

      Blurred pinkish-green afterimages sifted silently through the wind, dodging side to side as the fairy sought a viable moment to strike.

      “Arrrggggh!!” Snarling, Hino began to focus particles of wind magic between the palms of her hands as three long white tails fanned out behind her. Each released a pocket of blue and white flames. “TAIL…” Hino’s tails began to arch over her head, each lining up to form a three-piece helmet, the tips coming to bear on her opponent. The flames she emitted pulsed in rhythm with her hand movements, growing larger and larger as the ball of wind spread from her palms to fed them. “TEMPESTA!!” Flailing her hands in a wavy motion, three beams of hot blue and white flames leapt forward, propelled by a hurricane gust.

      “Too slow, sweetie,” the fairy yelled back, her speed tripling instantaneously. The once-fleeting afterimages stagnated. Now clearly visible, twin blades crossed before them in preparation to deflect the incoming blast. As the blue flames ferociously ravaged the sky, reaching ever closer, both reflections dashed forward. Hino’s aim was true as two of the three beams connected with their intended targets. The fairies’ black floral blades shimmered against the flames as they rotated. Both the blades brightened red as the blast from the vengeful fox pressed, intent on destroying its target.

      “FAIRY…” From the space between spaces, the words seemed to float along the air between the fairy and fox. Rolling her blades opposite each other, the beam refracted, now aiming outside of the stone circle towards the camp. The soldiers watching the battle scattered as the magical energies randomly dispersed.

      “TABOO…” whispered from behind the crowd. The volley of diverted energy reached the stones’ precipice before coming to a halt, a filmy yellow bubble solidifying around the arena. Horrified, the soldiers slowly rose to their feet in disbelief. Some clutched their hearts while others rose shaking from their near-death experience.

      “PETAL…”

      Two of the three blasts now deflected, the afterimages vanishing. From out of thin air, a flurry of spiraling pink, violet, and crimson petals begin to appear one by one in the center of the third blast. Melting as quickly as they appeared, a distorting void manifested, throwing off the consistency of the blue flames. Engulfing the blaze of their enemy, the petals picked up speed, devouring the flame as though it was a road to its next victim.

      “DANCE!”

      From within the mysterious whirlwind, a single black blade stopped just short of Hino’s throat. Midnight black faded into a pristine steel color along the blade’s curved tip, and an elegant pink primrose vine etched along the blade and down its jaded hilt. The petals in the wind dispersed, revealing the crimson entanglements of thread that guarded the hilt now within the fairy’s hand.

      “Tsk...”

      The grimacing clicks from Hino’s foxlike face expressed it all. The yellowish tent once encapsulating the area melted from its apex, releasing its dueling prisoners. The fairy lowered her blade, returning them to their restraints on her back. Her left hand extended to help Hino stand. The darkness that had just recently graced her visage had gone. “Told ya. I had you this time, didn't I?”

      Hino’s tails vanished beneath her robe and her fur-lined muzzle shortened, leaving only a quaint little black nose as evidence of her bestial nature. “I swear, Prisha…” Her voice was lilting and melodic. “I thought I had you that time. When did you come up with that last attack?”

      Standing side by side laughing, one would never have assumed these two girls had caused the amount of damage that was easily marked by the pockets of missing earth surrounding them.

      “Captain Bondet, Captain Kaze!”

      Both winced as they heard their respective names, recognizing who spoke them. Cringing, they both turned to face their queen. “Yes, ma’am?” they responded in unison, that nervous itch causing them to scratch their heads.

      SMACK…SMACK!

      With one clean stroke, both received a blow that sent them careening across their little makeshift arena. Slowly sitting up to a kneel, their heads hung low, hands in their laps.

      “What was that just now? You almost took out half of the camp with your recklessness! I can’t believe you two didn't even have the decency to put up a barrier.” Both girls sat there, rubbing the sides of their arms in shame. Sidling up next to Esper, an older bearish-looking creature stood, holding a staff. Metallic and adorned with the fangs of her victims, Agnes stood shaking her head as she released a slow, feral growl.

      “I can’t believe you thought so little of your fellow soldiers,” Agnes said through bared fangs. “If I hadn't been summoned, we would have lost this war before we even started it.”

