*Any resemblance to persons real/imagined is unintentional, except in the case of Callon whose speech patterns I stole from the Fabulous Flowerman, hopefully his personality wasn’t picked up as well.  
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Olinard’s Soul


Arrival


	A 20-year-old with wavy auburn hair opened her eyes tentatively.  She knew the moment consciousness returned that she had fallen asleep, and that she was….not home, yet it still felt..like it should?  She shrugged mentally then proceeded to focus outward in order to take stock of her surroundings.


	Abruptly, a largely grinning face presented itself before her eyes.  


	Strawberry blonde, long curly hair bobbed as she spoke with a cheerful tone, “Hey!” she greeted, “I’m Allie.  How’d you get here?”  The other woman recoiled at the blatant gaiety that contrasted so sharply with her own mood.


	Allie’s face fell at the poor reception to her buoyant appearance, “Hmm? Are you all right?”  


	“Um..”  


	“Well!  That’s great!” She continued to babble on, her face bright.  Finally, she stopped for a moment, “So, what’s your name?” she wondered, forcing herself to sit still expectantly.


	“Aura.” The more sedate woman replied, slightly irked by Allie’s forward demeanor and the random transitions in ‘conversation’ as both prevented her from fully examining their environment.  “Where are we?” she added daringly after a moment.


	Allie shrugged at the question, not bothering to take a look around. “A deep….. dark…… dungeon…..”  she replied in an increasingly dramatic tone, then added, “I assume.”  There really wasn’t much to learn from the gray stone working of four walls, a ceiling and a floor.  Upon a second examination, Aura caught sight of the outline of a door along one wall.  


	She stood, rather than asking about a way out, and went to test the door, “We’re locked in.” she declared after a moment of shaking the door-handle.


	“Hmm.  Really?” Allie said with a careless air, “Does it matter?”  


	“Well…we might want to get out…” Aura suggested with a dubious look on her face as she wondered about Allie’s intelligence level.  “Renaissance, then.” She thought to herself.  It wasn’t just Allie’s curls that were poofed up and flying everywhere, she was also bedecked in medieval-style skirts—a numerous amount of them—as well as a bodice and short cape, all in pastels like the fluffy pink streak in her hair.  Aura wasn’t quite sure how that streak might have come about in a medieval time period, but she was prudent enough to refrain from asking.


	Under a carefree exterior, Callon groaned to himself.  The blacksmith who led his apprenticeship had sent him to check all the locks in the old castle, including those in the large, musty old tower.  He always went about his work with a cheerful air, taking on some of the most unpleasant tasks which others would adamantly refuse no matter what the pay.  He didn’t honestly enjoy the extra work, but he found that it was better for his mood if he figuratively whistled while he worked.  However...the result was that people rarely felt guilty about heaping more, and worse, chores upon him.


	Callon sighed now that no one was around and squinted at the rusty metal lock.  He was about halfway through the job, but it was taking much longer than originally expected.  He guessed that the last person who had been stuck with this job had cleaned the first four locks then, thinking no one would notice, skipped out on the rest of his work.  Callon unhappily lifted the metallic scrub brush and began scrapping at the orange decay.  He, at least, would do a thorough job; he would feel guilty if he didn’t.


	Aura’s eyes flicked toward the door as a small sound began to grate at her ears, “Hush.” she held up a hand and, with a curious look.  Amazingly enough, Allie quieted.  Aura cocked her head to the side, listening, “No!” she shouted suddenly as Allie trotted over and knocked on their side of the door.


	 “Hellooooooooo?” she called, alerting anyone outside to their presence.  There was a sound of clinking metal, like something had crashed to the floor.


	“Th’--?” Callon sputtered in astonishment, he had just heard a voice calling through the door.  He picked up the tools he had dropped and finished chipping away at the lock; which resulted in three or four chunks of lock and a snowfall of rust flakes.  With a wince at the resulting screech, he pulled opened the reluctant door, muscles bunching with strain.


	“Oooo! Thank you thank you thank you!!!” Allie squealed to their rescuer as she assaulted him with a unexpected hug.  


	Callon stumbled back a pace and disentangled himself, “How in Olinard didya get here?” he demanded as he attempted to regain his dignity.  Calmly, Aura left the small room, keeping a careful distance from the other two.  


