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  Chapter One

Alex was a normal kid. He lived with his mom, dad, and younger brother, and went to school like a normal kid. It happened to be a hot summer day when something felt off, though he ignored the feeling. After all, he was going to his friend's house. He arrived at his house with sweat pouring down his face. The heat was nearly unbearable, but it would all be worth it when he entered his friend's cool house. The door opened, revealing his best friend, George. He smiled and said,
"Come on in. You look really hot."
Noah gratefully went inside, taking in the cool AC.
"It's so hot outside," Alex complained.
George smiled, nodding.
"I know bro. It's like, a hundred degrees Fahrenheit outside," George enthused.
George went and got two ice Cokes from the fridge, handing one to Alex.
"Thanks," he said, taking a large sip.
"So," George said. "Have any plans for the summer?"
Alex thought for a moment.
"Mostly just relaxing at home," Alex replied. "But I think I might be going to Hawaii sometime in August."
George nodded, saying,
"No clue. My parents are really weird about summer. Every year it’s something random. Last year we went to Oregon. Nor Portland. Like, creepy woods Oregon.”
Alex laughed, then took another long sip.
“Can you believe that we're already going into seventh grade?"
Alex and George had just finished sixth grade, and they were moving on to seventh. Time had flown pretty quickly. It seemed like almost yesterday that he had been just starting preschool. Alex smiled, but something in his chest tightened. Still, he smiled, saying,
"Time went so quickly."
"Yeah. Can't believe that soon, we'll be in high school and then university and then we'll be on our own," George responded.
"Is that a good thing?" Alex asked.
Personally, Alex didn't want to grow up. Growing up meant leaving the customs of his childhood and becoming a lot more independent. It meant that he had to pay taxes and get money. It meant leaving behind the safety of his childhood. It would be a ton of stress.
"I mean, sort of. We all have to grow up one day," George said.
"Hopefully not too soon," Alex said quietly.
They sat in silence for a while, giving Alex a moment to think. He would have to learn how to do so many things when he grew up. Could he take all of the stress?
"You wanna play on my Nintendo?" George asked, tapping on the controller.
"Sure," Alex said, grateful for the awkward moment to be broken.
They sat in silence for a few minutes, the game screen flashing quietly. Then George asked,
“If you could freeze time, would you?”
Alex nodded. “If it meant I didn’t have to lose stuff I love? Yeah.”
They kept playing, but the mood had shifted. As if both of them had seen something neither wanted to say aloud.
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Alex awoke to birds chirping and the wind blowing softly. He yawned, got up, and stretched. He went downstairs and made himself some cereal. He looked outside and groaned. It was 8:00 in the morning, and the sun was already up. The sky was a light blue, and there wasn't a single cloud in the sky. After he finished his cereal, he got out his summer reading book which he had forgotten to read. He sighed and began reading. After around half an hour later, his brother came downstairs and sat beside him.
“Is that book good?” he asked Alex. “I heard that it was really good.”
“I only just started it,” Alex told him. “But so far, it’s really boring. Maybe it’ll get better later, though.”
His brother nodded and left to make himself some cereal. Alex continued to read, and after he felt like he was at a good spot, closed the book and told his brother,
“Tell Mom that I’ll be at George’s.”
“Going over again?” his brother asked.
“Yeah,” he responded. “Tell Mom, okay? Once she’s awake?”
His brother nodded, before opening a comic and sitting down. Alex thanked him before walking out into the blazing sun.
“Oh hell,” he muttered.
It had to be at least 110 degrees outside, and Alex was dying. Literally. Alex picked up his pace, and sighed when he got to George’s house. He knocked, and after a few moments, George opened the door and smiled.
“Back for some more Coke?” George asked, grinning.
“You try walking outside for ten minutes,” Alex muttered, but he smiled.
He walked to the fridge and took out an iced Coke.
“Too bad your parents don’t buy soda,” George said sympathetically.
“Hey, at least yours do!” Alex replied. 
“I should start charging,” George said.
“Don’t do this to me,” Alex said, groaning.
“I’d say…about $1.00 per bottle,” George said.
They both burst out laughing, before Alex took a long sip.
“Alex! Look at me!” George told him. 
Mid-drink, Alex looked at Noah. He made a face at Alex, causing him to choke and iced Coke everywhere.
“George!” Alex exclaimed.
“Sorry, sorry,” George apologized, still laughing.
“I’ll get you for that one, just you wait,” Alex vowed. 
“Go clean yourself,” George told him. “I’ll be in the backyard.”
Alex nodded and washed his face, before drying himself with a hairdryer. He looked at himself in the mirror, smiled, and got back outside.
“Why would you willingly go outside in this weather?” Alex groaned.
George was doing flips on the trampoline, and he smiled at Alex.
“Feel free to stay inside,” George replied.
Alex groaned, but took off his shoes and started doing flips with George.
“Have you seen the news?” George asked him.
“Not yet,” Alex replied. 
“You have to watch it!” George told him. “Apparently, in some states, a massive Godzilla like monster came through a rift and like, slaughtered everybody.”
“Actually?” Alex exclaimed. “That has to be fake.”
“It isn’t,” George replied. “I searched it up on YouTube. There are dozens of videos on it, and nobody in the comments says ‘L’ or ‘fake.’”
“I’ll check when I get home,” Alex promised.
He had to see what George was talking about. It sounded super cool, but at the same time…scary. Alex got off the trampoline and asked George,
“It’s too hot outside, bro. Can we play on your Nintendo?”
George stopped doing fips and replied,
“Alright man. But personally, it’s not even that hot.”
“I’m not sure how that’s even possible,” Alex said as he walked into the cool AC of his house. Alex flopped down on the couch and turned on the console. George sat down next to him, and George asked,
“What game?”
Alex thought for a moment before he said,
“Super Smash Bros.”
George opened the game, and after Alex lost eight times in a row, he told George,
“Let’s play Mario Kart.”
George grinned and said,
“You’re still going to lose.”
Alex lost eight times again. He groaned.
“You’re just too good at video games!” Alex exclaimed, putting down the controller and taking a large sip of Coke.
Before George could respond, Alex’s phone buzzed. He took it out and groaned.
“I have to get home for dinner,” Alex told George.
“Good game,” George said, grinning.
Alex grinned back.
“Just you wait,” Alex said.
“Watch the news,” George called behind him.
“I will,” Alex replied. 
He got home and greeted his mom.
“It’s so hot outside,” Alex told his mom.
His mom smiled, and replied,
“I know, honey. But it is summer.”
Alex shrugged, before he went up to his room. He remembered what George had told him. He didn't sound like he had been lying. 
Alex would eat lunch first. Then he would figure everything out.
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“Alex! Lunch is ready!” his mom yelled from downstairs.
“Coming!” he shouted back. 
He walked downstairs and smiled. His mom had made pizza–his favorite. They are in silence until his brother asked, his voice full of confusion,
"Is today Sunday?"
Alex groaned in annoyance, but replied,
"No! Today's Monday. How could you even get that wrong?"
He earned himself a pouting little brother and two very angry parents.
"Apologize," his mom scolded sharply.
"I'm sorry," he muttered, getting up and putting his plate in the sink.
"Learn to live with him," his dad told him.
Alex went up soon after. He hadn’t meant to be rude. He was just irritated, and more than that, anxious. Something felt very wrong–not just the heat, but the air itself.
He listened closely, and heard his parents arguing downstairs.
"It could be clickbait," his mom said.
"And what if it's not? What if the rift and the monster are real? What if it takes our sons?" his dad retorted.
"We’re not moving! You're just paranoid!" his mother yelled back.
Alex sat frozen. Rfit? Monster? That was what George had told him! He opened his iPad and searched for "rift monster sky pink." And he gasped. Dozens of videos were on the topic. George hadn’t been lying. Alex quickly clicked on a video. The footage was blurry, but he was able to make out a crack in the air, time and space opening, and a huge monster came out. The monster was more than ten feet tall, and looked like a cross between Godzilla and a crab, with a pincer on one arm and an arm with rainbow nodes. 
Just like George had described. 
The bumps glowed. 
Then the screen would always go white.
Every video was the same.
 Alex shivered. Could this be real? He checked the comments, and nobody said "fake" or "clickbait,” like George had said. Everybody was saying how they saw it themselves. Alex shook his head in disbelief. What was happening to the world? He sighed, and looked at more footage. After an hour had passed, all the videos were the same, and everybody said that it wasn't clickbait. Alex turned off his iPad and stared out the window, as if a rift would appear. As if. And it was at that moment that a tremor shook the ground, nearly knocking him over. He peered outside, looking around. He gasped. 
A tremor shook his room.
The sky had turned pink.
Another rumble, louder this time.
Alex jumped and ran to the window.
Then, like a nightmare made real, a rift in time and space opened near his house. The monster came out, its eyes dying stars.
"WHERE IS ALEX!" It bellowed, incinerating homes with its laser arm.
Its pincher arm picked up the people who tried to run, and fried them on its other arm.
“Holy shit,” Alex cursed. 
Why did the monster want him? He heard his parents screaming, and he ran out of his room to his parents, who hugged him tightly,
"Don't worry," his dad said. "We'll protect you."
Then his house exploded.
The house collapsed, stone and wood flying everywhere.
"ALEX!" The monster screeched, louder this time.
A pincher arm came in the rubble, narrowly missing his dad. Alex tried to move back, but the arm was after him. He was pinched tightly, the pinchers digging deep into his body, and lifted him high.
“NO!” his mom cried.
“RUN!” his dad shouted.
But it was too late.
"Alex," the monster hissed. "You will not fulfill the prophecy. I will not let you get Dawnfang!"
"What prophecy?!" Alex exclaimed. 
But the monster didn’t answer. It hurled him straight into the rift.
He tried to change his path, but he was thrown too quickly and he crashed into the rift. The world instantly disappeared, and suddenly he was falling. The world vanished.
He screamed.
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Alex screamed as the world vanished into pink light. He fell through time and space, tumbling endlessly–until he hit ground.
Hard.
Yet somehow he wasn’t hurt.
He blinked. Above him was a sky tinged with violet and pink. A second moon hovered next to the shattered sun. 
"You new here?" a voice asked him.
He turned around and saw a man with a hat and a large mustache.
Alex nodded, then asked the only thing that mattered:
“Where am I?” 
The man gave him a weary smile. “The Darklands. And if Lyraxis wanted you…well, that’s very bad.”
Alex scrambled to his feet. “Lyraxis? The monster? It said something about a prophecy and Dawnfang. What’s going on?” 
The man’s head tilted. “You’re not supposed to know yet. But if you’re here, the Darklands chose you.” 
“I just want to go home," Alex said
The man’s face fell. 
"You can’t," the man said sadly.
"What?!" Alex exclaimed.
"Once you cross over realities, then it's impossible to return back. I'm sorry," the man said.
"But...there must be a way, right?" Alex asked hopefully.
"Yes, I suppose. But it would involve destroying Lyraxis. And that…is no easy thing."
His heart sank.
"Is there really no other way?" he asked desperately.
"No," the man responded. “Three Blades. Three Chosen Ones. That is what it’ll take. But those who try never make it.”
"How do you destroy Lyraxis?" Alex asked.
"The three Blades," the man replied. "Only the combined power of the three Blades of legend can destroy Lyraxis. Only the three chosen ones can wield the Blades. 
"If I'm not one of the chosen ones?" Alex questioned. 
"Then I'm afraid that you're out of luck," the man replied.
Alex sighed, tears threatening to spill. He fought them back, saying,
"In case I'm one of the chosen ones, even though I'm probably not, where are the Blades?" Alex asked.
If he wanted the best chance at going home, he had to get as much information as he could.
"The first is Deathweaver, which is in the Dark Woods nearby. The second is Lightbringer, which is near the abandoned city of Lightscar, and the last is Dawnfang, which is the strongest of the three and is near Heptakikos, the city where time and space is extremely unstable," the man told him.
"Okay," Alex said, turning to leave. "Thanks for the info."
"No problem," the man said. "I'm sorry that you can't return home."
Alex nodded, then walked away, feeling dejected. If the only chance was to be one of the chosen ones, then he could never return home.  If he wanted at least a chance, he would have to try.
"Hey," someone said behind him.
Alex whipped his head around, nearly jumping at the sight of who the people were. Two kids the same age as he was.
“You’re not the only one trying to get home,” the girl said.
And the boy added, “But not all of us will make it.”



Chapter Five
Alex sat down next to the two kids. He didn't know them, but at least they were also from Earth.
“I’m Lucy. This is Noah. We got thrown here by some rift.” said the girl.
Alex introduced himself. Lucy had piercing eyes and an energy like bottled energy. Noah looked cautious but curious. 
“I met this weird guy,” Alex explained. "He told me about Lyraxis, the Blades, and some kind of prophecy."
“We’ve heard rumors.” Noah said. “Three Blades. One in a forest. One in a dead city. One in a place where time’s broken.”
“The Dark Forest is the first Blade’s location. The dead city is Lightscar. The place where time’s broken is Heptakikos. That’s what the guy told me,” Alex explained.
They sat in silence for a while before Alex said,
"There's a small town nearby. Let's get information."
Lucy frowned. “Sounds like a fairy tale. But it’s all we’ve got,” Lucy agreed, standing to her feet.
They walked for a little bit before seeing the lights of houses. They sped up their pace, reaching the town. It was small, with thatched roofs and glowing lanterns outside their houses, like something out of a fantasy novel. 