      The girls were now terrified. Hugging each other, they started to cry. “It won’t happen again, Agnes, we promise! Please, please, don't put us in the box…”

      A snarled, chagrined look crossed Agnes’ face as she glanced from the children to Esper, who was shaking her head.

      “If this happens again.” Stroking her staff, she turned to leave. “I will own your souls.”

      The sheer terror on Hino and Prisha’s faces were enough to cause the old Bremen enough laughter to last the rest of the trip, and Esper knew it. Yanking both by their ears, she dragged them a few feet away, just out of earshot of those who gathered to watch their previous display. Letting go, Esper settled in to talk, making a mental note to check with Agnes about what “The Box” really signified.

      “Prish,” Esper’s tone changed from commanding to motherly. “Where have you been all morning?”

      The avoidance of Prisha’s eye contact was enough for her to know that she had not been with the armada for the entire march.

      Hino, seeing that the queen was about to dole out punishment for Prisha, spoke up. “We were surveilling the nearby forest , Your Majesty.” A cautionary look from Esper was enough to slow her tongue. “As we were closing in on the canyon, Captain Bonet and I decided to get a higher perspective on our positions. We happened to notice that the canyon seemed to end about five miles due east and a forest spreads around the entire lip.”

      Intrigued and perturbed, Esper crossed her arms. “Continue...”

      Standing to dust herself, Hino continued the report. “I asked Captain Bondet to accompany me. We wanted to see how easy it would be to launch an attack on the enemy from there.” She paused, casting a sidelong glance at Prish before turning to face the queen. Her expression said, You owe me big for this. “It was my fault she was not at her post. Please don’t be mad with her.”

      Sighing, Esper released her hands to her side. “Captain Bondet, is this true?”

      Prisha looked up. “I’m sorry, Mom. I know I was supposed to be at your side when we first arrived at the canyon. But yes, Hino speaks the truth, and it would be extremely easy for an assassin squad to carry out a mission using that area.” Standing, she rubbed her upper arm. “But that doesn't excuse my responsibilities as the princess or as a captain.” Dropping into parade stance, her eyes locked onto Esper’s. Her voice shakily uttered, “I accept any punishment that awaits.”

      In disbelief, Esper’s right hand covered her face, her left hand bracing her elbow.

      What am I going do with these kids? She internally laughed at the thought.

      “Your reconnaissance is excellent as always, ladies, but this must be the last time I am notified after it has been completed.” Both girls’ heads bowed as Esper closed the distance between them. Placing a hand on each of their heads, she gave their hair a quick jostle before leaning down to hug them.

      “I’m proud of you for telling the truth, and that little duel was actually quite impressive.” Standing and walking through them, she waved. “Get Jorgand to analyze the forest area in case we need to use it.”

      The girls smiled thinking, they were off the hook.

      “And then report to Biljax for armory duty.”

      Hino and Prisha’s faces dropped. Armory duty with Biljax meant cleaning everyone's armor and sharpening all the weapons in the camp, something they both hated doing.

      “Well…” Dusting herself off as her mother disappeared around the corner, Prisha rubbed her still-sore cheek. “I guess we should go find Jorgand.”

      Hino shrugged her shoulders. The idea of meeting with Biljax afterwards was not her idea of a great way to prepare for a battle.

      “And besides…” a twinkle crossed Prisha’s eyes, a sly grin curling her fairy lips, “…who said that finding and making sure Jorgand safely returned from the forest would be a quick task.”

      Hino crossed her arms, “Oh no! No, no, no, you are not getting me into any more trouble.”

      Prisha stretched her wings, lifting off the ground. “Let’s go!” Taking off towards the medical tent, she grabbed Hino’s collar, virtually dragging her along for the ride.

      “I…haaaattte…..yoooouuuuuu….” was heard for a few yards, an afterthought of dust swirling in their wake as they zoomed through the camp.
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      The medical tent was a place of peace and serenity. It was said that Jorgand’s constant humming could soothe the most aggressive of beasts. Its interior remained under the constant soothing sounds of her voice. Despite her size, she swayed around various test tubes and medicinal herbs, almost dancing to the melodies of her hum.

      “Hmmm...hmmm…hm...hmmm…la...la...la...la...laaaaa...”

      “Can I have some of what you’re on?” Biljax chuckled, brushing aside the flapped entrance to the medical tent. “I could hear your humming from two tents over today. Everything okay?”