	Allie’s grin fell into a straight line at the question, “Kidnapped.” she snapped shortly, the look in her eyes daring them to ask further.


	Callon’s brow furrowed:  he knew from the lock that the cell hadn’t been opened in years, “But..the door...”  


	“Magic!  Of course, I mean, think about it!  What else could get me stuck in a little room with a door that I can’t even believe actually opens anymore!” she replied, making an effort to bounce back to her normal bubbly self.  Callon cast a look at Aura, but it was clear she was intending to say nothing about her appearance.


  	“Where are we?” she inquired instead.


	Callon shrugged, “Th’ Tower ‘o Ol.”  


	Aura raised an eyebrow, “Excuse me?”  


	“Not gonna repeat myself.”  She gave him a pointed stare, then gave up.  Callon shook his head, “Weirdest day I’ve ever had.” he thought, then added like a premonition as he observed Aura’s simple smock of a dress, “Bound t’ get weirder.”


	Their heads snapped toward the supposedly empty room at a short rumbling noise.  Aura’s eyes seemed to glaze over with purpose as she moved into the center of the room.  Allie shrugged and skipped after her, brimming with curiosity.  “Yer both crazy.” Callon proclaimed, “Well, so’m I.” he then said to himself helplessly as he found himself following them...hadn’t the two, and even him, just wanted to get out of this place?


	Unnaturally, Aura was the only still thing in the room as an earthquake of a shudder rumbled through the tower, sending the other two to their knees.  Abruptly, a powerful wind whipped up, flaring the skirts of the two women and twirling their hair in smooth, but wild swirls.  Allie grabbed Callon’s arm for support, forcing him to grope for something to grab onto to keep them both on the floor.  Despite their desperate efforts, they were dragged up into the whirling wind current.  


	“An indoor cyclone?!” Allie cried in surprise, trying to reach Aura and relative safety.


	Aura herself had no external reaction to the excitement, but when she heard her two new companions call her name her eyes finally opened.  She extended a welcoming hand toward them and upon Allie’s forehead, a strange starburst symbol was revealed.  It began to glow slightly and the wind calmed, but did not drop them.  


	“How’n Olinard’re we gonna get down?” Callon asked practically from his slowly rotating position halfway between the ceiling and floor.


	Aura brushed a lock of hair behind her ear, “We don’t.” she said simply, “We go up.  That was the point.”  With that, she stepped up the invisible staircase of air, relieved that she had been able to confound the first defense mechanism of the Tower.  


	Callon gave her a look, but advanced to the staircase, “How’d you know?” he asked with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity.  


	Before she could explain, not that she would, Allie plopped in her two cents, “The real Tower is more magical than physical, almost on another plane.”


	“What’s with you people??  Can’t ya talk sense??” Callon grumbled, it just figured that he would be the one to end up with two asylum escapees in the one magical room of the entire Tower.  Not that he hadn’t encountered magic before, just...not on so grand or flashy a scale.  	“Sense?” Allie grinned with a wink at him as they stepped gingerly up the airy stairs, “What would we want with that?” 


	Callon scanned the area and with astonishment realized that, without much transition, they had arrived somewhere that most definitely was not the previous room--for one thing, it had no end.  Whatever served as a floor was slightly squishy, like the skin of some animal, and it was blotched in red and purple with an uneven black and brown tinge.  The scenery was fairly bland, though the air consisted of an interesting dark blue haze that extended into an optical illusion of a wall of midnight.  There were a few strange objects around, he noticed.  Some resembled trees, though he wasn’t sure how hungry he’d have to be to risk some of that fruit.


	Before he could finish painting his mind with the weird landscape, Allie let out a startled yelp and tightened her grip on his arm.  


	“You c’n let go ya know.” he said firmly after she reminded him, in no uncertain terms, that she was still hanging on. 


	“Look!” she urged, pointing with her free hand at a band of...things...quickly approaching them.


Experience


	“Ah the dual soul...and...who have you brought with you, Mage?” The fanged leader of the troop spoke with a falsely soothing tone.  Unblinking, he continued, pupil-less black eyes colder than ice.  


	“I didn’t bring them.” Aura responded, her eyes studying the group intensely.  She was pretending to know what she did when mostly she had been running on instinct, but that didn’t stop her from continuing the charade.  Though, what instinct she wasn’t sure, considering that this whole slew of events made no rational sense in her conditioned mind.  