After a while of searching, they came across a muttering man in robes..
“Please,” Lucy said. “Do you know anything about the prophecy?”
The man looked at them with cloudy eyes and recited.
"When the sky bleeds pink and three rise from the dust,
One will walk with the End in his shadow.
The fire of death. The light of grace. The shatter of truth.
9174, the breaker, not the blade.
To bring the End is to begin again."
Alex and his friends stared, stunned. 
"What  does it mean?" Alex asked, feeling chills along his spine.
"It means that this world isn’t fair,” the man whispered. “If you seek the Blades, be prepared. The trials won’t play by the rules."
They thanked the man before exploring the rest of the town, but everyone had the same responses. They all spoke of the prophecy, and that the rules were never fair. The first three parts probably meant the Blades, but what did the last mean? What was the curse? As the three of them walked out of the town, Noah was the first to speak.
"Ya'll have any idea what that meant?" Noah asked.
"No," Lucy said. "No clue."
"Not really," Alex admitted. "The first one is like how we came here, right? We all came here from the rift opening and the sky turning pink.”
“I guess,” Lucy said, considering the idea.
“The rest is just nonsense,” Alex said.
Noah sighed, then said,
"This is not going to be easy, isn't it?"
"Heck yeah," Lucy  mocked, rolling her eyes.
"We need to focus. The journey has only just started, after all," Alex told his friends.
"Yeah, you're right, I guess," Noah said quietly.
"We should rest," Alex said. "Then we go to the Dark Woods tomorrow morning."
"Okay, but we have no money. We can't get a room in the inn," Lucy replied.
"I got you," a familiar voice told him.
Alex turned to see the man.
"You again?" he exclaimed. "What are you doing here?"
The man smiled, saying,
"Everything will make sense later."
The man gave him three gold coins, saying,
"This will get you three rooms in the inn."
"Thanks," Alex said. "But why are you helping me? You helped me for no reason when I just came here."
"As I said. Some things aren't meant to be said too early. Trust me, you'll know soon enough," the man said.
"I don't like this guy," Noah muttered under his breath.
"It's good to be cautious at first," the man said, winking. "See you soon."
Before they could say anything, the man turned and left, leaving three confused kids with three gold coins.
"Okay," he said slowly.
"That man was suspicious," Noah said. "I don't like him."
"Me neither," he agreed. "But at least we have money to sleep for the night."
They went into the inn, and a man appeared at the counter.
"Three rooms, please," Alex said.
"Okay," the man replied, and Alex handed him the three gold coins.
"Have a great night," the man said, smiling.
When they arrived at their rooms, Alex said good night to Noah and Lucy before closing the door behind him. He sat down on his bed, thinking over what had just happened. He had just been in his room after being only slightly rude to his brother, and then Lyraxis had destroyed his house and threw him here. It seemed like a dream, but it wasn't. He had no way home, and the only way back was nearly impossible. Alex sighed, then closed his eyes and laid down on his bed.
I'm coming back, Alex thought to his family. But deep down, he knew that the chances were slim. He pushed the thoughts away, trying to have hope. He fell asleep praying for the best.
"You cannot win," a booming voice growled.
Alex hastily opened his eyes, and blinked a few times. Lyraxis stood in front of him, lasers streaking out of its laser hand. Lyraxis growled harder, using its pincher arm to grab Alex with no mercy. Lyraxis lifted him high into the air, bringing him eye-level with it.
"Do you still wish to return home?" Lyraxis snarled, flames erupting nearby.
"Yes," Alex managed to say before coughing.
"Do you believe that you and your two worthless friends are the chosen ones?" it screeched.
"They aren't worthless," Alex snapped. "And yes. I believe that me and my friends are the chosen ones of the prophecy."
"You are mistaken," Lyraxis mocked. "You are nothing. Your friends are nothing. You are not the chosen one. Neither are your friends. After I'm done with you guys, the Darklands will be mine for the taking. You are merely an obstacle in my way."
"I will kill you!" Alex shouted, anger building up within him. "I will return home!"
"At what cost?" Lyraxis questioned, its pincher arm tightening. "How far will you go to return home?"
"I'll do what it takes," Alex muttered, gritting his teeth.
"Would you risk the world to return home? Your friends? Everyone you love?" it said, clenching on him harder.
Alex had no answer. He fell silent and glared at it.
"You cannot defeat me," Lyraxis said. "You are nowhere near becoming a hero. All you're doing is wasting your time. You're nothing, Alex Carter. You know nothing of the power of Dawn. You are too weak. You cannot withstand the power."
Then Lyraxis dropped him, and he plummeted to the ground. He screamed, and as he hit the ground, his eyes startled open. It was just a nightmare. Alex let out a breath, breathing slowly.
He was in cold sweat, heart pounding. 
The journey had just begun.
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Noah Alfred didn’t believe in fate, but he did believe in bad-luck–and today was full of it. What started as a simple shortcut home though the woods had turned into something out of a sci-fi horror movie.
He had veered off the path, deeper than he meant to. That’s when he saw it: a faint shimmer in the air, almost like heat waves–but it was cool out here. As he stepped closer, he spotted a scorched mark burned into the bark of a tree. 
9174.
The number pulsed faintly, glowing violet for a second before fading. Noah’s heart pounded. That number meant something. That was for sure. He didn’t know what, but he felt it deep in his bones. 
Then the shimmer twitched. A ripple, like reality itself breathing.
And then something moved inside it.
Noah ran. Fast. faster than he had run at the cross-country finals that past year.
Back through the trees. Through brambles. Back to town, back to anything that made even the slightest sense.
He didn’t tell anyone. 
Later that night, Noah sat on his bed, rewatching one of the many videos uploaded about the pink sky. The same numbers–9174–flashed across the top of one clip. Then the clip went dark.
The shaking came next. 
Noah barely had time to throw open his window before the air itself cracked apart. A monster emerged, snarling,
“WHERE IS NOAH?”
It didn’t see him. Not yet.
But it saw his friend, Lucy.
A light burst from the sky. A vortex opened, and Noah felt gravity vanish. Then–
Darkness.
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The next morning, all three of them woke bright and early. The sun had just risen, but the sky had a weird color to it–the clouds were tinged pink, the sunburn too sharp.
Alex stood outside the inn, rubbing his arms against the sharp sting of the chill. Lucy joined him.
“Storm’s coming,” she muttered.
Noah emerged, still half-asleep. “Didn’t we say we were heading for the Dark Forest today?”
Alex nodded, but before he could speak, the ground shook violently.
Boom.
A rumble, deep and long.
The sky cracked–literally. 
Then the rift tore open.
A scream ripped through the air as the same monster Alex had seen before emerged. 
“WHERE ARE THEY? WHERE IS THE BREAKER?”
The town scattered in chaos. Buildings collapsed. Lightning surged from the open rift.
Alex and his friends ran. 
Towards the woods, toward the unknown.
But Lyraxis spotted them. It roared, charging, and the world bent around its weight.
The trees fell blocking their path. Animals skittered away, and the wind blew.
“SHIT!” Noah screamed as Lyraxis gained on them. 
“We’re so dead!” Lucy yelled. 
Alex’s legs yelled for a break, but Alex ignored them. He had to keep on running. No matter how much it hurt. 
“YOU CAN'T RUN!” Lyraxis screeched. 
A beam of light hit the ground near Alex, and he stumbled, falling to the ground hard. He scrambled to his feet and caught up to his friends. The Dark Forest was nearing. They were almost there.
“We’re so close!” Noah told Alex and Lucy.
“I know!” Lucy yelled. 
Then a tree toppled in front of them. Another one fell. Another. Another. They were trapped. 
“Come on!” Alex yelled to his friends. “Climb over the trees!”
Alex just put one leg on a tree when he heard Noah curse,
“Shit.” 
“What’s wrong–”
Alex turned just in time to see a wall of force slam into them.
And the rift swallowed him whole.
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Alex landed with a thud.
He looked to his side and saw his friends thud to the ground as well.
Lucy groaned. “Anyone dead?”
“No,” Noah said, coughing. “Just really sore.”
Alex looked around.
The world was…wrong. 
Trees grew sideways. Gravity tilted. The sun was fractured in half, half-day and half-night at the exact same time. Insects that shimmered like shards of mirrors buzzed over his head.
“Where are we?” Lucy whispered.
“Another world, I guess,” Alex muttered.
Monsters snarled in the distance. Alex and his friends began to walk–fast. But the terrain constantly changed. The sky shifted. The compass Alex had in his pocket didn’t work.
Then came the hissing.
Small creatures with razor sharp teeth and eyes like coins began to surround them.
They only had sticks and rocks, so that’s what they used. It wasn’t enough. Not even close.
Then a roar split the air.
A massive beast, maybe half the height of Lyraxis, charged the monsters–but didn’t attack Alex or his friends.
It was ridden by a man in tattered robes.
He gestured, and the monsters fled.
“You three,” the man said. “You have no idea what’s coming.”
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The man led them to a small campfire at the base of a cliff. There, under two moons, the man explained everything.
“I’m the Old Prophet,” the man said. He looked at Alex. “You were pulled here, to the Void, because of the code. 9174. It means ‘The End is near.’ That's what your aura says. I see it.”
Alex shook his head, saying,
“I’m no one. I’m just a kid.”
“So was everyone before the world needed them,” the Prophet countered. “The prophecy speaks of three. A breaker, not a blade.”
Alex thought back on the prophecy, and the one line that had read “9174, the breaker, not the blade.’ Was this what it had meant?
The Prophet tossed a scroll into the flames.
It burned a bright pink–like the sky when he had been brought to the Darklands. 
“Your trials begin at dawn. Find Deathweaver. Or be unmade.”
“How am I supposed to be a ‘breaker?’” Alex asked.
“If you are 9174, you shall find out yourself.” 
“How can you tell what my aura says?” Alex burst out, curious.
“Your aura–9174–has a distinct glow. Look at your wrist, Alex. What do you see?” The Prophet said.
Alex looked at his wrist, and gasped.
He had never bothered to look at his wrist since he arrived in the Darklands, but now that he looked at it, it glowed brightly in the dim firelight. 
”What does it mean?” Alex asked.
“It echoes the prophecy, which you already know of,” the Prophet replied. “Wait,” Lucy said. “Why is he marked?”
“You are all Chosen Ones,” the Prophet told her. “But only one will carry the End.”
The Prophet led them to a ledge underneath a small hill nearby, and told them,
“Get some sleep. You’ll need it.”
There were exactly three beds, and Alex flopped down on one of them, exhausted. He sighed.
“I can’t believe what’s happening,” Alex told his friends.
“Same,” Noah agreed.
“Good night,” Alex said.
“Good night,” Lucy and Noah whispered.
Alex tossed and turned even in the hospitality of the Old Prophet. His friends were also wide awake, and he sighed. He didn’t know what was happening. He had been grabbed by a monster, Lyraxis, and thrown into the Darklands. Nothing was physically possible in the Darklands, and Alex was still astonished that it wasn’t all a dream. 
Also, he was apparently supposed to carry the End.
He sighed, summarizing the situation.
Alex and his friends had crossed to the Void. 
And the first trial of their journey was awaiting.
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Alex and his friends walked behind the Old Prophet. The Prophet led them to a small cave. At the back, was a small rift.
“Not another one,” Noah muttered.
“The Dark Trials lie beyond,” the Prophet said.
Alex said good luck to his friends, and walked in the rift.
Reality fractured.

"Only truth opens the way. But lies are easier to believe," a cruel, familiar voice boomed.
Lyraxis.
"We're going to defeat you!" Noah shouted.
A cruel, mocking laugh followed.
"We'll see about that," Lyraxis said, before all was silent.
A small opening appeared in front of them.
"Let's do this," Alex said, before entering the first room. It was filled with mirrors, but they weren't normal mirrors. They reflected the worst of Alex; eyes, flaming with anger, his mother's smile, his father's knowing glance. Alex choked, tears nearly spilling from his eyes. There was a door ahead.
"There's a door nearby," Alex told his friends.
He turned to see Noah and Lucy, both on the brink of tears.
"It's all a trick," Alex said, but even his own voice wavered.
They cautiously opened the door, but instead of moving on to another trial, they were back in the same place from before. Alex looked back, confused. They were in the same room, but in a different one. Another door was nearby, and Alex opened it. A cruel spirit of his mother greeted him, piercing his heart,
"...Mom?" Alex whispered.
"My lovely son," the cruel illusion mocked in Lyraxis's voice.
He looked to his left, and saw Noah, tears flowing freely. On his right, Lucy was sniffing, her eyes red.
"You're an illusion," Alex said, his voice fading.
A hard lump formed in his throat, forcing him to stop talking.
"The eyes deceive; only belief guides you forwards," the illusion said.
His mom loved saying that to him, which made it hurt even more.
"Stop," Alex pleaded, his heart shattering.
"So you surrender?" the illusion asked.
Returning home appeared in his mind, giving him the motivation to say,
"No."
"How was school today, Alex?" the illusion mocked.
It was the first day of first grade, and Alex remembered coming home so vividly.
"Great, Mom!" the illusion said, mimicking Alex's own voice.
"Did you have fun?" the illusion continued mercilessly.
"Yes," it mimicked.
Alex couldn't take it anymore. Another door was in view, and he sprinted to it, opening it and slamming it behind him. He turned around, and saw his best friend. George.
"Come on in. You look really hot," the illusion said.