      A slight curtsy and a nod were all he received in return.

      “Oh, the silent treatment, huh?”

      As she turned away from him, his gaze fell across the room.

      “Jorgand, what did I do this time?” Switching the ax to his left hand, Biljax realized the issue.

      “Oh…heh heh…sorry.” Tiptoeing backwards, he set the ax in the rack outside the tent.

      “Thank you.” Turning back to greet him, Jorgand’s finger wagged. “One of these days, you’ll remember to leave that thing out of here.”

      Jorgand’s philosophy was that the medical area was a place of healing, not violence. She instructed all weapons to be left at the door before she would greet anyone. Something Biljax had never understood, as she kept multiple sets of knives and needles on her person at any given time.

      “What can I do for you today, Biljax?” she asked, returning to her spot at the table, a single blade protruding from her hand.

      Stepping back, Biljax waited for her to set to her task before speaking. As calm as Jorgand was, it was never a good idea to get her upset or jumpy. Casually, he strolled across the table, swinging his massive leg over the stump to take a seat.

      “I wanted to know if you’ve had any luck with the serum?” Looking around at the various bags and shelves lining the walls, he could only imagine what she had concocted in her spare time.

      Reaching across the table, Jorgand put a finger to his mouth. “We are not to speak of this outside of the council room. You know this.” Her head craned to see if any passersby were within earshot. “We must ensure that the participants are willing and capable of extraordinary feats before we test it.”

      She twirled her finger around a small vine that had suddenly sprouted from the ground at her feet. Winding ever so elegantly as it responded to the torsion of her wrist, the vine came to rest at her side. Without a second glance, she placed the blade on its now-widening top. A faint glow emitted from the stand, sterilizing the item.

      Jorgand leaned forward, her index finger beckoning him closer. With her elbows firmly planted on the table, her long, light green fingers interlocked as she clasped them before her face.

      “This is war, Biljax. If we don't present this to the right individuals, it could turn the tide against us so quickly.” A shaky breath escaped her. “We would never have any time to recover.” Sitting back, the worry on her face disappeared as her usual toothy smile returned. “However, until I deem someone worthy, we’re A-OK.”

      Biljax’s hands grasped at his dreaded hair. Pulling it back, he adjusted his ponytail. “I guess I’m not good enough to test it on.” He mumbled to himself as he rose from his place at the table.

      “It has nothing to do with you being good enough.” Jorgand’s hearing, sharp as ever, caught him by surprise. “I worry it will consume you in your current state. Besides, never once did I say it was complete, now did I?” Sauntering towards the back of the tent, she reached down to pick a few petals from a nearby plant.

      Biljax gave her a second glance, shaking the image from his head as he headed out of the tent. He knew this was not the time, but for some reason, he was drawn to her enchanting personality…and figure.

      “How much longer till you think it’ll be complete?” Grasping his ax from the rack outside, he unhooked the shaft from the bladed top.

      “Soon. The problem is finding suitable carriers with the will of the phoenix.”

      The sound of Biljax’s blades detaching from each other almost drowned out her last few words. Each blade was a perfectly balanced attaché of death. Holding them in the light, the ruby-red eyes of the half skulls shown true—the Orc Brigade’s crest.

      Flipping them around his hands Biljax holstered them behind his lower back. The hilt swaying at his side, he stretched, the muscular frame of a Blood Orc showing even under his heavy titan armor.

      “Well, hopefully soon we’ll find—”

      Almost colliding with him, Prisha came to a grinding halt. A gust of wind blasted past the tent, knocking multiple containers of meds from the walls.

      “Find what?” Prisha’s uncanny ability to ruin and interrupt any moment never ceased to amaze him.

      “Nothing, Prish...and what are you doing here? Did your mother ever find you?”

      Bashfully, Prisha dug the toe of her boot across the grass.

      “We kinda got in trouble and were told to find you for armory duty.”

      “We?” Confused, Biljax’s arms crossed his chest. “Who is we?”

      Hino’s arm, badly shaking, appeared from behind Prisha. “I’m here, too,” she almost squeaked as her vocal cords had not yet returned after their mad dash from the arena.

      Laughing, Biljax turned back to Jorgand, “Well, looks like I have some helpers for the evening. I’ll catch up with you another time.” Beginning to lumber away, he waved at Prisha and Hino. “Come on, girls, the blades won't polish themselves.”

