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She opened her eyes.  The dark gray sky above her was sprinkling her with black and white and gray, the air was acrid and hard to breathe.  She sat up with effort, breathing heavily and gasping with pain.  Her chest was tight and…wet?  She put a hand over her heart and it came away red.  She stared at the blood on her palm as snowflakes danced down and melted in the heat, as the flecks of ash and soot speckled it.


How can I live without a heart? she wondered in her own mind.  Yet she breathed.  The blood on her shirt was clotting and sticking to her skin, but she could find a pulse in her neck.  And then she noticed that everything around her had changed.  She got unsteadily to her feet, the better to survey what her world had become.


All around her, ruins puffed smoke like locomotives and accumulated snow.  There was no sound except the wind and her labored breathing.  No children, no birds, no vehicles.  No people.  There weren’t even corpses, though she knew there had once been hundreds, thousands of lives here.  Occasionally there was an exceptionally dark scorch mark, or a splash of crimson on the snow.  Beyond that, the buildings smoldered, the sky darkened, and the snow continued to fall.


All these lives, destroyed.  All these buildings.  What happened here?  How could this happen to…  And then she realized.


I don’t know what this place is called.  I…I don’t know what I’M called.  Who am I?  She looked down at herself for information.  A pale pink shirt, blood stained and dirty.  Blue jeans in like disarray.  Black boots on her feet, the only concession to the snow.  I’m cold.  She looked around and found a building on the far western edge of town that wasn’t smoking as much as the others.  It had a portion of roof left.  She headed there first.


It was a department store.  She was lucky, and she knew it.  Most of its stock had been destroyed – certainly all of its customers.  The surviving mannequins were grotesque now, mimicries of something that no longer existed.  They didn’t look like her, even, when she wiped a mirror free of grime.  The mannequins were tall, stick thin, impossibly pale, holding up nothing in their upraised hands, studying it with arrogance.  Also, they had no hair.  


The girl she saw in the mirror had blonde hair past her shoulders, dirty and lightly curled from where it had damp-dried during her walk, after laying in the snow.  She was buxom and exceptionally curvaceous; compared to the mannequins, she was rotund.  She looked between herself and them and felt ashamed.  Perhaps I didn’t belong here.  But if that’s true, then why was I here in the first place?  I’m nothing like these people were.  The mannequins stared past her with their unseeing eyes, and she walked away from the mirror, not wanting to see herself either.


She found a jacket that fit her in the “Plus Size” department.  She found hats, scarves and mittens.  So the snow must be natural at least, if the store had been prepped for winter.  She got a new shirt as well, and went to the bathroom to clean herself up before she put her new things on.  She felt vaguely guilty for taking them without paying for them, but who was there to pay?  She might not have the same currency as these thin and beautiful strangers anyway.  


When she pulled her shirt off – carefully because of the clotted blood – she noticed something odd about her wound: it was heart shaped and no matter how much she dabbed at it with wet paper towels, the wound remained a bright, wet red.  It didn’t come off on the paper towel though, so it was at least safe to put on her new shirt.  She stopped to stare at it and poke at it.  It burned to the touch, not like a stove, but like a very hot cup of tea.  It felt almost gooey, though her fingers came away clean; she decided it was like a skin on water.  Maybe it’s healing itself?  She wasn’t sure.  She shivered and stopped poking at her injury to finish dressing.  She stopped and picked up a hair clip to keep her hair from blowing around in the wind, then pulled her hat, gloves, scarf and jacket on.  She found a section of the store away from the mannequins but under the small portion of roof that remained, put her back to the wall and started to cry.  Just like that.


I don’t know where I am, or what happened, or even Who I’m Supposed to Be.  Do I just wander until I die?  What good would that do?  What am I supposed to do?  Who Am I?  She thought these things as she sobbed, her arms wrapped around her, pulling her knees into her chest.


“You have a destiny.”  She looked up.  It was a female voice, clear and strong, but she couldn’t see anyone.


“Hello?” she asked with a sniffle.  She wobbled to her feet again.  “Who are you?  Who am I?  What happened here?”  