	“Really.” The creature commented, shifting his demonic black wings to make an eerie leaf-crackling sound.  He gave them an elegant bow, “Welcome to the Shadowed.” he smirked slightly, fully revealing one large hooked fang, then he disappeared, literally in a puff of smoke.  As if on cue, the nightmarish gargoyles that had been behind him flocked outward in a flurry of sharp cawing sounds and clacking claws.


	Allie let out a shriek as one bounded toward her, a shark’s mouth of teeth glaring at her.  Callon thrust her behind him and grabbed for his knife.  But, as soon as he brought it before himself, the gargoyle’s three-fingered chitin hand grasped the glinting metal.  Callon pushed it back and quickly drew his hand away, effectively removing the knife from its grasp in time to stab at its glowing yellow eyes.


	Meanwhile, Aura was not without her own defenses.  With her innate empathy she felt around her surroundings until she felt secure in the theoretic process she would bring into play.  She had never cast a spell before, but going through the motions gave her the impression that she had done it as often as tying her shoes.  But, on this plane...of the Shadowed.. she had to make adjustments that she wasn’t used to in any way at all.  Still, she managed the spell by draining some of the liquid from the ground and swirling it up through the blue-tinged excuse for air.


	The gargoyle which had been flying towards her with outstretched razor-swords suddenly froze in its track.  A bluish haze dusted over it within three seconds.  Its wings completely stopped working and it fell to the soft ground with a deadened thump once the process was complete.  Aura bit her lip, knowing that if the ground had been any harder, the creature would have shattered to its death.  She didn’t want to kill it.


	“Yer okay?!” Callon queried as if he was surprised at the outcome considering she had been without his protection.  Aura nodded plainly, declining to ask the same of them as it was obvious that all they had received was a few scratches.  


	“The rest won’t be so easy.” she warned the two, heading out in a seemingly random direction.  


	“Ya call that easy??” Callon blurted, still panting, and bleeding, from the unexpected exertion.  


	“Compared to what’s coming.” She stated darkly, oblivious to the fearful look that had come over Allie’s innocent features.


	Callon jogged to catch up with Aura, who had already resumed their earlier pace, with Allie trailing after them.  


	He glanced behind him to check on his shadow and said with jaded calm, “You gotta sun on yer head.”  He was tired of surprises and oddities, besides, at the moment it didn’t really seem that strange.


	Allie’s eyes shifted to the side, “Uh..yeah.  It runs in the family.”  


	“Huh.” He grunted, “What’s yer family like?” he wondered, trying to make conversation mostly because he wasn’t sure how Aura would react if he spoke to her.  She probably wouldn’t say anything at all.


	Allie took a breath, as if preparing herself for something, “Well..there’s me, I’m the 6th, 3rd of the kids from dad’s second wife.”  


	“Uh.  Second?” He intervened, a little disturbed at her sangfroid over that particular bit of information.  


	“His first died with Mikey, left him scared for life so he’s always a little dark.  Lesse...the first is Jani who’s like a second mom to Jerri, then Mare who’s suuuuuuuuch a brat, she thinks she’s queen of the world just because she gets the second largest share of dad’s stuff.  Well, from my mom there’s Torin who’s a tomboy and always getting herself into trouble.  Though, that’s sometimes interesting ‘cause she doesn’t like Mare very much and puts her in her place when she’s taking advantage of Mikey.  Jerri is second youngest and everybody’s favorite ‘cause he’s so adorable and works hard too.”


	Callon was almost pensively silent while she spoke, not that she would have given him the space of breath for a monosyllable.  After talking about the different dynamics of her family for at least five minutes, she stopped to take in a few deep breaths and that’s when he made his move.


	 “So...where’d’ you fit in?” He asked, stretching the ‘you.’  She spoke about her own family as if they were the family of a sisters friend, or one she had only heard about, not lived in.  	She returned a glare, “What?  You think there’s something wrong with them?” she replied defensively.  


	Even more confused, he continued slowly, “Nooo...and there ya go again.. ‘them’?  ...‘us’ maybe?  ‘t about you?”  


	“I love my family!” she cried at him.


	“D’they return?” he asked before he could stop himself from the inopportune question.