"Stop," Alex said, tears finally flowing down his cheek.
"It's so hot outside," the illusion complained.
"I know bro. It's like, a hundred degrees Fahrenheit outside," the illusion enthused.
"Stop!" Alex yelled, attempting to punch the illusion.
It disappeared, then reappeared nearby. A fake Coke appeared in its hand.
"Thanks," it said, mock sipping.
"So," it said in George's voice. "Got any plans for the summer?"
"Mostly just relaxing at home," the illusion responded in his own voice. "But I think I might be going to Hawaii sometime in August."
The door shot open, and Noah came rushing in, his face changing from relief to despair,
"Stop this!" Noah wailed, seemingly seeing something different than what Alex saw.
"The eyes deceive; only belief guides you forwards," Lyraxis repeated.
The eyes deceive, he thought. He sighed deeply, before opening another door. It was the same place, but no cruel illusion haunted him. He took a deep breath. His friends came rushing in, sighing in relief.
"This is harder...than I expected," Noah painted.
Lucy sighed and said,
"The illusions are all my loved ones."
"Same," Alex and Noah said.
"Just remember, they're all illusions. They're not real," Alex told his friends.
"Okay," Noah said, before opening a door and walking in.
"Let's do this," Alex told Lucy, before walking in.
He was greeted with his mom dead on the ground.
"MOM!" Alex yelled, dashing to her.
His mom puffed in a cloud of smoke, and then she morphed into his brother, getting choked by two masked figures.
"NO!" he yelled.
His brother struggled to no prevail, and a feeling of despair and pain welled up within him. The image puffed in a cloud of smoke. Then a hard resolve settled within him. His family was safe on Earth. These were all cruel illusions. They weren't real. The "true door" reflected no one. They were rigged to break him, but if he didn't break, then he could move on. He ignored the illusion and rushed to the next door, took a deep breath, and opened it. The same room again, the mirrors reflecting someone that wasn't him. He opened another door, leading him to the worst scene of his life. The fight. His mom was screaming at his father, with tears streaming down her face,
"No," Alex whispered.
He opened another door.
This time, they led to his family, smiling, as if Alex never existed.
"They never cared," Lyraxis's voice boomed. "They live on, as if you never existed."
The words stung, but Alex knew that his family would never live on without him. He knew them better than Lyraxis.
"They do care," Alex retorted, opening another door. "You know nothing of my family."
"I know all, Alex Carter. You have a lot to learn," Lyraxis mocked.
"No. You have a lot to learn," Alex said. "I will not let you control me with your cruel illusions. Leave me alone!"
"We shall see," Lyraxis said.
Alex opened a door, revealing the Old Prophet. The old man. But this clearly wasn't an illusion.
"The Old Prophet?" Alex exclaimed.
"Yes. I see my guards told you my name and...powers. We shall talk later. For now, you must get your friends. They are falling into darkness. Hurry!"
He had to save his friends. Quickly.
"Lucy! Noah!" he screamed. He opened a door, and there was Noah, crying hard.
"Everything is an illusion!" Alex screamed. "Whatever you're seeing is fake!"
Noah seemed to snap out of the trance, stood up, and sniffled.
"You're right," he said. "But the illusions seem so real."
"I know," Alex responded. "But we have to push through. Let's get Lucy."
They went through a lot more doors, before they found Lucy, curled up on the ground.
"Lucy!" Alex said urgently. "This is all fake!"
"Yeah! Don't believe what you see!" Noah added.
"But..." Lucy sniffed.
"Let's go!" Alex interjected.
Alex took the lead, running through doors and ignoring all of the illusions. At last, Alex found a large door with emeralds and diamonds.
"Here," Alex shouted.
He pushed open the door, leading them to a place similar to the last, with large doors that had symbols he didn't know on them.
"Pain is the key to moving on," Lyraxis boomed.
The door locked behind them, leaving them stranded in a dark room.
Lyraxis laughed, before saying,
"Good luck, heroes. And if you can't work up the courage to offer something personal, then forget it."
Alex took a deep breath, and told his friends,
"Don't believe everything you see."
Then he walked up to the first door.
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It was locked. Alex jiggled it and pushed on it, but it wouldn't budge.
"Damn it!" Alex cursed, stepping back.
"Offer something personal, and the door opens. Don't have what it takes? Become trapped here forever," Lyraxis growled.
"Shit," Noah cursed, clenching his fists.
Alex stepped up.
"I'll do it," Alex told his friends.
"Are you sure?" Lucy asked, concern evident in her face.
"It is what I must do. I don't want you two to get hurt," Alex said, before walking up to the door again.
"Want something personal? I'll give you something personal," Alex said.
"Alex..." Noah said quietly.
Alex ignored him, saying,
"When I was young, maybe seven or eight, my parents hated each other. They fought every night; they were so loud, I couldn't fall asleep until they did. Every night, I'd cry. Every morning, I'd pray that the night would be different. But it never ended. My heart shattered every night as I lay in my bed. I remember hearing doors slamming. I thought I'd never escape from that pain. But eventually, the heat between my parents faded, and I could finally be happy."
"Noah and Lucy both breathed deeply, with remnants of tears on their eyes.
"Accepted," the door boomed, opening just wide enough for them to pass.
"Dang," Noah said. "Do you want to...talk about it?"
"No," Alex said. "It's over now. I have nothing to remember, let alone talk about."
Ahead, was another door. Alex took a deep breath.
"I'll do it this time," Noah said, closing his eyes for a brief moment.
Noah walked up to the door, before saying quietly,
"My mother never liked me. She always thought that I was a failure, nothing like her. She would tell me this every night, hoping to break me. It did. It made me hide my heart from everyone I knew, displaying a mask that wasn't true. For years, I believed that I was nothing. A failure. But then I realized...I'm not a failure. I don't have to be what she wanted me to be. I had a huge argument with her about this, which caused her to...leave. Forever."
Silence followed. For a moment, nothing. Then the door slowly creaked open.
"I..." Lucy trailed off.
"I'm sorry," Alex said sympathetically.
"It's fine," Noah muttered. "She never loved me. Why should I care?"
Noah was displaying a mask even now. He was hurting. But he tried to tell himself that he wasn't. Noah locked eyes with him, and looked away.
"Let's get this over with," Noah said gruffly.
Lucy walked up to the door, giving Alex and Noah a grim look. She opened her mouth, but then closed it.
"If you don't pass this door, your journey is over," Lyraxis said.
"Shut up!" Noah yelled.
"If you don't have the courage, why try? If you don't have what it takes, then you're not a Chosen One," Lyraxis went on, ignoring Noah.
Lucy took another deep breath.
"You can do this," Alex encouraged.
"Yeah. Don't stress," Noah said.
"I...' Lucy started.
"Come on," Alex muttered.
Lucy shuttered, before whispering,
"I had a really good friend, whose name was Brianna. I was friends with her for more than six years. Everyday, after school ended, I would go over and we would drink soda and talk and do our homework together. Everything was perfectly fine. Until one year ago, when a school shooter broke into my school. We evacuated, but the guy followed us and began shooting. I was so scared my muscles would barely function. Then the school shooter shot a bullet at her. I froze, and I just...didn't move. I could have warned her, or tackled her to the ground, or anything, but I didn't. I just stood there, paralyzed, standing stupidly next to my best friend. I could have saved her. But I didn't. I couldn't save her. My body just wouldn't respond. Brianna died that day. I failed."
"God damn," Noah said, looking at her differently.
"You had to suffer with that fact for an entire year?" Alex asked.
"I...yeah," Lucy responded, fresh tears flowing down her cheeks.
"It wasn't your fault," Alex comforted.
"You got scared. So what? Everybody gets scared once in a while. Even though I never did," Noah said.
"You're not helping," Alex scolded, glaring at him.
"Oh. Right. Sorry," Noah apologized.
The door creaked open, revealing a normal looking room.
"Is it a trap?" Noah asked.
Alex looked in, squinting.
"Doesn't seem like it," he replied.
Alex walked in and looked around. There were two couches, a table with three chairs, and a lamp.
"You have passed the first trial," Lyraxis boomed. "You have some time to regroup. The next one is only going to get harder. You better be ready..."
"We'll be ready," Alex said.
"We'll see," Lyraxis said.
Alex sat down on the couch, sighing in pleasure. After a few moments, he told his friends,
"We have to talk."
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"One down," Noah said.
Alex and his friends were sitting in the break room, preparing for the next trial.
"Yep. They'll only get harder, though. We have to be ready. Remember, don't believe what you see," Alex said.
"It's hard, though. Everything is so real," Lucy complained.
"We can't fail," Alex told her. "This is our only chance."
“Let’s talk about the game plan,” Noah said.
“Okay. So remember, don’t believe everything you see. It’ll probably just be an illusion,” Alex began.
Noah nodded. 
“When you’re given something too good to be true, like a one-way home, don’t accept,” Lucy added.
“Yeah,” Alex said. “No matter how good a deal seems, just say no. Don’t accept power, or going home, or having things easier.”
“You don’t have forever,” Lyraxis said.
"We should go now," Alex told his friends.
The end is near.... The words had haunted him ever since he was told of his aura, and still sent shivers down his spine.
Noah stood, nodding, while Lucy yawned and reluctantly stood to her feet. Alex stretched himself, before saying,
"Let's go."
Alex walked up to the next entrance. He took a deep breath, and walked in.
He was instantly greeted with intense heat.
"Holy shit," he cursed.
A crumbling bridge lay in front of him, with lava underneath. Flames plumed to the ceiling, and the heat was growing unbearable.
"To survive, one must split the job. Try by himself, and they shall all perish," Lyraxis said.
To the side, a small pedestal sat with a rune on top. Alex picked it up, and instantly felt drowsy. He tried to hide it, saying,
"Let's hurry."
Alex cautiously stepped onto the bridge, which caused the entire thing to shake, sending loose rock into the lava below. One must split the job, he thought to himself. The more he held the rune, the more drowsy and weak he felt, it was stealing his energy, he realized. He tried to continue on, but the world soon began to spin and turn, forcing him to stop.
"Woah," Noah said, bumping into him. "You okay?"
"I think the rune takes your energy when you hold it," he said, his words slurring together.
"One must split the job," Lucy muttered, a look of wonder and fear on her face.
"Yes," Noah said.
Alex handed over the rune. His world instantly stopped spinning, and he could finally walk normally. More rocks fell into the lava. He looked down. The lava bubbled, and he gulped. He did not want to fall. He stopped to check on his friends. Noah was walking slowly, most likely feeling the effects of the rune.
"You need to switch?" Lucy asked him.
"Not yet," Noah said.
They reached the halfway point, and stopped to rest, more of the bridge crumbled.
"Hell," he heard Lucy swear.
"What's up?" Alex asked her.
She pointed behind her.
"The bridge is crumbling behind us," she muttered.
Alex looked behind her. The rocks were completely falling, forcing them to go forward.
"Hurry!" Noah yelled, his words beginning to slur.
"I'll take it!" Lucy shouted, taking the rune. Alex picked up his pace, while still being careful not to fall.
The heat began to become unbearable, searing at his skin. The crumbling bridge began to catch up with them, making him panic.
"Shit. Shit. Shit!" Alex cursed, beginning to jog.
He quickly checked behind him, saw that his friends were still alive, and continued to jog.
"Pass the rune to Alex!" he heard Lucy yell to Noah.
Alex took the rune, and slowed his pace down a bit. They were nearing the end, but the bridge seemed to speed up as well.
"It's so over!" Lucy screamed.
Alex looked below himself, and noticed that the lava was also rising.
"The lava's rising?!" Noah said, and cursed under his breath.
They were at the end.
The bridge behind them fell from under their feet.
It was too late.
Alex screamed, but held on to the rune tightly. The wind hit his face. His looked at his friends, who were holding onto the ledge with their arms. They were alive, but Alex had the rune in his hands. He couldn't grab on. His friends got to the surface, and looked down in horror.
"Alex!" Noah and Lucy shouted.
"Take the rune!" Alex yelled. "Go on without me! Find another Chosen One!"
"But you're the third Chosen One! You’re the Breaker!" Noah said.
Alex thought about his aura, and 9174. He had to survive. He had only one plan. He threw the rune, and Noah caught it.
"Is there another pedestal?" Alex asked.
"Yes! Why?" Lucy replied.
"Place the rune on it!" Alex yelled.
"But..." Noah trailed off.
"DO IT!" Alex screamed.
The lava neared, and he closed his eyes and prayed.
 He needed to get home. He needed to survive.
The heat grew unbearable.
The lava neared. 
Then…
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…Then the heat vanished. A cool chill hit his skin. He opened his eyes, and saw that the lava was gone. The bridge was gone. He hit the ground hard, but survived. No way that worked, Alex said. He had done something cocky, but in the end, it had worked. 
"Alex?" he heard Noah call.
"I'm alive!" Alex shouted to his friends.
"Smart indeed," Lyraxis boomed. "You have passed the second trial. You and your group have done well...but your journey ends soon."
“Just shut up!” Alex heard Noah yell.
A ladder appeared, and Alex climbed it to the surface.
"Quick thinking!" Lucy exclaimed, hugging him.
"Maybe you aren't too dumb," Noah said, slapping his back.
Alex glared at him, saying,
"I'll get you back someday."
Noah grinned, replying,
"No you won't."
Alex smiled, then brushed himself off and walked to the exit.
"We're getting closer," Alex told his friends.
“Yes, we are,” Noah replied. 