“You have a destiny, but it was stolen from you in the attack.”


“Stolen?  By who?”


“The Demons.”


Her eyes widened.  “Demons?  Real demons, or do they just call themselves that?”


“They’re as real as you can imagine,” the voice replied.  There was still no obvious source for the voice, but it was friendly-sounding.  “They wanted to stop you, so they stole your destiny.  They destroyed your land and killed your people.”


“These aren’t my people.  They can’t be; I…I look nothing like these people.”


“Do not judge by the dummies.  They are called that for a reason.  They are hard and cold, where you are warm and soft.”


“They’re thin and beautiful.  I’m fat and ugly.”


“Stop that!” the voice barked suddenly.  “Thinking like that will not win back your destiny.”


“Win?”


“You must retrieve it.  And to do that, you must fight and win against the Demons.”


“I can’t do that!” she yelped.  “Look at me!  What do I know of fighting?  And Demons?  Real ones?  They’d likely tear me apart.”


“You’re stronger than you know.  But you will need help, for though they meant to kill you, they have only weakened you a little.  Go out of this building the way you came in; turn left and when you have walked two blocks, turn right, then right again.  Follow this road until you come to the town square, where the fountain once stood.  There you will find your helpmates.”


“But who am I?”  There was silence.  “Hello?  …Please?  Please, talk to me?  I don’t want to be alone.”  


And for a moment, the voice responded, “You are never alone.”  And it was gone.  She wasn’t sure how she could tell, but she could.  There was a…fading about the air that suggested the voice would not answer no matter what she said now.


Perhaps it was all a trap.  Maybe it was the Demons, or maybe the Demons didn’t exist at all, but whoever else it was simply wanted to get her somewhere and finish what they’d started.  She looked around.  Maybe that would be best anyway.  And it was something to do.  She headed for the exit.


By the time she reached the remains of the fountain, she was hot, sweating lightly in the cold air, and breathing hard.  She wiped at the ash and soot that had stuck to her face and sat on the edge of the circular fountain to catch her breath.  She looked around, but, as everywhere else she’d been, there was nothing and no one.  “Hello?  Voice?  You said you’d send helpmates to meet me here, but there’s no one.  Hello?”


There was no answer, until suddenly there came a loud barking.  A quick little bolt of noise came at her and she fell off the fountain in surprise.  It was a dog.  It licked at her face and nuzzled her chin and ran all around, hyper and happy to see her.


“I get a dog?” she said aloud.  There was no answer, but she saw a collar and tag on it.  Getting the adorable little bundle to sit still was difficult, but she finally managed to read the nametag: Sparky.  “Well, at least you get a name, Sparkle-butt.”  The dog wagged his tail and barked happily, then leaped into the frozen over fountain.  He started scratching at the ice, trying to get through it.  He whimpered and whined and barked, trying to dig into the rock hard water.  


“You thirsty?” she asked.  Sparky barked again and let go with a whizz of pee.  She laughed.  “Maybe not so much, huh?”  But the dog wouldn’t stop.  And then she noticed that the ice was melting where the hot urine had hit it.  She straightened up and looked around.  The town “square” was actually a roundabout, and on one “corner”, where a street intersected a circle, there were the burnt out remains of a gas station. 


“Stay, Sparky, stay,” she said.  The dog was paying her no mind, sniffing at the bit of ice that had melted where he’d piddled and barking and clawing at it futher.  She figured that was good enough and ran over to the gas station, hoping that what she was looking for was still intact.  The department store still had water, so hopefully…

Sure enough, there were coffee machines.  Some were the kind that required pots and packs of instant brew coffee and some were the “push the button and wait” type for cappuccinos and hot cocoa.  She grabbed the largest cup they had, angled it under the spout and pushed a button.  Hot water squirted out, a puff of powder, and then the water turned into a light brown – but still hot – substance.  She kept the button pressed until she’d filled the cup most of the way, slammed a lid on it and ran back to the fountain.