	“I’m not going to talk to you if you’re going to be like that!” She pouted and crossed her arms, then awkwardly jogged until she was swiftly walking parallel to Aura.  


	“Women!” he exclaimed in near disgust, throwing up his hands.  “M’name’s Callon for you two lovely ladies just dyin’ t’ know.”  he added like a retort.


	“Aura, I’m not speaking to Callon.” Allie pronounced to let everyone in hearing distance know.  


	“All right.” Aura acknowledged indifferently, not appearing to notice nor care about the exchange.


	Callon took a few lengthly steps to catch up with them, then draped his arm around Aura’s shoulders, “Heeey darlin,’ yer cute, ya know that?” 


	“Hmph!” Allie snorted primly as Aura moved a little more quickly to get out from under Callon’s arm without too much fuss.  


	“Huh!  That’s what ya call cold.” he complained, turning to Allie.


	“Not on your life!” she replied, nose in the air.  


	“Whaat? Am I ‘sposed t’ be dealin’ with princesses here?”


Deception


	Aura’s brow furrowed and she fumbled to return to her pace, “Allie, quick.” she ordered rapidly, handing over the sword she had procured from one of the strange creatures.  


	“Huh?” was Allie’s startled reply.  


	“Aw, c’mon.  Ya could at least give it t’ someone who knows how t’ use it.”  Callon protested to Allie’s offended snort.


	“You’d rather she make her way with your tiny dagger?” Aura returned sarcastically.  	“Heey, what’s wrong w’ my ‘tiny dagger,’ girl?”  


	Not for the first time, Aura disregarded his words, “He returns.”


	“Not quite, darling.”  She felt sick hearing the endearment from him as he made his sinuous way through the cracks in her mind.  No matter how egotistically annoying it was from Callon, she’d much rather hear it from him than this monster.  


	“What do you want?” she enjoined through the echoing corridors of her head.  


	She felt an icy grasp working it’s fingers around her heart, “You.”  


	“I’m not yet whole.”  


	“Perhaps, but I don’t want her.”  Aura actually laughed aloud, disdainfully, at that, “You’d stop me?”  


	“You can’t get it...if I corrupt you  f i r s t..” the last word was a soft hiss of steam which immediately turned to hardened ice, weighing down her heart.


	Externally, a battle was already raging with only two players frozen, eyes locked.  “Aura!” Callon shouted, only now realizing how most of the gargoyles swarmed around her like vultures on a corpse.  “Use yer whacky ice! C’mon Aura, defend yerself!” he took a diving summersault under the spindly ashen arms of a foe and grabbed Allie’s sword, “Stay b’hind me.” he cautioned as he brought himself back to his feet, raising the sword at the same time.  He cringed when he saw a red spray erratically emanating from their companion.


	“Leave    her    alone!” He actually bellowed, impressed with abruptness of it; there wasn’t anything around for it to echo off of.  He cleaved the sword haltingly through the chitinous armor of the foremost gargoyle.  It splintered in two and he spun to face the creature noisily sneaking up behind him.  Aura snapped back to consciousness and bit back a cry of pain at the red streaks that now littered her body with lancing fire.  


	“ICE!” her scream went up like an desperate supplication.  The temperature took a dangerously radical drop, but Callon stood his ground and continued to rip away gargoyles with the green-stained sword.  But, it might have been wiser had he gotten out of the way of her spell.  A flash of blinding blue snapped outward like a popping bubble from Aura, spreading shards of ice into anything far enough away to miss being completely frozen by the spell.


	One shard slid like a sharp knife through the flesh of Callon’s shoulder and he dropped the sword with a groan at the piercing pain.  Shuddering with the release of such a large amount of spiritual energy, Aura staggered to her feet, warily watching for her new nemesis lest he attack while she was vulnerable.  She caught sight of the intelligent monster out of the corner of her eye and whirled unsteadily around.  Dizziness caught her mid-turn and she nearly fell upon Callon whose shoulder she then supported herself on.  But, she was too late, the creature was gone.


	Allie scurried over to them, “Are you two okay?  Are you?” she begged tearfully for an answer.  By this time, Aura was down on her knees but supporting her own blood striped body.  But, it was Callon who was more drastically injured.  Once Aura collected herself, she realized where her last tie of magic was and frantically unwound the spell of ice so that it slowly melted away.  