“Hopefully the rules don’t get any more rigged,” Lucy said.
“Oh, they will,” Lyraxis laughed. “They’ll only get more rigged from now on.”
“You have to break the rules to win, don't you?” Noah accused.
“No, young fire of death. I create new ones,” Lyraxis responded, sounding amused.
“Why don’t you fight us, face-to-face?” Noah went on.
“Oh, that will come very soon, my boy. Just you wait. You’ll regret every saying that,” Lyraxis said.
“Noah!” Alex scolded, irritated. “We don’t want any unnecessary problems.”
“It was being annoying,” Noah countered.
“Just ignore it!” Alex said, exasperated.
“Whatever,” Noah said, walking into the next room. “If you want to hide from it, sure. But I’m not.”
Alex stood for a second, looking at Noah’s retreating body. Then he asked Lucy,
“Is he right? Should I not hide from Lyraxis, and cause trouble?” 
“Of course not,” Lucy told him. “But since we became friends back on Earth, he’d always been forced to hide from everyone. I think he’s just…fed up. Don’t be too hard on him.”
“Okay,” Alex said, but he still felt irritated.
“It’s not your fault,” Lucy called as she followed Noah.
Alex sighed. Their group was beginning to fall apart, and he wasn’t sure who’s fault it was. 
Alex walked into the room.
And someone very familiar awaited him.
The Old Prophet.
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Alex gasped in shock, exclaiming,
"The Old Prophet? Why are you here?" Alex asked.
"We need to talk," the Prophet told him urgently. "Alone."
"Aw man," Noah said, clearly disappointed.
The Prophet placed a hand on his forehead and the world faded into nothingness.
"The times are unstable," the Prophet began.
Alex opened his eyes. He was in an elegantly furnished room, which sorta looked like a room a mansion would have.
"Did you use the power of Dawn?" Alex asked.
"Yes," the Prophet replied. "But we have more important things to talk about. Lyraxis is growing in power. It has already begun to destroy cities all over the Darklands."
"Wait," Alex interrupted. "Can Lyraxis overhear us?"
"Not for now," the Prophet replied. "We must hurry."
"Okay," Alex said, still cautious.
"As I was saying, the world is growing unstable. You mustn't rush, but time is running short. 9174: the end is near. Lyraxis won't play fair. Soon, you'll be alone," the Prophet warned.
"What do you mean? What's going to happen?" Alex asked.
"I'll tell you more later," the Prophet replied. "All I can tell you now is that Lyraxis is rising. You are 9174. You are the only hope."
"Okay," Alex said. "But why can't you tell me now?"
"If Lyraxis is overhearing, I can't tell you everything I know. We shall talk again," the Prophet said.
"One last thing," the Prophet said. "There are the Chosen Ones, the three people with extraordinary powers. But there is also 9174, the Breaker. Your friends will help you along the way. But in the end, it's all up to you."
Before Alex could say any more, the Prophet touched his forehead, and everything went dark.
"Alex?" Noah said, probing him.
Alex opened his eyes. The Prophet was gone, but his words still haunted him. The end was near, like his aura had warned. Lyraxis was growing in power, which wasn't good.
"What happened?" Lucy asked.
Alex paused for a second before saying,
"At the entrance of the Dark Trials, the guards told me that I had a special aura, 9174. You guys know that. You know it says ‘the end is near.’ The Prophet warned me that the end was near, and that Lyraxis was rising in power. He said that I was the Breaker. He couldn’t tell me what being the Breaker meant, though. All I know for sure is that we have to hurry."
Alex gave his friends a few moments to let everything sink in, before he continued,
"He said that to save the world, the Breaker needs the other two Chosen Ones. But in the end, it's all up to me."
His friends were silent for a moment. 
"Wait. So you’re the Breaker, like in the prophecy? You will save the world, not us? Lyraxis is rising? The end of the world is near?" Lucy exclaimed.
"Uh, yeah. That pretty much everything so far in a nutshell," Alex replied, giving her a wan smile.
"We should really get going, then," Noah said.
"No duh," Lucy mocked.
"Shut up you two," Alex groaned.
Noah glared at Lucy, causing her to stick out her tongue at him. Alex shook his head and pushed past them, walking to the entrance of the next trial.
"You like him, don't you?" he heard Noah ask.
"Shush!" Lucy said.
A grin appeared on his face, causing him to kick himself and wipe the grin off of his face. A warm feeling spread throughout him, causing his cheeks to warm.
"You should give it some time," Noah told her.
"I don't like him!" Lucy retorted, but Alex quickly glanced over and saw that she was blushing.
"Whatever," Noah said, shrugging. "Your boyfriend is waiting."
Lucy groaned, but followed him.
"What were you guys talking about?" Alex asked, even though he knew the answer.
"I think Lucy has something to tell you," Noah said.
"No I don't," Lucy said.
"We don't have time for this," Alex complained, but soon found himself getting lost in Lucy's eyes.
He shook his head and saw that she was smiling at him. His cheeks warmed and he turned away. We just met a few days ago, he thought to himself. But did he like her? Lucy caught his eye, and his blush deepened.
"Ahem," Noah said, pretending to cough. "Maybe you guys make out after we pass the Dark Trials?"
Alex nodded, set a grim face, and walked through the entrance into the next trial. If they passed the Dark Trials, then he would confess all of his feelings to Lucy. I need some more time to decide, he thought to himself. Maybe he was getting ahead of himself, anyway. They still had to pass all of the trials. Returning home meant passing the Dark Trials. If they failed to pass the trials, then they would have no hope at getting any other Blade. They had to pass. No matter the cost.
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Everything shifted. Alex stumbled, and so did his friends. They were in a space-like world, and three rifts awaited them.
"Enter if you dare," Lyraxis said.
Alex walked to the rift in front of him.
He wished his friends good luck and stepped into the rift.
And then his entire world flipped upside down.
Alex slowly opened his eyes. There was someone very familiar in front of him. Alex squinted his eyes, and gasped. It was him, with bloody red eyes and all three Blades.
"You are no different than myself," Lyraxis said.
Corrupted Alex snarled, killing innocent people.
"No! This is not who I am!" Alex shouted.
"This is who you will be," Lyraxis replied.
The scene changed. Alex looked normal, but something was off.
"You are not worthy of the End," Lyraxis growled. "Embrace it, and you fall."
"No," Alex said. "You don't tell me what to do."
"You are not worthy," the shadows whispered.
"I am," Alex said, but his voice wavered.
The scene changed again. He stood in front of a Blade, his own hand wavering. He grabbed the Blade, and then he screamed.
"Give up," Lyraxis urged. "Don't claim your Blade."
Alex almost agreed, but then he realized something: it was just trying to make him fail. If he didn't claim his Blade, they would never win. He growled.
"No," Alex snarled. "I will not give up. You will not trick me.
A door was nearby, but a voice seared into his mind.
"You could escape all of the pain," the voice said.
His thoughts jumbled. He forgot what he was going to do, the door seemed to fade out of existence. The voice was giving him a chance. It was making things so much easier.
"Choose not to return, and fail," Lyraxis boomed.
Fail. His mind cleared. The Dark Trials. He couldn't let the voice control him. He wouldn't escape the pain if he listened to the voice. He had tog l through the door. Echoes of lost heroes surrounded him, heeling at him to let go.
"Give in," one undead hero rasped.
"Join us," another said.
Alex faltered for a second, before regaining himself and saying,
"No."
Alex picked up his pace, nearing the door. He reached it, and grabbed the hilt. A wave of painful memories of the future hit him. All of the mistakes that would seemingly lead to his corruption. Alex shuddered, his hand frozen on the hilt of the door. But then he remembered something. The future wasn't set in stone. He learned that from his mother. He could still change his future. It didn't have to end up with himself becoming evil.
Alex took a deep breath, and twisted the handle.
Light filled his vision.
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Alex looked around, his vision adjusting. He was in another rest room, but his friends were nowhere to be seen.
"Lucy? Noah?" he asked, panic seeping in.
Were they alive? Did they give in to the shadows? Did they...fail? Alex looked around, making sure that he wasn't hallucinating. Just as he got up hurriedly, the door slammed open, revealing Noah, beads of sweat running down his face.
"Where's Lucy?" Alex asked him.
Noah paused for a breath, before replying,
"No idea. I was sent to a different rift than her."
"We can't help her, can we?" Alex asked, even though he knew the answer.
"No," Noah said. "She'll have to do this herself."
"In the meantime, let's talk," Alex said.
"Sure," Noah replied.
Alex sat back down on the comfortable couch, relaxing slightly.
"Let's think about the prophecy," Alex said. "I feel like it means something important."
"Yeah," Noah agreed.
"When the sky bleeds pink and three rise from the dust," Alex said. 
“That’s us,” Noah said.
"One will walk with the End in his shadow," Alex continued.
"You," Noah said.
The door creaked, and Alex looked up. His defenses rose quickly. He sighed in relief when he realized that it was Lucy.
"You're back. Thank god," Alex said.
"Yeah. It took some time for me to realize what was going on, but once I ignored everything the shadows said, it was pretty easy," Lucy explained.
"I wouldn't call it easy," Alex said. "But compared to the past trials, it was easier."
"You're nearing the end," Lyraxis said. "But the trials will only get more unfair. You will not win."
"We'll pass these stupid trials!" Noah shouted.
Lyraxis laughed before all went quiet again.
"Come on, guys," Alex said. "We're so close. Don't fail now."
"I gotchu," Noah said, patting him on his back.
"Should we go now?" Lucy asked.
"Let's get some sleep," Alex suggested. "We'll need it for tomorrow."
"Good idea," Noah said, already lying on a nearby couch.
Alex laid down himself. He looked to his side and saw Lucy getting settled as well.
"Let's get up bright and early tomorrow," he told his friends.
"Okay," Lucy said.
Noah answered with a loud snore. Alex chuckled, before closing his eyes.
"Good night," Lucy whispered.
"Good night," Alex said.
"You will fail the Dark Trials," Luraxis mocked. "You're too weak, 9174."
Alex opened his eyes, startled. He was floating, and Lyraxis stood in front of him, looking as evil as ever.
"No," he replied. "Me and my friends will pass it and claim Deathweaver."
"Childish dreams," Lyraxis growled. "The End will never happen with you, 9174. You will only cause destruction. I will end you, you can try as you like, but you will never defeat me."
"I'd do whatever it takes to defeat you," Alex retorted. "I don't care about the risk. I will kill you!"
Lyraxis laughed, mocking,
"You, 9174? A puny, little nothing, pretending to be the Fated One? A boy, thinking that he's special because of a damn code? You deserve to be taken to the Rift, Alex Carter. If I were you, I would let myself be taken by the Soulsong."
Lyraxis's words stung, but Alex glared at it and said,
"I am the Fated One. Alatar himself said so."
Lyraxis snarled, saying,
"I always hated that bastard. Alatar once was a powerful man. But his prime was long over. He knows nothing."
"I don't care what you say!" Alex yelled. "I am 9174. I am the Breaker. I will bring the End!"
The world shook. The terrain morphed like ink, and rifts ripped open. Time seemed to slow, and Lyraxis growled,
"You are nothing, Alex. You can’t return home.”
Existence shattered, and then Alex was falling.
Down, down, down.
"Alex! Alex!" someone was yelling.
Alex rubbed his eyes and sat up. Lucy was leaning over him, looking concerned.
"I'm up," he said, stretching.
"What happened? You were talking in your sleep, yelling about being the Breaker, and 9174 and something else," Lucy explained.
Alex hesitated, before saying truthfully,
"I had...a dream.”
“It’s probably just Lyraxis messing with you,” Noah said. 
“Yeah,” Alex said, but he knew that it hadn’t been a dream.
Alex picked up his pace to keep up with Noah. Lucy followed quickly behind him, whispering,
"Can I tell you something? Can you promise not to tell Noah?" Lucy said slowing down.
Alex slowed down too, whispering back,
"Sure. What's up?"
"I...I like you, Alex. I've liked you since the beginning, but I didn't know how to tell you," Lucy said quickly.
Then she kissed him quickly, before running to catch up with Noah. Alex smiled, not even wanting to wipe it away. Lucy liked her. Alex smiled and walked into the dark. His smile was so wide, the dark seemed to light up. But as he was distracted, he didn't hear the voice from the shadows whisper,
"9174 will bring the End upon us. He will destroy us all!"
"No!" another voice retorted. "If 9174 wants to bring the End, he'll have to go through us..."
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Alex stepped through the darkness, and looked around. He was in a hallway full of suspended silver threads.
"Wow," Noah said in awe in front of him.
The tall, cascading walls cast beautiful shadows that stretched on for what seemed like forever. It was beautiful. Alex paused to admire the trial for a moment, before remembering why they were there and saying,
"We have to pass this trial."
Noah seemed to snap out of it and said,
"Oh. Yeah."
Lucy nodded, reluctantly waking up to one of the threads.
"The past is always connected to the present," Lyraxis boomed. "Accept what has happened, and you shall succeed."
Alex breathed deeply, before grabbing a thread. Instantly, memories hit him.
"You are nothing," the thread said. "You aren't special."
His mother and father, fighting again.They screamed nonstop, as if on loop, to break him. Alex's heart slowly shattered, fresh tears flowing out of his eyes. Reality seemed to fade away, leaving only him and the thread. His friends were gone. No one was left. Maybe he was nothing.
"Stop," Alex whimpered, staggering under the weight of the pain. The pain of remembering.