Sparky barked at her as she approached and let her push him aside so she could pour the cup out over the ice.  It melted rapidly under the onslaught of cheap gas station cappuccino, and she started to see that there was something there, under the ice.  She couldn’t quite see what it was.  She poured the cup out and ran back to the gas station.  


It took a few trips, including one with two large coffeepots of water that she started on her second trip back, but finally she pulled from the fountain’s now watery depths – a sword.  It might’ve been beautiful once, but now it looked old, tarnished.  The hilt was wrapped in leather that looked like scraps, ragged and about to fall off.  The metal seemed dull and though there was some sort of crystal where the hilt met blade, it was dull, covered with a patina that wouldn’t come off and obscured whatever color the crystal might’ve once been.  She looked at Sparky dubiously.


“This is what you wanted bad enough to pee over it?”


“What do you think of your helpmates?”  The Voice was back.  She looked up at the sky; the Voice didn’t seem to come from any certain direction, but…she had to look somewhere.


“Are you God?”


The Voice laughed.  “Flattering, but…no.  I’m your friend.  And anyway, I asked you a question first.”


“I have a hyperactive, squirting dog and a ratty, old, tarnished sword.  Um….thanks?”


“It’s more than you had before.  And you’ll see.  They’ll be helpful.  Freddie Mercury there already helped you find the sword.”


“His tag says ‘Sparky’.”


“You’re the one who called him ‘Sparkle-butt’.”


“You heard that?” she asked, blushing lightly.


“Yep.  I don’t hear everything you say – and think – but I catch quite a bit.  It made me think of the lead singer of ‘Queen’.  Do you remember them?”


“Vaguely.  They sang that song about…”


“ ‘Beelzebub has a devil put aside for me’?  Yep, that’s them.  Anyway, that’s OT.”


“OT?”


“Off-Topic.  Point is, Sparky’s already been helpful.  And I know the sword doesn’t look like much now, but it didn’t fare any better in the attack than you did.  Have faith in the sword – and have faith in yourself.”


“…you do know I don’t know the first thing about using a sword, right?”


“Do you have a name?” the Voice asked suddenly.


“I should ask you that.  You seem to know so much.”


“Do you have a name?” it asked again.


“I suppose I do, but I don’t remember it at the moment.”


“Exactly.”


“Um…what?”


“You don’t remember your name, but assume you have one.  Maybe you know how to use a sword and just don’t remember that either.”


“Well, if I don’t remember it, I don’t see how it can do me much good.”


The Voice sighed.  “Look, faith in the sword.  Faith in Sparky.  Faith in Yourself.  You’ll see.”


“Yeah, okay, whatever.  So…where do I go now?”


“West.”


“West?”


“Yep, West.”


“Okay…you do realize that’s a little vague?”


“West,” the Voice insisted, and faded out.  She looked down at Sparky. 


“Go West, Young Sparkle-Butt,” she said, and Sparky took off down the road, stopped to bark at her and hop around like he had to go potty again.  She sighed, hefted the sword and walked after him.


Aside from the occasional break to pee and eat (Sparky had led her to a Wal-Mart on the way out of town), she’d been walking a quick pace all day.  She thought she was dying again, she was almost sure of it.  She pretty much fell to the ground when Sparky stopped again, and dropped the sword next to her.  “My GOD, that thing is heavy!”  She shrugged off the backpack and let go of the handles of the bag she was carrying as well.  The backpack was one of those camping affairs, with a place to mount a sleeping bag (which she had) and such.  It was heavier than she’d thought, even packed with just clothes, tools, and a sleeping bag.  The large tote she carried had food in it.  Mostly non-perishable, of course, but even little tins of meat or fruit or veggies weighed a lot when added together.  And she snagged some bottled water too.  That hadn’t helped.

Sparky barked at her.  It was getting dark.  She sighed and rooted around in the camping gear she’d looted from the big box store.  She read the directions on how to get the camp stove set up and going, opened a tin of Vienna sausages to heat over the fire, and cracked a bottle of water to drink.  It was nicely chilled from the long walk, which was good, ‘cause she was blazing.  Well, she had been.  Sitting still was starting to cool her off, and she brushed some snow away as best she could to lay out her sleeping bag.