	“Give me your skirt.” Aura demanded of Allie.  


	“Just what I’ve always wanted.” Callon remarked jokingly in a foggy, lost voice.  


	She gave him an irritated scowl, “The overskirt, quickly.”  She was furious with her lack of medical knowledge.  Allie bit her lip, eyebrows drawn in worry, and did as she was told, leaving about three other skirts still in place.


	Together, they wrapped the wound.  Callon reached up a wavering hand as Aura finished and placed it on hers, “So, darlin’ ya do care.”  She answered with solely a tight grimace.  The gash was not as severe as she had initially thought, but neither of the women were healers and all they could do was staunch the bleeding.  The wound had left him woozy and unsteady on his feet, but all they could do at this point was lend him a shoulder.  They couldn’t stop to rest.  They had to find...whatever it was Aura was so desperately searching for, and avoid other hazardous encounters at the same time.


	Leaning on Allie as he stumbled along, Callon observed, “They coulda killed ya.  Right there.”  Aura’s eyes narrowed, why did he have to be so sharp?  “Y’know why, so spill.”  She looked away evasively as if she hadn’t heard him and continued to shake the residual, internal, frost left by the demon.  He put a hand lightly on her shoulder, “Quit the dark ‘n silent routine, tell.”  Aura shrugged him off with a scowl so she could concentrate on her plans...being that she didn’t have any.


	“Just leave her be.” Allie advised at his successive sigh.  He made a face, annoyed that she had noticed his breech of self-confidence.  


	After a mental shake, he returned a wink and a light kiss to her nearby cheek, “Not on yer life sweetie.  Now’re ya gonna tell the rest of yer story’re what?”  


	“Hmm...well, let’s see.....I love them all, they’re great...you see Torin and Mikey, they’re just inseparable, and Jerri...well Jerri’ll even follow Mare around and she’s so funny when he’s nearby because--” 


	“’n you?”  he pressed gently.


	“Well I..just love them I guess..”  “Why?”  “They’re...so funny you see..” weakly, she tried to continue.


	“Seems fer all that y’do, y’don’t get much back.”  


	Allie brushed her fingers through the fluffy pink streak in her hair to hide the abrupt sad look in her eyes, “What I get...  what I...” she began, her voice breaking a little.  


	“Them...and the cell?” Callon finished for her, assuming from her strange description of it that her own family had imprisoned her.  Abruptly, at the near-devastated look that came over her, he drew back into his boisterous shell.  “Don’t worry yer pretty lil head, I appreciate ya!” Callon grinned and tweaked her nose.  Allie attempted a grin, looking a little like a wilted version of the bright flower she normally was.  This entire adventure had been wearing on her from the start.  


	“You know...those charms of yours..” this time she was grinning more brightly, and suggestively indicating Aura.


	He shook his head hopelessly, “Nah..she’s--”  


	“Ah,” she shook a finger at him, “Under-appreciating yourself now.”  


	He held up a hand with the illusion of surrender, “Well, what c’n I say, I’m just talented!”


	“Auuuuuuuuuuura!”  Allie whined, before Callon could object, as she struggled to speed up to the woman’s pace, “You help now.  Callon’s heavy.”  


	“Hey! I heard that!”  Without a word, Aura took his arm over her shoulders from Allie.  “Sooooooo didya miss me darlin’?”  Aura grunted an unintelligible reply to the teasing question.  “What’s th’ problem?”  


	“Problem, hmm?”  


	“Yeh, yers, what is it?”  


	Aura gave him a scrutinizing look, then relented, “I...don’t know.” she responded finally.  	“What kinda answer is that?”  


	“The only one I have.”  


	“C’n ya ‘least explain some ‘a what’s goin’ on?”  


	She took a moment to think it over, “Well, that...demon...  wants what I need, but he doesn’t want it for the same purpose.”  


	“Uh.  K.  Those purposes bein’?”  


	“I’ve no idea what his is, but mine...”  


	“Yes?”  he encouraged, feeling a little over his head at this talk of demons.  


	“I need...to restore my soul.”  


	“So, th’ demon ‘n you ‘re after th’ same thing...which is?”  He continued, despite the cryptic responses he was receiving.


	Aura frowned with confused frustration, “I’m not sure.”  