      A mischievous smirk curled the corner of Prisha’s mouth. “But I have to go somewhere with Jorgand first.”

      This stopped Biljax and Jorgand in their tracks. “Huh?” they both exclaimed in unison.

      “Mother told me to inform you of a forest about five miles due east that covers the lip of the canyon connecting both sides. She wants you to have a look as it seems a likely place for assassins to hide.” Wavering on her heels, she clasped her hands behind her back as she smiled. “And since you don't have anyone providing arial reconnaissance, I figured we’d just tag along with you. Make sure you're covered, you know?”

      Sighing, Biljax’s right hand grabbed them both by their pointy little ears. “That's enough ladies. Thank you for relaying the message, but Jorgand works alone.” Thinking back on when he had first met her, his left hand caressed his own throat. She had been sent to assassinate him in the Deyu forest belt by one of the Manticorian generals. “Besides, last I checked, you were supposed to be my little helpers for that escapade you all pulled earlier.”

      Hino shamefully looked down as Prisha’s cheeks puffed in indignation, her arms crossing in dismay.

      “Let’s get a move on ladies,” Biljax ordered.

      From the tent opening, Jorgand shook her head, chuckling as she pulled the flaps down, closing herself inside. Darkness consumed the tent as she released the entry flaps. Keeping her stride, she rummaged for a pack from a nearby chest. A snap of her fingers sent sparks flying from her newly unsheathed nail blades towards the candelabra on the central table. Deftly, she swiped an area on the table clean before unfurling the pack with a quick flick of her wrist. An assortment of blades, needles, darts, and knives lay before her as she began placing them in the various hidden slots of her garb.

      Crossbow now slung lightly across her back, her hand gripped the central beam of the tent’s door. Exiting the tent caused it to duplicate, leaving a shielded spear-like weapon in her grasp. The setting sun glinted as she raised a hand to shade her field of vision. Heading eastward, a furrowed brow crossed her face, her stride quickening. Within minutes, she was outside the camp, pacing through tan-green fields of high grass towards the thicket and possible danger. Her ears twitched with excitement, her nose filled with the sweet smell of the nearby woods. She was once again in her element.

      A Weald Orc deeply rooted in nature, Jorgand was a master of assassination, having attained the highest technical level within her order. That was until the Weald Orcs were annihilated. A grimace of pain coursed through her body at the thought. Glancing down, her hand grazed the hair of a small orc doll tied securely to her hip.

      The speed of her gait slowed as she reached the forest’s edge. Stabbing her spear into the ground, her eyes closed, her hands clasping together.

      “Unk Hor Vas Yohba Ekt Prn.”

      Her hands swiftly gestured, weaving intricate signs. The pride of her clan echoed through the instantaneous bass of the guttural chant.

      “Gri Sha Bak Trin Oc Choi.”

      A slight green mist began to emit from her closed eyelids, drifting from the tips of her eyelashes like morning dew.

      Opening, her pupils had changed. Where once sat doe-brown irises and perfectly circular pupils were now irregular heptagons resting in pools of harlequin green. A hazy, gaseous film covered the entirety of her retinas.

      Reaching her hand back towards the spear, the gas now flowing from her fingertips enveloped the spear long before her hands, encasing it in the same smoggy glow as her eyes.

      “SHA KHAN!”

      Yanking back her hand, the spear emulsified, turning into a muddled gaseous apparition. The action drew it towards her, absorbing it into the palms of her hands. Dark brown lines drew themselves from fist to forearm up and across her back. The spears’ image materialized on her.

      As she stepped forward into the forest, a westerly wind began to pick up. The mist, now emitting from her entire being, began to billow. Particle by particle, the image of a tall, slender orc faded into the wind. Her body whisked away, fading into the forest, leaving not a trace of her entity.

      

      In a dark, secluded area of the forest, a small campfire crackled. Clad in red-silver engraved armor, a lone knight stood gazing into the flames.

      Lord Isaacs sent all of us, but why? I understand the enemy is Lady Esperia, but she is not our target. Why send all of us for one little….

      His train of thought was interrupted by a sudden rustling in the nearby bushes. He stood, his hands leaping towards the hilt of his sword. The sultry figure emerging from the brush put his hands at ease as his grip loosened. Though his mind remained in a state of dread.