So she and Sparky enjoyed a nice dinner of Vienna sausages, which were barely hot and so weren’t the best tasting food she’d ever had (as far as she could remember), but given how far she’d walked and how little she’d had to eat, it was Heaven.  She rinsed the can out with some of her drinking water, packed it with snow and set it to melt for washing up water while Sparky ran around and marked trees with his urine.  The dog seemed to have a neverending supply somehow.  


She took stock as she watched the snow melt in the sausage can.  She was nameless and unknown, had no idea what her supposed homeland was called.  She was obeying a faceless (and apparently body-less) voice who told her to take this junky sword and this crazed, peeing dog and go West to fight Demons.  The HELL am I doing?  I mean, is there a point to this?

And then suddenly, a faint red light intruded at the bottom left edge of her vision, accompanied by a throbbing in her chest.  She looked down and unzipped her jacket.  The light burst from beneath her shirt: a red, heart-shaped glow.  She stared at it, until she realized that Sparky was barking up a goddamn STORM.

Not really knowing why, she looked up, just in time to grab the sword and scurry out of the way of a landing…something.  It was dark, and in the firelight she could barely make out its shape: a sort of bullet shaped head rising between two blades that extended from the shoulders.  The rest of its body tapered to a point that hovered above the ground and its arms spanned the length of its body, ending in four long talons.  Pupil-less almond eyes glowed a bloody red, and it seemed to have no mouth.  A roiling cloud of the purest pitch darkness billowed beneath it and swirled around it.  Its gaze was focused on her as it lowered itself down in front of her and she felt her blood turn as cold as the snow.  The throbbing in her wound increased as the glow brightened.

Oh god, oh god, oh GOD, please let the Voice be right and I actually know what to do with this thing!  She shakily raised the junky and battered sword between herself and the…thing and tried to look menacing.  She pictured herself in the mirror again, flabby, tubby, and ashamed.  Who am I kidding?  I’m not intimidating.  I’m not even pretty.

The creature lunged for her, mouthlessly moaning, and she closed her eyes, praying it just somehow impaled itself on her sword or, barring that, that her death would be quick.  But there was a loud bark and when she looked up, Sparky was on the thing’s back, chewing and growling and not letting go.  It was as surprised as she was at Sparky’s entrance into the fight, and was trying to reach the irritating doggie.  


Have faith in Sparky, the Voice had told her, and have faith in Yourself.  She steadied her grip on the sword and ran forward, yelling without words.  She swung the sword through the middle of the creature with all her might, not expecting much to happen.  It looked like a pretty vaporous monster; how Sparky wasn’t falling through it was as surprising as anything else.  But when the sword hit the thing’s…well, for lack of a better word, flesh…a flash of light emanated from the dulled crystal, rippling rapidly down the blade to the tip.  The creature howled, arms raised as if in plea for mercy from a silent deity, and then disintegrated.  Sparky dropped the ground with a slight yelp then got up, shook himself and barked around as if to say, “Yeah, look what I did!  You’d better be careful!”  The red glow and the throbbing pain in her chest faded together.

She blinked.  I didn’t expect THAT.  Not that she wasn’t relieved, of course, but…


“See?  You did just fine.”  The Voice was back.


“What was THAT?”


“What: the dark ghosty thing or the brilliant light?”


“Um…either?  Both?”


“Fine, fine.  The ghosty thing is a Darkwraith – they’re the Demons’ underlings.  That one was clearly sent out to find you.”

“And the light?”


“You did that.”  The Voice seemed proud.  “Isn’t that awesome?”


“I did that?  How?  I didn’t even know it was going to happen.”


“I told you you were stronger than you knew.”


“What was with the…?” She put her hand over her heart, not sure how to begin describing it.


“You see, in order to steal your destiny, the Demons took part of your heart.  Since the Darkwraiths get their powers directly from the Demons, they are attuned to your heart.  They can use it to track you.”


“That’s…bad, isn’t it?  And don’t I need my heart to…y’know…live?”