	“But, he needs ya.  That’s why he didn’t kill ya.”  


	She inclined her head in confirmation, “But...I don’t know enough...for all I know I might end up doing just what he wants.”  


	He shook his head in denial and leaned a little more towards her, “Yer too strong fer that.”  	“Am I?” She questioned bitterly and found their faces closer than she expected.  “C.”  


	“If ya don’t want I won’t..”  She smiled hesitantly, relieved that he was the type of person to ‘ask’ like that.  A split second of thought decided her and she laid a soft kiss on his mouth.  For the first time since she had met him, he looked truly astonished and she had to chuckled at the portrait.


	Meanwhile, Allie had been contemplating the couple with a decidedly feral gaze and took that moment to join the two.  “Aww, how cute.” She simpered with an undetectable hint of malice.  


	“Not cuter’n you.”  


	This time Aura actually grinned, and rolled her eyes, “That’s our C for you.”  


	“Hm.  I see.”  Allie murmured and before Aura could shout out a warning to them, they were surrounded by yet more of the gargoyles.


Infiltration  


	“Can’t they attack all at once so we c’n kill ‘em all at once?” Callon moaned.  


	“If they did, we’d be dead.”  Aura asserted with certainty, “But that’s not what they really want....they just want to weaken us, distract us..” She groaned at the thought, desperate to know more so she could act effectively.


	“My darling...”  Again the voice was intruding into her mind, “Would you like to know why this plane is called the Shadowed?”  


	“I....y-yes..” she responded with apprehensive hesitancy, wondering what she was getting herself into.  Abruptly, she wished she hadn’t opened herself with that acceptance, “CALLON!” she wailed with joint pain.  Her attention was ripped away from her own spirit as her...friend was assaulted with poisoned claws.  He couldn’t see; couldn’t understand what was going on.  The creatures only brushed against him, but that was all they needed to lay their noxious poison in his exposed wounds.  


	With horror, she understood what the caliginous creature in her head brought to light--Callon was expendable.  They needed her, needed Allie because of her..but Callon...he they could kill.  Darkness flooded her mind with images of the creature’s favorite tortures.  She felt her stomach wrench sickly, “YOU CAN’T!!” she screamed over and over to the icy slime of the demon.  But, it wasn’t happening yet, they didn’t have him yet.


	“Allie!” she yelled, bringing herself back to the present, “SAVE HIM!!”  But, Allie had been standing apart from the crowd throughout the battle.  The only one fighting had been Callon with his crude swordsmanship skills.  


	None of them were practiced gladiators...they should have fathomed earlier that these beings weren’t aiming to kill them.  Still....one could ache in anguish on the edge of death for eternity--a prospect none of them favored.  Was there anything they could have done...to stop this?


	Allie cocked her head in the direction of Aura, “If you wish.” She walked slowly into the fray.  None of the creatures made a move to touch her, in fact, they cleared a path for her.  


	“Allie??”  Allie’s eyes had become slits and she lifted the sword she had been given.  Aura’s eyes widened in shock, “Allie?!  What’re you doing???”  But, as the sword came down she was dragged forcibly back into her own mind as frozen claws scratched through her spirit.  Tears sprung involuntarily from her eyes at the agony the scores created.  


	“Aura?” a familiar voice asked.  “He’s still alive!” she exulted with new hope, though of course she knew he was--nothing had changed.  Her minor empathy gave her a continual marker of his presence...and Allie’s bald-faced malice...  She cursed herself, she had become distracted, hadn’t been watching... but...who would have thought Allie would have turned on them?  Sweet, innocent, cheerful Allie...  Something had happened, had altered.  She had scanned Allie when they had first met and found nothing other than a desolate need to please, to make people happy.  


	“C...hold on...” She beseeched, not bothering to scold herself for the cliche as she was soon occupied in summoning her strength to call upon the magic she otherwise wouldn’t have believed existed.  “I may not be able to fight literal fire with fire...” she decided, but it was better...ice could form a barrier, fire wasn’t nearly as good at that particular line of business.  Twisting magic with empathy and an innate understanding of her own mind, she surrounded her soul with a blockade of, what to her looked like, shining invincible silver.  


	“There are other ways!” the voice furiously faded from her head with a grating growl.