      “Hey Brodie!” a voice called to him.

      Peaches, an ashen-skinned elf female, dusted leaves from her long purple hair as she entered the flame-lit glow of the campfire.

      “Calm down, don’t be so jumpy,” she told him. She paused cocking her head, her hands on her hips. “You were about to do something naughty, weren’t you?”

      Biting his tongue, a slight trickle of blood emerged from the corner of his mouth. Sheer disgust boiled within him.

      Why in the hell did he have to send these two with us?

      Seating himself, his frustration must have clearly shown. Hopping towards him, imitating a rabbit, she slung herself across his back. Her hands clasped together to hug him from behind.

      “Now, you know blood excites me. You can't threaten a girl with a good time and just leave her there.”

      Her right hand wiped the blood from his lip as her left hand slowly reached towards the hilt of his sword. Her fingers extended, caressing its tip.

      Abruptly, Brodigan stood, causing her to tumble to the ground.

      “Owww!” Pouting, she rose, attempting to regain her composure.

      Annoyed, Brodigan crossed to a nearby tree at the edge of the fire’s light. Peaches took his place at the campfire. “Meanie!”

      “Enough, you two!” called a voice of polished distinction.

      Primus had exited one of the tents, fire reflecting off his cold, dead-eyed gaze.

      “Why, P?” Peaches whined. “Why do we have to—”

      Primus’ raised hand silenced her. She stuck out her tongue in a silent, but still annoying raspberry.

      Primus crossed between Brodigan and Peaches, momentarily blocking the intensely seething hatred.

      “How long are we supposed to be here?” Peaches’ whining voice seemed to echo, getting lost amongst the trees.

      From out of nowhere, Priscilla’s voice chimed in. “Like oh my god…if I don’t get back to the castle soon…” Looking around, she shuddered as she pulled a newly tangled spider web from her hair. “I’m going to die of boredom.” She had emerged from the forest, seemingly out of nowhere.

      Priscilla seated herself by the fire next to her sister. Peaches pointed towards her twin and nodded in agreement.

      “We will leave upon completion of our mission, and not a moment before,” Brodigan said.

      Though his gaze faced the night sky, Brodigan’s annoyance must have been conveyed. The twins hung their heads in reprimand.

      Changing positions, Brodigan’s face now shown against the fire’s light. “How long are we to hold this position? My understanding is that we were to complete the mission by daybreak.”

      Crossing his arms in angst, he rose from the tree. Though he was the tank of the formation, rarely did information get past him. However, when it did—especially if it was intentional—it was one of his biggest pet peeves. Outside of the twins, it was the only thing that angered him with unrivaled comparison.

      Sensing this, Primus turned back towards the group, arms opening wide and attempting to gain favor. As if by invitation, a trilling shriek sounded from above, causing everyone to reach for their hips in preparation. The shrieking, however, was coded.

      “Eeek-ek-ek-eeeek! Shwwwaaaaahhh-eeeeeek-ee-eek!”

      Repeatedly, this pattern continued until a metallic cylinder began to gleam from the firelight roughly fifty meters away. The grayish hue and dark straps worn by the imp carrying it were nearly invisible to the naked eye.

      The dark elves, however, saw Primus clear as day. Fluttering over to his outstretched arm, the imp unhooked the container from his satchel before handing it over and hopping to the ground.

      Primus grinned at Brodigan. “It seems the answer to your question has arrived.”

      After Primus loosened the top of the container, a small hiss escaped as a bright red vapor. Reaching in, he removed two items: a scroll and a vial containing some sort of silver metallic liquid. Everyone leaned forward, anticipation of the strike orders welling within each of them as Primus unfurled the scroll.

      “The assassination target seems to have changed.” Pausing, he looked up from the scroll at the tiny silver-filled bauble now between his index and thumb. “Multiplied would be more accurate.”

      Breaking into a quick stride back towards his tent, he began barking orders. “Peaches, Priscilla, you will continue to move on the enemy camp. You are to return with the prize!”

      Glancing at Brodigan, the twins paused, staring between him and Primus. Primus almost lost his balance at the disrespect.

      “Are you serious?!” He demanded, his usual regal bearing completely disturbed. All the while, Brodie smugly smiled, shrugging his shoulders. Face-palming himself, Primus looked at Brodigan.
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