“You don’t need a whole heart to exist, to be conscious, to keep your body functioning.  They only took a part.  It may not be living, but you’re alive.”


“…are you going to explain that last bit?”


The Voice continued, “It also means that when you’re near a Demon or a Darkwraith, you’ll know it as well.  It’s not much of an early warning system, but it’s enough – see how fast you reacted?  You even instinctively grabbed your sword.  And you won the battle!”


She gave up on the “living/alive” bit for the time being and tried to keep up with the conversation the Voice seemed willing to have.  “I nearly lost.  If it hadn’t been for Sparky…”


“Yes, in Freddie Mercury we trust.  You were succumbing to the Darkwraith’s attack.”


“…well, I mean, the sword’s heavy and I was scared,” she muttered, embarrassed.  “But I don’t know if standing there while it lunged at me means I succumbed.”


“Oh, no, that’s not what I meant.  Your self-doubt.  The Darkwraiths prey on it.  They can sense it in you, in anybody, and they use it as a weapon against you.  They don’t have opposable thumbs; they can’t use anything else.  That was the attack, and you were believing it.  You were thinking you were worthless, and so you just stood there and shook.  But when you stepped up and took a swing, you opponent went down like a house of cards!  And just look at your blade now!”


She hadn’t really looked at it.  She stepped over closer to the firelight and lifted the sword up.  The blade that had once been dull looking now had an obviously keen edge.  The flat of the blade still looked worn and time-battered, but this was now clearly a sharp sword.  “So, I sharpen the blade by killing Darkwraiths with it?”

The Voice chuckled dryly.  “Well…sort of.  This is Your Sword – yours and no other’s.  It became separated from you in the attack, and it suffered damage, just as you have.  But as your strength and self-confidence returns, the sword remembers what it once was.  It knows again its purpose.  Keep fighting, and you’ll see: both you and the sword are beautiful.”


She blushed lightly and looked at Sparky, who was eating snow he’d probably yellowed himself.  “Does he…?”


“Nope, that’s just Sparky for you.  But he is your dog.  Always has been.”


“So…if you know all this stuff, do you know my name too?”


“Of course!”


“Then why won’t you tell me what it is?”


“You need to reclaim your name on your own.  The telling of the word that happens to be your name isn’t the same thing.”


She huffed petulantly.  “And I suppose you’ll remain cryptic and unhelpful on the rest?”


“Yeah, pretty much.  But whenever you really need me, I’ll be here.”


“…do you have a name?”


“Of course I do.  But…”


“You’re not going to tell me that either, are you?”


“What good to know who someone else is when you don’t know who you are, hm?”


“I guess.”


“Get some sleep.  You’ve a long walk ahead again tomorrow.”


She groaned.


“G’night,” the Voice said.


“G’night,” she replied.


Weeks passed, then months, and she quickly discovered Sparky was a cruel little taskmaster.  He set the pace for the day, and he was rarely dissuaded from his chosen path and speed.  Even bribing him with Vienna sausages didn’t work for more than a short break, and he started to think that unless there was Vienna sausages, there was no break at all.  She quickly disabused him of that notion by not getting any more of the horrid things at the next grocery store they stopped to rifle through.


They walked through towns, all destroyed and abandoned, probably in the lead-up to the attack on what the Voice insisted was her home.  The snow and the wind came and went, and yet they never took a day off.  And the further they went, the more Darkwraiths showed up.  The creatures came on them at random times, in two’s and three’s sometimes.  Each time, her wound – which wasn’t healing and hadn’t changed – would throb and glow.  Each time, the Darkwraiths summoned up her self-doubt and her insecurity.  

It was hardest when there were three.  Her fears and anxieties reared up within her and it would crush her down to her knees, paralyze her.  Sparky would distract one and the feeling would ebb slightly, enough for her to get to her feet at least, and to lift her sword again.  But with each fight, it got a little easier.