"Don't you just want to forget it all?" the thread whispered, its words weaving into his heart.
"I..." Alex said, before trailing off.
"It would make things so much easier, would it?" the thread said.
Alex shuddered and tried to block out the thread's words, but it was hopeless.
"What's the point of fighting?" it asked. "Why not just let go, and let it take you?"
Alex listened closely, and heard a faint humming. He could barely hear it, but even the low humming seemed to lull him. A cunning voice from afar said,
"Let go..."
Alex fell to his knees. The thread was right. What was the point in fighting? His parents still fought, their screams echoing in his head.
"I don't want this memory," Alex said quietly. "I don't want to remember."
"So you wish to forget?" the thread questioned.
Alex hesitated, his mouth frozen between ending it all and living. Home. The thought sparked a hard resolve within him, powering him to say,
"No, I accept the memory."
The world shook. Lights flickered, and the thread was beginning to sever.
"You're time is running short, 9174," Lyraxis said,
Alex thought deeply. The memory of his parents fighting was the worst thing in his life, but it had ended. That wasn't now.
"Accept what happened, and you shall succeed," Lyraxis's words echoed in his mind.
Accept what has happened.
Alex hesitated for one last moment, before he said,
"I ACCEPT THE PAST!"
The world shattered, and then reality blurred back into view. His friends were both holding tightly onto the thread. Alex shivered and looked down the hall. There were still at least five more threads to pass. Noah eyes focused, and heard said,
"God dang. The Soulsong tried to take me."
"Same," Alex said, shivering at the memory. "It tried to make me give up, it said that I was nothing."
"It said that I was always the sidekick," Noah muttered, pain evident on his face. "It mocked me to my breaking point. Luckily, I remembered home and was able to accept the past. In truth, I used to be jealous when you told me that you were 9174, the Fated Hero. But now, I'm fine with being your friend, your sidekick."
Alex nodded, saying,
"Thank you, Noah. You're a good friend."
Just then, Lucy gasped for breath, saying,
"I failed her."
"Who?" Noah asked. "Don't tell me it's Brianna."
"It was Brianna," Lucy replied. "But the Soulsong was merciless. This time, it showed me what I could've done...it was all my choice. But though I failed, I learned something. It already happened. I can't change the past. Brianna's dead."
Noah grinned and slapped her on the back, saying,
"Congrats, Lucy. You've understood the truth."
"Thanks," Lucy said.
Lucy took her hands off to most likely stretch, which instantly caused the world to rumble and the ground cracked. The thread severed greatly, and Lucy gasped, throwing her hands back on.
"All of us have to hold on," Noah told her. "I don't want to know what happens if the thread completely severs."
"Yeah," Lucy said, her voice shaking.
They slowly inched forward, still holding onto the thread tightly.
"You're nothing, 9174," Lyraxis mocked. "You're just the sidekick, Noah. You failed to save your only friend, Lucy."
"Shut the hell up," Noah cursed angrily.
"You can curse all you want, but it won't change fate," Lyraxis said.
"Dumbass," Alex muttered under his breath.
His hatred of Lyraxis grew by the day. He had to defeat it. The thread changed to gold—a sign of moving on to the next one—before changing back to silver.
And then the world faded out of view once again.

A dark shadow appeared into existence, with a bloody blade.
“I know what you are afraid of, 9174,” the shadow snarled.
“No you don’t,” Alex retorted. “You’re just an illusion.”
“If I’m an illusion, then I won’t be able to say your biggest fear,” the shadow whispered.
“Fine,” Alex said.
“You are afraid of Lyraxis’s power. You are worried that it is too powerful even for you, and that when the time comes, you’ll fail them all,” the shadow said.
Alex froze. The shadow knew his deepest fear since he had arrived at the Darklands.
The shadow saw his look and said,
“See? I know it all. I am not an illusion. I am just a shadow, formed from your darkest fears.” 
Alex glared at it, saying,
“You are an illusion!”
“I am not,” the shadow growled. “Illusions tell painful events. I tell the truth. Give up.”
“No,” Alex said, fighting the pain in his heart. “I will not give up because of my fear.”
“Why?” the shadow questioned. “Why do you–”
Alex cut it off, growling,
“Everyone has their own fears, shadow. You clearly don’t understand.”
The shadow disappeared, and the world cracked. The floor disappeared from beneath his feet, and he fell into dark nothingness. 
Alex thought about what he had just said. Once, he had been afraid of Luyraxos. He still was. But by admitting the fact that he was afraid of Lyraxis allowed him to pass the trial. The world blurred out of view and came back with Alex holding on tightly to the silver thread.
Lucy and Noah were still in their own illusion. 
"I will return home!" Lucy suddenly yelled, before her eyes came into focus and she looked around.
"This is getting tiring," she complained.
"It'll only get harder and more tiring," Alex warned. "Just hang in there. We're almost at the end."
Noah's eyes fluttered open, and he yawned.
"Let's get going," he said, before yawning again.
"Tired?" Alex asked asking they scooted forwards with their hands gripped tightly around the silver thread,
"Yeah," Noah said. "But I'll be fine."
They reached the next gold part, and Alex yawned. He realized that he was also very tired. He grabbed the silver thread tightly.
And then reality blurred and morphed again, this time sending him into blackness.
"Why do you fight?" Lyraxis questioned.
"Of course you're here," Alex muttered.
"What is your determination? Why save a world full of people you do not know?"
"Home," Alex said, "the only way home is by defeating you. You are a bastard, though. If someone gave me the chance, I would kill you for free."
"This isn't the time for jokes, 9174," Lyraxis growled. "You cannot defeat me. I am too powerful. Why not just give up already?"
"I can beat you!" Alex retorted. "Giving up would mean never returning home."
"Do you still believe that you're the Breaker?" Lyraxis snarled.
"Yes," Alex said, "and I am."
"You are nothing but a broken boy," Lyraxis said. "A boy thinking he's special. You will never walk with the End, 9174. You deserve nothing."
"I will walk with the End, Lyraxis," Alex countered. "I have the code. I am the Breaker. I will bring the End."
"I'm feeling nice," Lyraxis said. "Join me. I won't kill you. You and I could rule together, and after a few years of service, I could bring you home. Think about that."
The words instantly stuck with him. Return home, just by joining it?
"So," Lyraxis said. "What do you say? Join me, and return home safe, or fight, and die?"
Alex hesitated. He wanted what it said to be true, but it was way too good. It had to be lying. There would be infinite catches with the deal. He couldn't risk it. Though it hurt him, he said slowly,
"I. Will. Not. Join. You."
Lyraxis shrugged.
"If you say so. But you'll regret this, 9174," it said.
"Why do you call me by my code if you say I'm not special?" Alex asked, glaring at it.
Lyraxis laughed before replying,
"I feel bad for you, Alex. Your code 9174 is the only thing bringing you above the average person."
Then the world went dark again, with Alex cursing at himself for letting Lyraxis get the last word.
When he awoke, his friends were already up and ready.
"You good?" Noah asked.
"Yeah," Alex replied. "Just Lyraxis being annoying."
He didn't tell them about the deal Lyraxis had made. It might tempt them, he thought to himself.
Alex looked ahead and realized that they were on the last thread. He looked at it and noticed that it was severely severed. It was extremely thin, and Alex told his friends,
"Let's be extra careful. The thread is nearly broken."
Noah and Lucy both nodded before they went limp. For a moment, nothing happened.
"Uh," Alex said, confused. "Is something going to happen?"
Then he instantly blacked out. Again.
"Alex," a voice whispered.
Alex opened his eyes. His family stood in front of him: his mother, his father, and his brother. He rushed to hug them, but the moment he touched them, they puffed in a cloud of smoke. It was an illusion.
"Want them back?" Lyraxis's cruel voice mocked. "Then join me, and you shall get that exactly."
Alex glared at it and retorted,
"Never! It'll be a trick. I won't fall for it."
Lyraxis laughed and said,
"Do you want to be called Alex or 9174 or the Breaker?" it asked.
"Why does that matter?" Alex asked, annoyed.
"It depends if you want to feel special," Lyraxis mocked harshly with no emotion.
Ouch, Alex thought. He shook the words off, responding,
"I don't care," Alex said.
In an instant, Lyraxis dashed up to him, and Alex jumped. Shit, he thought. Then, without thinking, he stuck out his hand.
And the pain never came.
Lyraxis'a pincher hand came into contact with an invisible barrier, knocking it back. It growled, then morphed into an eagle and shot a beam of red light. It was still blocked.
"How?!" Lyraxis's cruel voice screamed. "How could you have done that?"
What did he do? His hand was glowing, just like Alatar's. The power of Dawn. But how? How had he suddenly learned to use it?
"Maybe I am the Breaker. Maybe I am 9174.  Maybe I'm not nothing," Alex shouted, before the ground crumbled.
"9174 will bring the End," the shadows whispered.
What in the world just happened, Alex thought to himself. What had he done? He didn't even remember doing what he did.
He looked at his hand, which was still glowing dimly.
He thought about his code, 9174, and the End, and being the Breaker. 
Once, he thought that there was no hope.
Maybe he had been wrong.
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Alex walked into the final rest room, and Alex immediately lay down on the nearest couch, exhausted,
"I'm so tired," Alex muttered, closing his eyes.
"Same," Noah said.
Silence followed before Lucy whispered,
"I'm not sure how much longer I can do this for."
"Hang in there," Noah whispered back. "We're almost done. I can feel it."
"Goodnight," Alex told his friends.
"Goodnight," Noah and Lucy replied.
Sleep came almost instantly.
"Alex! You're going to be late for school," his mom yelled from downstairs.
"Shit," he cursed, before getting up and rushing downstairs without brushing his teeth.
His mom already had his bags packed, which he thanked her for. He kissed her goodbye before getting on his bus just in time. He sat with his friend George, and for some reason, he felt sadness.
Something felt...wrong. Alex frowned.
"What's up?" George asked.
"Tired, I guess," Alex replied.
They sat in silence, which gave him time to think things over. Something was out of place, but he couldn't place his finger on exactly what it was. He shrugged. When they arrived at his school, he said goodbye to George and went to his first class. He arrived just in time to hear the bell ring, and sighed in relief.
"Open your textbooks to page 445," his math teacher said.
Alex opened up to the page and groaned when he saw the lesson:
LINEAR FUNCTIONS: A mathematical function whose graph is a straight line.
"Okay, class, so today, we'll be learning the slope of a line," his teacher said,
His teacher continued to talk, and Alex took out his notebook and began to write.
                                               
 Notes
   Y= mx+b
   Rise/Run
Always look left to right. If it goes down,
it's a negative slope. If it goes up, it's a positive slope.
          DON'T MIX UP POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE SLOPES!

Alex sighed. It would be a long class.
 After zoning out for most of it, the bell rang and Alex jumped out of his seat. He walked to his next class, science.
"Today's the test," his teacher announced.
Alex groaned. He’d completely forgotten to study the night before. He reviewed his past notes, prayed, and started the test.
Chapter 6 Science Test
1) What degree is the Earth's axis at?
a) 25 degrees
b) 23.5 degrees
c) 24.5 degrees
d) 23 degrees
Easy, Alex thought. He circled b) and moved on.
2) Is the Earth the closest planet to the sun?
TRUE
FALSE
Easy, Alex thought again. Surprisingly, he burned through the questions relatively quickly and turned in his test ten minutes before the bell. He sighed in relief. Now that the test was over, the rest of the day would be relatively easy. The nagging feeling hit him again, but he still couldn't figure out what it was. His mind reeled with possible ideas, but none of them seemed true. Then his mind rested on one idea.
He could be in a dream.
That had to be right. Every part of him was agreeing. Wake up, he thought urgently. He felt a strange tingling, before his desk, and his classroom, and his classmates disappeared. I knew something was off, he thought. Then he woke up.
Alex looked around before remembering that he was in the Darklands and was at the end of the Dark Trials. 
The dream had been really random, but it slightly made him feel better. After the past few days, he had nearly forgotten about the things he did back on Earth. 
He felt refreshed and was finally not half asleep. He got up and woke up his friends, saying,
"Come on, guys. Let's go."
Noah groaned, but got up reluctantly.
"Give me five minutes," Lucy muttered.
"Fine," Alex said.
He sat with Noah on the couch, and Noah asked,
"Who do you think will claim Deathweaver if we pass the trials?"
Alex paused for a second before replying,
"I don't know. It might not even be any of us."
"True," Noah agreed.
Lucy finally got up and yawned.
"Better get going," Lyraxis called. "You're at the final trial."
Hope bloomed within Alex ,and he exclaimed,
"We have a chance!"
Noah and Lucy high-fived him before Alex walked up to the final trial's entrance,
"Let's do this," Alex told his friends.
Noah gave him a halfhearted grin and said,
"Let's do this."
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Alex looked ahead, and saw a ruined altar. 
At the end of the ruined altar was a door, with real sunshine shining through. Noah ran to the entrance, but didn't make it halfway before the ground shook. Noah stumbled, losing his footing. 
Then a loud growl filled the altar. Alex rushed to Noah and pulled him aside just in time. 
A massive beast fell from the sky, its red eyes piercing his own.
"9174," it snarled. "This trial will have no tricks. No illusions. This is simple. One of you must  stay behind as a payment."
Alex shook his head, saying,
"I'll stay behind."
Noah laughed, saying,
"No. I'll stay behind."