	Once it was gone, she secured her heart in its protective glacier, in case he attempted a return while she was busy in the slightly more physical world of the Shadowed.  Once she reentered the world outside her mind, she fell to her knees limply, only holding herself upright by her palms.  She came back breathing hard with ice crystals dotted along her cheeks.  “C..” she breathed, forcing her head up.  She may have used, and was still portioning off some to continue using, a lot of her life-energy in the endeavor, but it was worth it.  Forcing that creature out of her mind was worth three-forths of her life....but was it worth Callon’s?  As soon as her hair fell out of the way of her shinning eyes, she froze tensely as if her glacier had encompassed her entire being.


	“Allie,” she reached out with a taunt voice, “Allie, dear, you don’t know what you’re doing, let him go.  Please.”  


	“I know quite well what I’m doing, darling, more so than you.”  


	Dismay dripped down her face as she recognized the pattern of speech, the inflections... a lightning shudder shot through her, “Let them go.” she demanded weakly.  The demon was now behind Allie and had his clawed excuses for hands clutching her shoulders to the point of drawing beads of blood.  


	“Perhaps.” he responded to her surprise, then she remembered the blood-stained pictures he had thrown into her mind earlier.


Olinard


	He held up a physically dull crystal shaped like a diamond.  It sparkled a little in the dim ‘light’ of the Shadowed, but that small shine could not at all compare to the beauty Aura could sense empathetically.


	“Olinard’s....Soul...” she gaped, unintentionally reaching for it, the solution to her duality.  	“The crystallization of, to be exact.  Now...all you have to do....is destroy Allie.  As a result...you and Callon will be free.”  She was too fascinated by the interior twinkling of the ancient essence to sense the lie in his words, though they were all darker than a starless night, even when he spoke the truth.  


	“Destroy....Allie?”  It was tempting, to use the soul that way...with that power which she intrinsically understood how to use...but..  Yes, Allie was annoying, but she was also so lovable and silly...a bright living spirit.  


	“You’ll never get her back regardless.  I’ve corrupted her utterly--you would be saving her from eternal condemnation.”  He claimed to sooth her conscience.  


	“I....can’t...”  


	His dark eyes snapped red flames, “You will.” he mandated to the sudden heart-wrenching howl that erupted from Callon.  


	“C!!” she wailed, struggling to stand.  With much stumbling, she began to move, then a burst of anger seared through her and she whirled her head to face the demon with a deadly glower, “No, you will.  You’ll let   them   GO!”  


	“Really?” He remarked with boredom through a mockery of Allie’s voice, “How do you expect to force me, hmm darling?”


	She bit her lip, abruptly cognizant of the fact that she had little with which to back up the threat.  Or did she?  Ice...ice and empathy were all she had, she needed Olinard’s Soul.  Her mouth tightened into a thin line.  Her mind began toiling intensely when she caught a glint of light shinning from off the demon’s claws.  Ice....could be slippery....  She let herself slide limply to the floor, legs easily giving out from under her, as she pretended to give in to despair.  “I can’t power it..” she feebly lamented, “I don’t have any energy left..”  


	The demon clacked his contorted fangs with impatience, “It powers itself.  Destroy her.”  That was just what she needed to know.


	Aura took a few long deep breaths to fortify herself, then abruptly she shot into the air and sped the few feet towards the demon.  As she sprinted, she cast her ice around the clawed grasp of her adversary.  In a natural reaction to the cold, he cringed backwards and that act loosened his grip on the crystal.  It slid out of his hands and hit the ground in silence.  She dove, throwing all caution to the winds of the Shadowed.  This was her last chance.  After a short flight, she slammed into the ground, wincing at the flurry of bruises she knew she had created.  But the small pains were meaningless; Olinard’s Soul was now in her hands.


	“NOOO!!” The demon howled and lunged on top of her in a whirlwind of razor-spikes that seemed to come from everywhere on his body.  But, the longest and sharpest were on his ‘feet’ and clawed hands which both dug into the soft skin of her body as if he was a perch attempting to perch across her.  


	The pain distracted her, as did Callon, but she couldn’t let it.  She forced herself back behind the icy barrier in her mind, bringing the essence of the soul with her.  Her hands, now dripping red from the oozing wounds above, fell slack and the crystal slid from them.  