And with each fight, the sword got…cleaner.  Spiffier.  By the time they reached a city identifying itself as Mactropolis, the blade was clean and bright and lethally sharp; the hilt was wrapped in soft but strong black leather, supple with a nice sheen.  The gem on the handle was still stubbornly dull and discolored, but the rest of the sword was black and silver and deadly.  It seemed to have gotten lighter too; carrying it was hardly a burden at all.  It helped that Sparky had found a scabbard & belt that just happened to fit it in one of the towns they’d passed through; it rode comfortably on her left hip now.


For that matter, by the time they’d reached Mactropolis, she was generally less sore by the end of the day.  Still tired and glad of the chance to eat and clean herself up a little and sleep, but she didn’t ache so much.  The first few weeks, she’d slept fitfully, afraid of a Darkwraith attack or plagued by her own worries over who she was and what she was supposed to do.  Now she fell straight asleep and woke up refreshed.  Shouldering the backpack was easier now as well.


But all of her confidence and certainty began to ebb as she entered Mactropolis.  The buildings were intact but silent, dark, and cold.  They were tall, each one scraping the sky, and made of glass and metal that seemed to glare down at her.  She felt watched, hemmed in at all sides, and a chill unconnected with the winter settled onto her bones.  Even Sparky, the perennially energetic pup, seemed to huddle closer to her as they walked, and made nary a peep.


“I don’t like it here.  And yet…it’s odd.  Doesn’t it feel like we know this place, Sparkle-bu…”  And all at once, she grabbed her chest and, with a cry, fell to her knees.  Sparky barked and growled as an entire swarm of Darkwraiths surrounded them.


Oh god, how do I fight all of these?  I can’t even count them all, there’re so many!  I’ve no hope of surviving this…better to just give in quietly.  What point in even trying?  It took all the strength she had just to draw her sword from its sheath, but she managed, by pointing it at the ground and pushing herself up, to get to her feet again.  She looked around at the closing circle of Darkwraiths.


She knew they were trying to weaken her will to fight.  She knew that; they always did this, every time.  It was all they knew how to do, but still…they sort of had a point this time.  There were dozens of them, closing from all sides, and she and Sparky just weren’t going to be enough this time.  


Still, she had to try.  Something the Voice had told her once in conversation came back to her; the Voice had read it off a sugar packet: “It is better to have tried something and failed, than to have done nothing and succeeded.”

Well, may the sugar be with me then, she thought.  The blade glowed as her wound did, radiating white to match her injury’s red, and she charged for the first Darkwraith she saw.  It fell quickly to her sword, and she kept cutting.  Sparky leapt into the fray as well, and though he wasn’t enough on his own to take one out, he kept them occupied.

Each time she swung her sword, another wraith fell, but there seemed a neverending supply of them.  Some of them managed to touch her as they surrounded her, and each grip was like ice, with a growing certainty that she was better off dead than trying to hack her way through them.  She knew she wasn’t going to make it.  She heard Sparky whimper and tried to cut a path to him.


All of a sudden, there was a pounding thud, like a thunder clap went off right behind her head, and a blinding light as if a pillar of lightning had shot straight out of the ground.  “Run for the tower!” the Voice said, and when she opened her eyes, the Darkwraiths were dazed and flattened.  “Drop your pack and your bag, leave the dog, take the sword, and RUN already!” the Voice urged.  The Darkwraiths were starting to recover.


“But…Sparkle-butt…”


“Will be fine!” the Voice insisted.  “GO NOW!”


She did as she was told.  She bolted for the tallest skyscraper in the city, straight ahead of them.  It loomed ominously, ruling over all the other buildings, and so, Mactropolis itself.  She surprised herself by not being immediately out of breath, but mostly, she just ran.  The Voice dazed them.  I owe her one.  I wonder how you repay a Voice?

“By staying alive,” the Voice said.  
“Is Sparky okay?” she asked.

“He’s fine.  He skedaddled to cover when you split.  The Darkwraiths don’t know where he is.  They’re far behind you now, but they’re the least of your problems.  That up ahead of you is the Demons’ tower.”


“Oh shit.”


“You bet.  Good news: the Demons have used so much power conjuring Darkwraiths to face you that their number’s been reduced to 1.”


“Bad news is that last remaining one is really powerful?”