The monster growled, and lunged at Noah unexpectedly. Noah fell to the ground, blood leaking from a long wound. Alex yelled, and stuck out his hand. The beast was knocked flying. Noah and Lucy looked at him, but didn't ask any questions. Now wasn't the time.
"Who will it be? 9174, the Breaker, the bringer of the End? Noah, with the fire of death? Lucy, with the light of grace?" the beast growled.
Fire of death and light of grace, Alex thought. That was part of the prophecy! But what was the fire of death and the light of grace? He still had no idea.
Noah, still bleeding on the ground, volunteered,
"I will. I'm already hurt. Alex is the Fated Hero. He can't stay behind."
"No. I'll stay behind!" Lucy yelled. "I have no use anyway!"
"Shut up!" Alex yelled. "I will stay behind! You two can leave!"
"You don't have forever," the beast whispered, its red eyes flashing.
The beast lunged at Lucy, but Alex was ready, his hand glowed and the beast was knocked back.
"The power of Dawn," the beast growled. "Tell me, 9174. How did you learn that spell?"
"I don't know," Alex said truthfully. "It' just...whenever I'm desperate, I guess I can just do it."
"Let's see your true extent," it said.
The beast pounced on Noah, its sharp claws digging into his flesh. Noah grunted, his eyes closed.
"No!" Alex screamed, and put everything he had into his hand.
His hand glowed a bright blue, and Alex screamed,
"YOU WILL NOT TOUCH HIM!"
The ruined altar behind the beast cracked, little bits of rock and rubble tumbling off it. The world shook, and meteors crashed from the sky. Alex crumbled to the ground, exhausted. The beast took a step back to dodge a meteor, saying,
"Your power is unimaginable."
Alex regained his footing, cleared his mind, and tried it again. Nothing happened.
"Clearly, without your Blade, you are nowhere near your true power," it growled.
Then a beam of red light came from its mouth, directly at Lucy. Alex tackled her aside, then tried using the power of Dawn again. Still, nothing.
"You must choose," the beast said.
Noah was unconscious on the ground nearby, which meant him or Lucy. The met eyes, and they said at the same time,
"I will stay behind!"
Alex and Lucy glared at each other.
The beast snarled, and jumped on Alex. He had no time to create a shield, and was pinned to the ground. Its sharp claws dug deep into his chest, and he grunted in pain. He tried to knock it off him, but it was at least triple his weight. He struggled for air, trying to make a shield but failing. He tried not to panic, but it was hard to stay calm when a giant beast twice your height was on you. Lucy punched the beast in the face, but it ignored the attack entirely and growled at Alex,
"If you don't agree on a decision, 9174, then all of you die. You'll spend forever in the Rift. I doubt you'd want that, would you?"
Alex found the faint tingling of Dawn, and pushed. The beast came flying off of him and landed hard on the floor of the altar.
"I will stay behind. Lucy and Noah will leave," he said.
The beast beckoned him, saying,
"Come here, 9174, and meet your fate..."
Just then, Alex had a thought. What if the trial wasn't beating the beast, or sacrificing one of them? What if the trial was really about being selfless, and putting others before himself? Something in the back of his mind told him that he was right. Alex stopped mid-step.
"What are you waiting for, 9174?" the beast growled.
"This test isn't about defeating you to prove our strength, or sacrificing one of us to pass. It's a test about unity, and being selfless," Alex said confidently.
The beasts eyes flashed, and it said,
"Well then, 9174. You have passed the final test. You may move on."
The beast moved aside, revealing a path leading to another ruined altar, with something shining in the middle of it.
Deathweaver.
Even from where he was, he could feel its dark presence.
Lucy gasped in amazement and hugged him, saying,
"That was so smart, Alex! I thought one of us was going to have to die."
Alex smiled replying,
"I knew the test would be as straightforward as the beast told us."
Then his smile vanished.
"What about Noah?" Alex asked the beast.
"Bring him with you. If Deathweaver is his to claim, it shall heal him. Otherwise, you may take him to the city and find a hospital," it said.
Noah's eyes fluttered, and he said,
"Am I dead?"
"No," Lucy said. "Alex saved us. The test was about being selfless, and since we all offered ourselves and Alex told the beast what he found out, it let us pass."
"Really?" Noah murmured, his words slurring. "Great job Alex. I guess you really did well back there. Too bad I was unconscious. I would've liked to see what happened."
Alex chuckled, then asked,
"Can you stand?"
Noah grunted, then replied,
"I think so."
Alex slowly put him on the ground. The wounds were evident, with deep scratch marks all over his body. Alex's own chest was beginning to sting, but he didn't mention it. He didn't want to cause more trouble. Noah hobbled behind them, forcing them to slow down.
"You good?" Alex asked.
"No," he replied. "I hurt everywhere."
"Let's hope this Blade is yours," Alex said.
The altar floor began to slowly rise up, like an elevator. Thinking about elevators made him think about home, which made him tear up.
"You okay?" Lucy asked, while Noah was busy practicing his moves with Deathweaver.
"Yeah. Just homesick," he replied.
"Me too," she said.
Silence followed. Noah walked over, and said,
"We're getting closer to home, guys. We have the first Blade. Only two more to go."
"Yeah," Lucy said. "We are."
Alex was blinded by the sunlight that came through a hole in the ground. The altar came to a stop, level with the ground of the Dark Forest. Alex looked around. They were at the edge of the Dark Forest, he realized, because the city was in sight. They would have to sneak out without anybody noticing.
Noah noticed this too, because he said,
"We may have passed the Dark Trials, but we still have to claim Deathweaver and escape the Dark Forest."
Noah paused. He said,
“Something’s coming.” 
Then a strange shadow lunged at Alex's face. Alex stuck out his hand, and felt something change in reality itself. 
The shadow creature began changing, going back in time, until it was a few feet away. 
Then Alex collapsed.
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Alex tumbled through the fabric of existence, slowly drifting. Alex slowly opened his eyes. He was floating, and a man stood in front of him.
The Old Prophet.
“Am I dead?” Alex asked. 
Could he have died, exerting too much power at once?
The Prophet shook his head.
“Luckily, you did not, Alex. But you need to learn more about the power of Dawn,” he said.
“Okay,” Alex replied.
“You have not fully mastered it yet, Alex. You cannot be doing all of these super hard spells. As a result, you end up in situations like right now,” the Prophet said. “You’ll have to practice weaker spells, like the shield one. Manipulating time itself is extremely difficult to do and uses all of your energy. If you’re not careful, you could die.”
Alex shivered, and rethought his past decisions on just using the power of Dawn. He had to be more careful.
“I’ll be more careful from now on,” Alex promised.
The Prophet nodded and said,
“Follow me. Just walk like you normally do.”
Alex took a step, and felt solid ground underneath. He shrugged and followed the Prophet.
The Prophet led him to a small, floating cabin.
“Where are we?” Alex asked.
“The Inbetween,” the Prophet replied. “Where life and death meet. Where time and space simply…doesn’t go on.”
Alex felt chills down his spine. He didn’t want to be in the Inbetween for too long. It gave him the creeps.
The Prophet opened the door and walked in the cabin. Alex followed, and inside was a perfectly normal cabin, within a bed, a nightstand, and a table.
“This is the Window of Time,” the Prophet explained, pointing to the single window at the back of the cabin.
“What does it do?” Alex asked, looking at it.
“Watch,” the Prophet replied.
The Prophet placed his hand on the window, and instantly, it morphed. The window showed a blurry scene, and all Alex could make out was a figure wearing a bloody red crown. 
“Who’s that?” Alex asked.
“That person is you, Alex. That is what happens if you overuse the power of Dawn. It corrupts you. You may not feel anything other than tiredness now, but the more you use it, the stronger the corruption gets,” the Prophet said.
Alex froze, staring at the figure. 
“That’s…me?” Alex asked.
“That will be you if you aren’t more careful,” the Prophet responded.
“Do I just turn evil?” Alex asked the Prophet.
“You could say that,” the Prophet said. “But you aren’t evil. It’s just the power of Dawn that makes you evil.”
“I can stop that future from happening, though, right?” Alex questioned.
The Prophet hesitated, before saying,
“You could. But in the Darklands, fate works differently than you know. It controls the structure of everyone’s life.”
Alex sighed, and looked back at the vision. Will that really be me if I overuse the power of Dawn? 
“I have a question,” Alex said.
“What is it?” the Prophet asked.
Alex thought about his one fear: Lyraxis. Maybe the Old Prophet could help him. He took a deep breath, and began,
“So I’m afraid of Lyraxis. I just feel like it’s too powerful, even for me, the Breaker. I have a nagging feeling that when the time comes and me and my friends face it off, I’ll fail everyone. Then we’ll never return home to our families, and I failed to save an entire world.”
The Prophet paused for a second, before placing his hand on his shoulder.
“Listen to me, Alex,” he said. “Lyraxis is extremely powerful. But you are the Breaker, the hero of the prophecy. You are more powerful than Lyraxis.”
Alex nodded, saying,
“I have another question.”
“Go on,” the Prophet replied, giving him a small smile.
“If I somehow die, from Lyraxis or something else, what happens to me? Will I die forever?” Alex asked, shivering at the thought of dying in the Darklands.
The Prophet’s smile fell, and he told him,
“If you were to die in the Darklands, you would spend the rest of eternity trapped here, in the Inbetween. Come. Follow me.”
“I would be stuck here forever?” Alex exclaimed.
“Yes,” the Prophet replied.
Alex followed the Prophet, where he pulled down a ladder and climbed onto the roof of the cabin.
Alex followed, not sure what the Prophet was planning. The Prophet sat down, and so did he.
“Look around, Alex,” the Prophet told him. “Do you see those bright blue orbs?”
Alex looked everywhere–since the Inbetween had no real dimensions–and gasped. There were thousands of bright blue orbs, like the Prophet had said.
“Wow,” Alex said in awe. “I do see a lot of bright blue orbs. What are they?”
“Souls of the dead,” the Prophet said quietly. “If you die in the Darklands, your life source is brought to the Inbetween, and your body disappears…forever.”
Alex instantly hated the blue orbs, and looked at the Prophet instead.
“Damn,” Alex said. “So if I die, that’ll happen to me?”
“Yes,” the Prophet replied.
Suddenly, Alex realized something.
“If I’m in the Inbetween right now, how can I not be dead?” he asked.
“Near-death experiences lead to glimpsing the Inbetween,” the Prophet replied. “Think of it as a warning. The Inbetween won’t consume you this time. But if there’s a next time, it will.”
Alex thought back to moving back time, and how that stupid move had nearly killed him. But he had saved Noah.
“But I changed time to save Noah,” Alex told the Prophet. 
“You could’ve used the simple shield spell. It would knock the shadow puppet Lyraxis sent away, and you wouldn’t be here right now,” the Prophet said.
Alex thought about what the Prophet said, and realized that he could’ve used the shield spell. 
“I can’t control what I use,” Alex admitted.
The Old Prophet smiled–a genuine one–and replied,
“Then let me teach you.”
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“I can only control the shield spell,” Alex complained.
He’d spent the past hour trying to control his powers, but ended up only being able to do the easiest spell.
“For time bending, think of time itself, and imagine moving the hands on it backward. That should make your hand glow bright green,” the Prophet suggested.
“Okay,” Alex replied.
“Don’t use the spell if you see your hand turn green,” the Prophet added.
Alex thought of his clock at home–a gold rim with a silver side–and imagined grabbing the hands and forcing it the opposite way. Heat surrounded his hand, and then it burst into green flames. 
Back during the fight, he hadn't noticed whether his hand had been green or not. But now, he saw his hand and smiled.
“I did it!” Alex exclaimed, then lowered his hand and ended the spell.
“Great job, Alex,” the Prophet complimented. “Now try the meteor spell.”
“What’s the trick here?” Alex asked.
“Easy. Think of meteors crashing into the ground, and your hand should glow bright blue,” the Prophet told him.
Alex nodded and stuck out his hand, thinking of meteors crashing into the ground.
Nothing happened.
He tried again.
Nothing.
Alex groaned, and minutes became hours as he tirelessly tried to summon meteors.
“It’s not working,” Alex complained after a couple more hours of trying. 
“It takes time,” the Prophet told him. “Some spells come easier to you. Some come harder.”
Alex took a break on the meteor spell, instead trying the explosion spell.
“Think of explosions?” Alex asked.
The Prophet smiled. 
“Think of explosions.”
Alex thought about bombs on Earth, and smoke clouds blocking out the sun.
His hand glowed purple. 
“Did I do it?” Alex asked.
“Yes, you did,” the Prophet said.
“How many spells are there?” Alex asked the Prophet.
“Thousands,” the Prophet replied. “But there are five main ones.”
“What are the five main ones?” Alex questioned.
“Shield, Meteor, Explosion, Time Bend, and Seal,” the Prophet recited.
“So I know how to control three of the five?” Alex summarized.
“Yes,” the Prophet replied. “Which is very good for a starter, like you.”
“Thanks,” Alex told the Prophet. “Also, what does Seal do?”
“It’s the strongest spell of Dawn,” he told Alex. “It brings the target to a place…even further from existence than the Inbetween. Nobody knows where that place is, though.”
Alex shivered.
“Thanks for teaching me,” Alex thanked the Prophet. “When do I return back to the Darklands?”
“Anytime you feel like you’re ready. Just close your eyes and say ‘return,’” the Prophet told him.
“Okay,” Alex said. “I’m ready. Thanks for everything.”