	“YES!”  The demon cried triumphantly, grabbing it in wet palms where her earlier ice spell had already melted over the fire of his burning exoskeleton.


	The moment he was distracted, she grabbed at Allie and yanked the woman towards her. She calling upon the deep, nearly chaotic power of Olinard’s Soul.  It filled her with warmth that melted her defensive barrier, but she couldn’t be bothered with that, not when she was so close.  She let it swirl outwards from it’s concentrated form and felt the hopes, hurt, and happiness of a man, a mage, long dead.  A blessing of light burst into her heart like a sudden sunrise in the night-dark Shadowed.


	“I can’t leave Callon...” She pleaded to the embrace beginning to surround her, as well as Allie, like a comfortable winter blanket.  But, just as she thought it, she felt a presence...C’s...ahead of them and their strange ascension.  However, she knew that he was below them--that they were leaving him.  She vainly sought to understand but abruptly her thoughts were interrupted with darkness, a tear letting a rush of cold through the blanket.  It was Allie.


	“LET HER GO!!!!!!”  Aura demanded in desperation, there would be no more chances to return after this.  If they lost now, she would be condemned to a torture forever worse than Allie’s possession by a demon.  


	“Darling....” the voice called, and it most definitely was not C.  


	“STOP IT!!!!” she wrathfully bellowed, metaphorically over her shoulder, in complete rejection of the pet name.


	If Aura had been in any sort of physical world, she would have begun to glow with overflowing, brilliant intensity.  She jerked out the last ice cubes of her defense and around them tied all the cold electricity of her spirit to create a solitary spinning ball of ice.  She flung it from herself into the very core of the demon.  A heart to heart.  Once the energy had been expelled, she was consumed by what felt like a sickeningly sudden drop from the heights of a skyscraper.


~*~*~


Home


	“Arie?  Arie, you all right?” A concerned voice worried. 


	In response, she slowly opened her eyes, “C....?” she inquired, groggily striving to turn her aching head to see him.  For the first time she could remember she felt whole...and able to speak to C.  “Chris...thank you.”  


	“Huh?  Fer what?” he asked in bewilderment with his usual Brooklyn-style accent.  


	“For being alive.”  


	“Y’....”  he stared at her for a moment, nearly boggling, “But th’....”  She would have shook her head, if she could.  At the moment she was just relieved to be able to sit up (with some help from her friend).  	


	“Not a dream.” she assured him, “Not a dream..” she echoed, partially for herself.  


	“Then what th’ heck was it?!  Demons... magic??”  Her rubbed his temples, “We’re outta our minds.”  


	She smiled a little, “Glad to hear you say that.”  


	“Aright, aright, before ya get all lovey-dovey on me, and if that wasn’t a dream ya know we will...  what was th’ guy wantin’?”  


	It took Arie a moment to rationalize what her temporary empathy had explained in the Shadowed.  “Power.” she decided, “Not sure what he would’ve done with it, but that’s what he wanted.  If he had separated me from Allie, had me destroy her, take her over...whatever...  I would have been...”  she struggled for a way to explain how it had felt inside her.  


	“Consumed w’ ice?” He suggested.  


	She shivered involuntarily and nodded a little, “Mm.  He almost succeeded...far too close...”  


	“Don’t worry ‘bout it, yer yerself now, truly.”  He warmly confirmed with relief.  He moved his arm into a half-hug around her shoulders, no longer just to help her remain sitting up.


	“Yeah, no more multiple personalities for me.” She added gratefully  It had come to the point where her mood swings had...become near separate beings within her, each with their own opinions on every matter...it had nearly torn her apart this last year before C’s seemingly distant eyes.  


	“Good thing.” C asserted.  


	“What’s that Chris?” she questioned.


	He smirked at her, “ ‘cause I couldn’t decide between ya.”  She gave him a look, then sighed out a breath and let herself laugh a little.  


	He carefully laid a kiss upon her forehand, “Don’t go no where, ‘specially not back to that Shadowed, aright? Aright.”  He answered softly for her before pressing a gentle kiss to her lips and turning to get some restorative food from the kitchen.  


	She gazed after him with a mixture of astonishment and contented joy, “Well...” she determined, “Things are certainly going to be different....”  Her smile widened as he returned, complaining teasingly about the heavy tray he had to carry for her.  “Good.” she added.
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