“You betcha, schmott gurl.  All the power of a Darkwraith and then some.  But, it has your heart piece, your destiny, your name – everything.”

“So this is what it all comes down to?”


“Abso-freakin’-lutely.  I believe in you.  Good luck.”  The Voice faded, and she realized she had to do this alone.  


No, not exactly, she reminded herself.  I have my sword.  And the Voice said I was never truly alone, right?  And even so, I can do this, right?  I’ve come this far.  I have to try.  She pushed on into the tower.


It was eerie and quiet inside.  Opulent furnishings sat gathering dust and the ceiling collected cobwebs.  Her heart-shaped injury hadn’t stopped glowing and throbbing since she entered.  She looked around and, deciding the place was empty, stepped over to the elevator.  Might as well start at the top and work my way down.  Maybe if I get really lucky, the Demon’ll be scared of me and just run away, leaving my heart piece behind.


Yeah, and maybe pigs’ll fly out of my butt.  She pushed the single button to signal the elevator car and waited.  The doors dinged, opened, and she stepped in…to find that all the buttons were for lower floors.  “Huh?”  She stepped out, pushed the button again, and waited for a different car.  The buttons were labeled the same.  Well…going down, I guess.  She pushed the lowest floor, the doors shut, and the Muzak began.
Ten minutes’ worth of the Muzak-version of “The Girl from Ipanema” later…

“I think I just found out what Hell is like…” she said, stepping off the elevator gratefully.  She almost thought death might be preferable, since it meant she wouldn’t have to listen to the Muzak again on the way back up.  Her wry inner commentary stopped though as she looked around.  


The floor looked like a corporate office suite, but dark.  Completely utterly pitch black and roastingly warm, but there was one light on, at the far end of the corridor.  She realized her injury was throbbing as if what remained of her heart was trying to push its way out of her chest to join the stolen piece that way; it must’ve been steadily increasing on the way down and I didn’t notice it because of the annoying Muzak, she realized.


She shed her outerwear and continued forward, unsheathing the sword again.  This is it.  Whatever happens here, I can’t go back.  Either I die, or I find out who I am and what my destiny is.  I end up whole…or in bloody little chunksNO don’t think like that, she chided herself quickly.  At the end of the corridor was an executive office.  Electric light shone out through the glass walls, but there was a rich walnut door between herself and the last obstacle to her heart piece.  She raised her hand to knock, but thought that was a little silly.  She opened the door quickly and burst in, sword at the ready.

There was what looked like a red satyr behind a very richly appointed desk, horns arching back over its long hair.  Though the lobby had been dust and cobwebs, everything was spic and span down here.  The Demon looked up at her and set aside whatever it had been doing.  “I do apologize for the slow elevator ride, but hopefully it was at least a pleasant descent?”  It smiled knowingly.


Ohhhhh it loops that damn song deliberately!  Maybe I am in Hell.  I think we went down far enough.  She scowled.  “I want my heart piece back, Demon.”


“Yes, I’d suppose you do.  But why?  For what purpose?  Just because the Voice told you to?  Is that all you’re going to do with your life – whatever someone else tells you to do?”  It tsked and rose to its…hooves, she supposed, if it were truly a satyr.  Its voice was rich, deep and very soothing.  It sounded almost fatherly.  “That’s not much of a life worth living, now is it?”


A life worth living?  Something nagged at her.  Something the Voice had said once.  Don’t let it distract you.  “I’d think my life would be better lived with my full heart back.”  And Bingo! she had it.  “It may not be living, but you’re alive.”  This is what she meant.  Without my whole heart, I’m not really living my life, I’m just going from one place to the next.  All I’ve done since I came to is ask questions.  But it’s MY LIFE – don’t I get to decide the answers?  Her sword started to glow.

“You know you can’t handle me, girl.”  The Demon walked around from behind the desk – it did have hooves.  And a tail.  A pure satyr, but tall and red and very intimdating with its evil eyes and long teeth.  “You couldn’t handle a paltry few dozen Darkwraiths, and they fall to a single sword stroke.  I don’t,” it grinned.  “You only made it here because of that Voice and that Dog and they’re not here now.  They can’t help you.  It’s just you and your toy sword between you and death.  But honestly, who is there to miss you?  Have you come across anyone in this world on your way here?”