“No problem,” the Prophet told him. “After all, it’s all I can do for the boy that will save my world.”
Alex closed his eyes and whispered,
“Return.”
The world shifted and twisted, and then Alex was falling, then flying, then floating.
Then…nothing.
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“I swear to god, Alex. If you died saving me, I will literally–”
Alex opened his eyes.
“Thank god,” Noah said, relieved. 
“Did you kill the shadow creature?” Alex asked.
Noah smiled, and replied,
“Yeah. I stabbed it in the heart and killed it.”
“Great job,” Alex told him.
Noah smiled. The Breaker–Alex–said that he did a great job. That rarely ever came out of Alex’s mouth, probably because he was stronger than all of them. The Old Prophet appeared, and said,
“You have completed the Dark Trials. Come.”
The Prophet led Noah and his friends down a winding trail of rotting leaves. His small lantern flickered as if barely clinging to its flame.
“The Blade is near,” the Prophet said at last. “But only one of you will claim it.”
“Deathweaver,” Noah murmured. “Sounds…friendly.”
Alex gave him a wan smile. “You good?”
Noah didn’t answer him right away. His eyes drifted towards the woods, drawn by something he couldn’t quite name.
“I keep hearing it,” Noah muttered. “Like it’s calling me.”
Noah and his friends reached a clearing. At its center stood a crumbling stone pedestal, vines slithering up its base. Embedded deep within the stone was a long black sword. Its blade shimmered with misty tendrils like shadowy smoke, curling and twisting.
“This is it,” the Prophet whispered. “Deathweaver.”
Noah stepped forward.
The second Noah crossed the edge of the clearing, a low hum vibrated through the air. The shadows deepened, swirling and morphing like ink in water. 
“Noah,” Alex warned. “Be careful.”
“I have to do this,” he said.
Noah reached out. The moment his fingers touched the hilt, a pulse of darkness spread out in a ripple. The vines withdrew. The mist thickened. 
“Noah Alfred,” a voice whispered–not aloud, but inside his head. “Do you accept death?” 
Noah’s breath caught in his throat. “What?”
“The wield me is to understand me. To embrace the Void.”
The world fell away. He stood alone in pitch darkness. From the Void, figures emerged–ghosts of everyone he had ever let down. His parents, arguing because of his choices. Teachers who gave up on him. Friends who faded away. Versions of himself that never mattered.
“You’re nobody,” they whispered. “Forgettable. Replaceable.”
Noah clenched his fists.
“No,” he growled.
The figures closed in. “You’ll never be enough.”
I am!” Noah shouted. “Maybe I wasn’t before, but I am now!”
The shadows hesitated.
“I’m tired of running from what I could be,” Noah said. “Tired of believing I’m worthless.”
Light cut through the darkness–twisted, silver, and cold. It curled around his hands, threading into the hilt of Deathweaver.
“I accept it,” Noah said. “I accept death if it means saving the people who matter. If it means I matter.”
Deathweaver slid free with a slow, deep hum that vibrated in his bones.
Noah collapsed onto one knee, and the world came back into view.
Alex and Lucy rushed to him.
“Noah!” they both yelled.
He looked up, breathing heavily but smiling.
“I’m okay,” he told them.
The Blade pulsed. The heavy mist faded. The clearing fell eerily silent.
“You've passed,” the Old Prophet said at last. “The Blade has chosen.”
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Alex and his friends made camp that night near the edge of the clearing. The forest was eerily silent, the wind still, the trees holding their breath. Deathweaver lay beside Noah, humming quietly like a sleeping beast.
Lucy stirred the small fire with a stick, watching sparks drift upward.
“How did it feel?” Alex asked.
Alex had seen Noah struggle, and seemed to be in an entirely different world. He wondered what actually happened.
“Like being torn apart and stitched back together,” Noah replied, brushing ash brom his clothes.
“You were gone for hours,” Alex told him.
He remembered watching with Lucy and the Prophet, just waiting by the clearing for hours. It had been nerve-racking. He was glad that Noah made it.
“To me, it was mere minutes,” Noah told them.
Silence fell.
Then the Prophet spoke. 
“You must understand what you carry. Deathweaver is not just a gift. It’s a burden. That sword will never leave you unchanged.”
“I figured,” Noah replied. “But I couldn’t just leave it behind.”
“You carry the fire of death now,” the Prophet told him. “One of the Three Pillars of the End.”
“I thought Alex brought the End?” Lucy said.
“Yes,” the Prophet told her. “Alex will carry the End. But without the fire of death and the light of grace, Alex cannot fulfil the prophecy.”
“So…now we go to Lightscar,” Alex said.
The Prophet frowned. “Lightscar is a ruin. Its heart is cursed. And the second Blade, Lightbringer, isn’t just lying around.”
“We’ve come this far,” Noah said. “We’re not backing down.”
That night, Alex had a dream.
He stood in a field of blades–thousands of swords embedded in the dirt, stretching as far as the eye could see. At the center stood Lyraxis, taller than the sky itself. 
“You let him claim it,” it hissed. “You let Death into your circle.”
Alex drew a sword from the dirt, though it was no match.
“You will be the end,” Lyraxis growled. “But you do not get to choose what that means.”
Lyraxis stepped forward–and the field burned.
Alex awoke sweating hard. The pink moon watched silently from above.

Morning arrived, and Alex and his friends broke camp. As Alex walked, the Dark Forest began to thin. The terrain shifted to black grass plains, then to shattered roads covered in ash. 
Lightscar lay ahead. Faint towers pierced the sky in the distance.
“Looks abandoned,” Lucy said. 
“Not for long,” the Prophet replied. “You’ve awakened something. Lyraxis will know you carry a Blade now.”
“Let it come,” Noah growled, gripping Deathweaver.
Alex walked in silence. The End echoed in his head.
They reached a cliff’s edge. Below, the ruined city of Lightscar sprawled–crumbling walls, burning rivers of light, and broken statues that still glowed faintly.
“Welcome to the second trial,” the Prophet told Alex and his friends. “Welcome to the Grave of Light.”
Alex and his friends looked at each other.
They would climb down together. 
But what waited in Lightscar would tear them apart.
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Night fell. The Old Prophet set up a small campfire, and Alex sighed. The ruins of Lightscar were just below. Tomorrow, they would have to climb down into the unknown. 
Noah stood in silence at the edge of the cliff.
“You okay?” Alex asked softly, stepping beside his friend.
Noah didn’t answer right away. 
“It didn’t feel like victory,” he said.
Lucy was a few steps away, resting on a small tree nearby.
“Because it wasn't,” Lucy muttered.
Silence fell again. The storm that had seemed to be coming towards them had cleared. Above them, the sky glimmered a strange lilac, the pink moon hanging like a bruise. 
“The Prophet said we’ll need all three Blades to stand a chance against Lyraxis,” Alex said. “And that without the fire of death and the light of grace, I’ll never bring the End.”
“Also, the rules would never be fair. So why does this feel like we’ve already lost something?” Noah asked.
Lucy exhaled sharply. 
“Because we have,” she said.
They spent the night on the cliff next to Lightscar, eating dry rations the Old Prophet had packed. Alex couldn’t sleep. Not with the dream of Lyraxis still fresh in his mind. You will bring the End. But you do not get to choose what that means.
Alex sat beside Noah, who was sharpening Deathwever on a stone.
“You really going to carry that thing everywhere now?” Alex asked.
Noah gave him a sideways glance.
“It chose me,” he said.
“Yeah,” Alex admitted. “It did.”
Alex didn’t say it aloud, but he knew what the blade had cost them. Not just blood. Not just pain. But something intangible. Some sliver of hope. He saw Noah’s face and knew that he was thinking the same thing. 
And yet, Alex couldn’t look away from the Blade. Something about it pulled him too.

Later that night, the Old Prophet led them down a small path down the side of the cliff.
“There’s something I should tell you,” the Prophet said. “About the prophecy.”
Alex looked at him wearily. 
“Now seems like a good time,” Alex said.
“The numbers. 9174. It isn’t just your aura signature. It’s a code. A lock,” the Prophet told him.
“A lock?” 
“One that guards the Gate of Endings. The place where Dawnfang is kept. In between time and space, Heptakikos. Only the Breaker can open it,” the Prophet explained.
Alex stumbled.
“I’m the breaker, right? Like…in the prophecy?”
“Yes,” the Prophet confirmed. “The prophecy doesn’t say you're the Blade. It says that you’re the Breaker. 9174. That part wasn’t a mistake.”
Alex stopped in his tracks.
“So I’m not meant to wield Dawnfang? I’m just meant to unleash it?” Alex asked, confused.
The Old Prophet didn’t answer.
Behind him, Lucy overheard. She placed a hand on Alex’s arm.
“We’ll figure it out,” she told him. “Together.”
They took a break by a shallow river. Lucy stared at the stars. Noah cleaned the Blade again, whispering something under his breath.
Alex wandered to the edge of the water, staring at his reflection. It shimmered. Warped. And behind him, in the reflection, he saw a pair of glowing crimson eyes.
He spun. Nothing there.
But something was watching.
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They arrived in a tiny town next to Lightscar. The people there eyed Alex and his group with suspicion, especially Noah. Deathweaver’s dark presence unnerved even the strongest of warriors. 
The bumped into a woman named Delka, an ex-mage with silver hair and a burned hand.
“You carry the mark of grief,” she told Noah.
“I carry a sword,” Noah replied.
“Same thing, if you use it wrong,” Delka said.
Alex listened quietly. 
“Feel free to come have dinner later,” Delka told them.
“We’ll be there,” Alex said, his stomach growling.
They left, and Alex told his friends,
“I’m so hungry.”
“Same bro,” Noah said. “When was the last time I ate a proper meal?”
They talked with the people of the town, but most didn’t seem to want to talk with them.
At dinner, they sat at a table made of wood. As his friends ate, Delka pulled him aside.
“What do you want?” Alex asked.
He was still starving, and was irritated that she interrupted his dinner.
“I knew someone once who bore your aura,” she told him. “Long ago. A girl named Selis.”
“What happened to her?” Alex asked, growing slightly curious.
“She broke the Gate of Endings. Released a power she couldn’t control,” Delka said quietly.
“And?” Alex asked, waiting for her to continue.
“She failed to bring the End. She became the End. She was never seen again,” Delka finished sadly.
Alex’s stomach turned. Was he fated to become the same?
He went back to the table and ate greedily. After they ate, they thanked Delka and left back to their camp.
That night, he told Noah and Lucy about Delis. Noah, to his surprise, just nodded.
“Then we don’t let that happen to you,” he said.
Lucy smiled faintly. 
“I wouldn’t let you become a villain, Alex. I’d punch you in the face before that,” Lucy said.
“Thanks?” Alex said.
Alex and his friends all laughed, for the first time in what felt like years.
But still, none of them slept soundly.

At sunrise, they stood at the edge of the small town, facing the open path leading to Lightscar.
Their journey began slow. The path east was scorched and cracked, the remains of ancient battlefields charred into the landscape. Skeletons of monsters long dead, weapons half-fused into the stone, and jagged signs of destruction haunted every mile.
“This place looked like it hasn’t breathed in years,” Lucy said, kicking aside a blackened helmet.
Noah kept a weary hand on Deathweaver’s hilt.
“It’s quiet,” he said. “Too quiet.”
They walked through valleys where time seemed frozen–birds mid-flight trapped in amber, ripples in water that never moved. Alex remembered what the Old Prophet had said about time growing unstable near Heptakikos, and began to worry that it was spreading outward. 
Midway through the day, they reached an abandoned watchtower. Alex and his friends took shelter there, and that night, Noah finally told him and Lucy what it's like to wield Deathweaver.
“Sometimes, it whispers to me,” Noah admitted. “Not words. Feelings. Instincts. When we fight, I don't need to think about where to strike. I just know.”
Lucy looked concerned.
“Sounds…dangerous,” she said.
Alex nodded, saying,
“It’s like the Blade is alive. Maybe it’s not just a tool. Maybe it changes you, like the Prophet said.”
“I know,” Noah replied. “It does change me. But if I want to protect us, and have a chance to return home, I have to trust it. Even if it's risky.”
“I guess you’re right,” Alex agreed. 
Lucy nodded.
They spent the night in the watchtower. 
The next morning, a thick fog rolled in. Alex awoke from his first peaceful sleep and looked around. The sky darkened unnaturally, and the road narrowed between two jagged cliffs.
“Guys,” Alex told his friends. “Something’s wrong.”
Noah groaned and got up.
“Damn, you’re right,” he said. “Something totally wrong.”
Lucy got up and also said that something was off.
They left the watchtower and looked around.
Then the illusions started.
Alex saw his brother standing on the road ahead.
“Alex! Help me!” his brother pleaded.
As much as Alex hated his brother, he still loved him. 
Alex ran forward–only for the image to dissolve into ash. Lucy screamed–something had grabbed her shadow. Noah swung Deathweaver blindly as a hundred ghostly shapes emerged from the fog.
Alex realized that they must be the lost souls of failed warriors. Each of them glowed with a sickly red aura. 
A battle erupted in the narrow canyon. Alex used the spells he knew to protect his friends. Lucy distracted the ghosts. Noah moved like a blur, cutting through tens of shadows at once.
But still, they were outnumbered.
Just when the ghosts closed in and Alex lost all hope, a piercing howl echoed through the cliffs. A massive wolf-like creature leapt from above, landing in the center of the battle. Its fur shimmered with dark silver, eyes glowing like moonstone.
The ghosts scattered.
The wolf turned to Alex and his friends, then shifted. Standing in its place was a woman clocked in furs and ash, her hair braided with bone beads. 
“You don’t belong here,” she said. “Not yet. But that path has already begun, hasn’t it?”
“Who even are you?” Alex asked, still cautious.
“I am Kaelra, the Guardian of the Lightscar Gate,” she responded. “And I will escort you to the trials.”
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Kaelra moved like mist–silent, fluid, and powerful. As she led them through the dark pass leading to Lightscar, Noah asked,
“Not to be rude, but are you a wolf? Or are you a human? Or are you both?”
“Once, I was full human,” she replied. “Just like you guys. I came here in search of my brother, who had been pulled here through a rift by Lyraxis.”
“Did you find him?” Lucy asked.
“No. I never saw him again. But in my search, I met a Guardian, who passed on the role to me. Now, I’m sworn to protect the ruins of Lightscar and those who approach it,” she replied.
“Why protect a dead city?” Alex questioned.
“Lightbringer lies within,” Kaelra said, her voice tight. “And if it falls into the wrong hands, this world ends faster than the prophecy says.”
Alex and his friends nodded in agreement. If someone evil claimed Lightbringer, then who knew what would happen.
Alex and his friends reached the edge of a cliff, and the ruined city came into view.
Lightscar.
Once, it may have been beautiful. Wide streets spiraled like sunbursts. Towers curved towards the heavens. But now it was all crumbled glass and leaning spires. Light flickered strangely over the city–no fire, no sun, just the ghost if brilliance long extinguished. 
“Monster’s live there,” Kaelra warned. “The Elites. Guardians of Lightbringer. They aren’t like what you’ve fought before. They learn. They remember you.”
“Sounds like this won’t be a piece of cake,” Noah said.
“What did you expect?” Kaelra asked, rolling her eyes.

Night fell, and they camped outside the city walls. That night, Kaelra taught Alex and his friends how to mask their aura. 
“You shine too brightly,” she told Alex. “Whatever that thing is inside you is–it’s like a beacon.”
Kaelra placed her palm on Alex’s forehead and whispered a spell. For a moment, Alex saw himself. A storm. A sunrise. A shadow.
“You aren’t ready,” she whispered.
Alex and the others gathered near the edge of the ruins and planned. Kerala drew a drudge map.
“The Blade is in the Temple of Light,” she explained, pointing. “Dead center. But the city shifts. It tests you. When you enter, you’ll be separated. Each of you will face a long and hard trial tailored to your soul.”
Luc frowned.
“Another trial?” she complained. “We’ve passed five already.”
Kaelra gave her a tired smile.
“Some trials never end. They just change shape,” she told her.
Kaelra left back to their camp to get something, leaving Alex and his friends standing at the edge of the gate as the sun began to rise. 
Alex stared at the city that would either bring them closer to freedom–or end them all.
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The ruins of Lightscar rose ahead like the bones of a god, broken and bleeding pale light through fractured windows and shattered spikes. Buildings leaned like forgotten monuments, and mist curled low on the streets. Each footstep Alex and his friends took echoed through silence too complete to be natural. 
Kaelra had let them in early in the morning, before shifting to her wolf form and leaving. 
They had made it. But something felt deeply wrong.
Alex paused at the base of the city’s entrance bridge, his hand on the sword Kaelra had given him before she had opened the gate. His fingers trembled, though the air was warm.
“I don’t like this,” Noah said. “It’s like the city’s…watching us.”
Lucy stood at the front of the group, hood down, hair tangled from battle and sleepless nights. She had barely spoken since the fifth trial a few days ago.
“This is it,” she said, her voice soft and distant. “Lightbringer is here. I can feel it. It’s…calling me.”
They crossed the bridge, flanked by gargoyles that turned their heads as they passed.
“Creepy,” Noah said under his breath.
“At least they didn’t attack us,” Alex replied.
The inner city gates had long since fallen, replaced by curling vines and cracked marble. Every window they passed held shadows that vanished when Alex and his friend looked at it for too long.
“This is like a ghost town back on Earth,” Alex said.
“You’re right,” Noah replied. 
Lucy ws silent.
As they entered the heart of the city, most of the monsters looked at Alex, probably because of his aura. A she suspected, he overheard one say,
“Isn’t that the Breaker?”
“His aura says so,” another growled. “9174.”
Alex and his friends sped up, not daring to make eye contact. They didn’t want to cause any unnecessary trouble. 
But then Alex saw something at the corner of his vision: a ghostly figure standing on a rooftop, with a flowing white cape. Alex blinked. It was gone.
He opened his mouth to say something–then closed it.
They passed a dried-up fountain filled with bones and skeletons of the dead. Beyond it, a collapsed tower leaned against a shrine, barely standing. The path narrowed to a cracked stone walkway, lined with runes that glowed faintly beneath Alex and his friend’s feet.
And then he saw it.
The temple.
It was vast–circular, domed, with half the ceiling missing and long staircases curling around its base. Golden statues lined the front, though most had melted into disfigured husks. 
“The Blade is inside,” Lucy said, her voice slightly trembling.
“Are you sure?” Alex asked.
“I feel it,” she whispered. “Stronger than ever before.”
They entered together. The doors groaned open, revealing a staircase leading deep underground. As they descended, the walls changed–gold inlay became bone-like tendrils. Murals lined the long hallways, depicting warriors holding three Blades against a monstrous form that looked all too familiar.
“Lyraxis,” Alex muttered. “This whole place was built to fight it.”
The staircase ended at a massive chamber glowing with silver-blue light. Floating crystals hovered midair, spinning slowly. The air hummed and shimmered. Lucy gasped, stepping forward, one hand rising.
“Wait–” Alex began.
 But he was too late.
The chamber ripped.
It was the figure he had seen on the rooftop. The figure was in golden armor, with a gleaming helmet and the same white cloak. Its eyes flashed bright red, and Alex guessed that it could probably cut metal. When it spoke, its voice was static and wind.
“You come for what’s not yours.”
“We need that Blade!” Alex yelled. “To stop Lyraxis. To go home.”
The figure slowly turned its head toward Lucy. 
“You,” it hissed. “The Light has marked you. But you are unproven. You carry doubt wherever you go. That is poison.”
Lucy didn’t back down.
“I can do this,” she said determinedly.
“You may try,” the figure said. “But the Blade will decide.”
The ground began to violently shake, and Alex stumbled. The crystals hovering midair spun faster, forming a vortex of sound. Lucy stepped forward, hand outstretched.
“Lucy–” Noah warned, taking a step toward her.
She reached for Lightbringer.
And the Blade recoiled.
The pedestal cracked. Lightbringer flashed once–blinding–then sank into the stone. Gone. 
The crystals exploded.
Shards of diamond and glass flew as a roar tore through the chamber. The figure raised its arm and struck the ground. A shockwave flung Alex and his friends flying into the wall. 
“You are not ready!” it bellowed.
The ceiling began to collapse.
“RUN!” Alex screamed.
“He grabbed a frozen Lucy as Noah slashed a falling pillar in half. Rubble crashed around them. Smoke choked the air. Alex sprinted up the staircase, with Noah following closely behind. 
They burst from the temple just as the entire structure imploded, a wave of force blasting outward and hurling Alex and his friends across the courtyard.
Lucy hit the ground hard and didn’t get up.
“Lucy!” Alex dropped to her side. “Are you okay?”
She slowly opened her eyes.
“It was right there,” she murmured. “I touched it. It felt alive.”
“You’ll get another chance,” Noah said, though he looked slightly irritated.
“What were you thinking?!” 
Alex didn’t say that, but he wanted to.
Alex sighed and looked up. Smoke drifted from the wreckage. The temple was completely gone. Lightbringer was buried.
“We failed,” Lucu whispered. 
Because of you, Alex thought angrily. Noah seemed angry too, because his hand was curled tightly around Deathweaver and he breathed hard.
“No,” Alex managed to say. “This was only the beginning.”
A wind rose.
Hot. Electric.
It screamed across the city like the breath of a god.
Then–
Lyraxis’s cruel voice.
“You run well, little sparks. But you are no fire. You are smoke.”
The sky cracked open. A spiral of light and shadow tore across the horizon. Far above, something vast shifted within the clouds.
Alex stared into the storm.
“Let it come,” Alex said, teeth clenched.
“No,” Lucy growled, standing beside him. “We go to it.”
The ground rumbled like a volcano erupting. A second rift opened on the far side of the city. From within it: shadows. Marching. Crawling. 
Noah’s face turned pale.
“That’s…that’s an army,” he stuttered.
Behind them, Lightscar began to tremble violently. The city itself was waking up. 
And beneath the ruins…deep underground…the Blade still waited.
Unclaimed.
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Lyraxis watched the sky fracture.
Not physically. No, not yet. But across a thousand veils of time, space, and illusion, it sensed the shift. Somewhere far above, the threads had begun to unravel–and with them, so too would the lie this realm called balance.
Lyraxis waited in silence, in a throne of bone and echo, a place untouched by light. His eyes–if they could be called that–shimmered with entropy, not color. All around it, broken runes hummed with a rhythm only monsters like itself understood. Beneath its talons, the souls of forgotten worlds whispered lullabies of ruin. 
It was patient.
Lyraxis was always patient.
But even eternity had a rhythm, and that rhythm was beginning to change.

“9174,” it whispered, as if tasting the number.
How amusing, that the code they revered as sacred was born from an experiment in horror.
“Breaker, not Blade,” Lyraxis muttered. “He walks with the End, they say. As if he even understands the true extent of the End. As if he understands its meaning.”
Lyraxis stood from its throne, towering. Shadows peeled from his back like wings. Each of his limbs bore a mark of war: the sigil of old gods scorched across its plated shoulder; a shard of Dawn embedded like a taunt beneath its throat; a broken mask of its former self fussed to its claw.
He had once been flesh. Once been bound by mercy. That was before the war.
Before the Dawn shattered.
Before he became the last one of his kind.

Lyraxis moved through its citadel–a labyrinth of memories and slaughter. The walls whispered names: heroes long ded, kings long betrayed, lovers long forgotten. He remembered them all.
He had ended them all.
But the last war had cost it dearly. The city of Solari–the place where the light had once resigned–lay buried beneath ash and bone because of Lyraxis. The three Blades had been separated. Their wielders had died screaming. The old Chosen Ones had believed themselves eternal.
“As will these children,” Lyraxis hissed.
He paused for a moment before a chamber of mirrors. Each mirror showed a different version of the present–possibilities, fragmentations of futures unrealized.
One showed the boy, Alex, dying in the first trial. Another showed the girl, Lucy, kneeling before Lightbringer, corrupted. A third revealed Noah, the other boy, wielding two Blades, his eyes dark and empty.
But only one glowed. The path that couldn’t be changed. The one where Alex walked with the End in his shadow.
“I knew your kind long before you were born,” LYraxis growled to the reflection. “Fools shaped by hope. Hope is a curse.”’
Lyraxis smashed the mirror with a mere flisk of its claw.
“And curses…are my domination.”

Lyraxis turned toward the sealed vault at the end of his sanctum. The door ground as it recognized him, bending under his presence like rusted iron. 
Inside lay its greatest failure.
The corpse.
She lay motionless, but her body had not decayed. The last wielder of Dawnfang. The girl who had nearly killed it.
Elira.
He approached her, gently, as if her ghost still lingered.
“You were close,” Lyraxis murmured. “Closer than any of them. But you loved too much. That was your undoing.”
Lyraxis extended a talon and touched her cold forehead.
From her body, a pulse of radiant power lashed out–but Lyraxis absorbed it easily.
The remnants of the Blade still remembered her. Still mourned her.
Lyraxis turned away, cloaking her body once more in dark shadows. Let the children chase her legend.
Let them believe she was a hero.
Let them fail just like she did.
Lyraxis walked to the edge of the Void. The Rift still hung wide open like a scar above the fractured world. His soldiers–twisted abominations formed from what once were angels and men–waited in silence. 
They did not breathe. They only obeyed.
A shadow moved beside Lyraxis. One of its lieutenants. Not human. Not anything anymore.
“The first trial has passed.”
“And he lives?”
“Yes.”
“Good,” Lyraxis said, smiling with sharp fangs.
“Should we intervene?”
“No,” LYraxis replied. “Let them believe that they can win. Hope will stretch them thin. Fear will eat the rest.”
He raised one claw, and lightning forked across the sky.
“When they reach the ruins of Lightscar…we shall make our move.”

Lyraxis descended into the lowest pit of the Citadel. 
Here, even Lyraxis felt the pressure. The dark heart of the world pulsed here–the last remnant of what came before light, before order. The Primordial Wound. Lyraxis knelt.
Not in reverence. But in calculation.
A voice greeted Lyraxis from the abyss.
“You walk again, Lyraxis.”
“The time comes.”
“The Breaker walks. The Blades stir, sir. The prophecy is beginning to unfold.”
“It will break,” Lyraxos vowed. “Just as it broke before.”
The voice was neither pleased nor angry. It simply existed.
“All Ends of Beginnings. And all Beginnings bleed.”
“Then let it bleed.”
Lyraxis stood, shadows clinging to it like armor. Lyraxis turned away from the pit, ascending back to war.
Behind him, the Void whispered one last truth:
“When the end walks…so must the Beginning die.”
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