“No,” she acknowledged tightly.  The Demon was walking toward her slowly, wedding-stepping in her direction.  And with each step, it seemed to get bigger somehow.  It had already been half again her height, but now it grew in all directions, larger, bigger, taller, and still it spoke.

“No one will miss you.  No one will even know you’re gone; how can they when they’re not here themselves?”


“Sparky will miss me.  The Voice will be sad,” she insisted.  The Demon laughed.


“The Voice cares for her own troubles, not yours, and the Dog just wants to piss on everything it comes across that it can’t eat.  They’ll get on without you.  Even that piddling little pooch is stronger than you are!”  It laughed heartily again, seeming to shake the building now.  How it hadn’t hit the ceiling, she couldn’t fathom.  “It can survive on its own.  It hasn’t lost its name.”


“I lost my name because you took it from me!” she exclaimed hotly, eyes stung by tears as she stared up at the towering figure.


“That I did.  But you’ll not take it back, girl.  I’m stronger than you are, and you know it.  Look at you!  What do you know of fighting?  And Demons?  A Real One?  I’ll likely tear you apart.”


There was something odd about that.  Something…the Voice hadn’t said it, but…


“And I assure you,” the Demon said, close enough now that she could smell its hellish breath – like sulfur and brimstone – wash down over her like some gas shower, “I am very, very real.”


I said that.  He’s saying what I said.  What did the Voice say?...she said…she said…  “…you’re as real as I imagine you to be.”  The sword glowed brighter and the Demon paused.  She said it again.  “You’re as real as I imagine you to be.”  She began to get it, and looked up at the thing.  


“You’re only as real as I imagine you to be.”  The Demon started to shrink, deflating like a marshmallow in a microwave.  “All the power you have you took from me.  It’s mine – the heart piece, the power, my name and my destiny – they’re ALL MINE, and I’m Taking Them BACK!”


Something hit her in the chest around the same time the Demon howled in fury.  It dazed her for a second and there was a red flash before her eyes.  She looked at the Demon, now back to its original size.


“I am Sarah, Warrior Princess of this land, the Once and Future Queen.  This is MY realm, ruled by MY say-so and You Are Not Welcome Here!”  The sword’s crystal let loose a light that should’ve blinded her but didn’t; the Demon recoiled in horror, hissing.  The crystal flashed red first, then rainbowed through every color in the spectrum before it settled on a dazzling iridescence that seemed to contain the source for every rainbow ever seen in any sky.  

Sarah charged the Demon and impaled it on her blade.  It screamed an unholy cry and then fell to dust at her feet.

“Well Done!” the Voice said, and the ghostly shape of a woman not too much older than Sarah herself took form, sitting on the edge of the Demon’s desk.  “I knew you could do it, Your Highness.”

She smiled.  “I remember you now.”  The ghostly shape started to take on more depth and to come into clearer focus.
“I’m your friend, just as I’ve always been.”
“You’re the Empress of your own realm.”  She bowed a little in acknowledgement.

“That too,” the Voice grinned, looking clear and tangible.  “I’m only here now because you remember me and you allow me entrance in this form that you’ve dictated for me.”  She tossed her hair to get it out of her face.  “You always flatter me so, you know that.”

“You do the same for me,” Sarah replied, sheathing the sword.

“I don’t think so.  I think I see you pretty clearly.  The real question is, how do you see yourself now?”  She nodded her head sideways towards a full-length mirror the Demon had kept in its office.

Sarah walked over.  She didn’t see a rotund, gross, fat woman anymore.  This her wasn’t as thin as the mannequins, no, but she was healthy, glowing, still very buxom and fairly curvy but not quite so exceptionally so.  She didn’t recognize herself.

“All that walking and fighting – it eats up a lot of energy, yeah?” her friend giggled from the desk.  “You thought the sword was getting lighter?  Seriously?  Silly girl,” she teased gently. 
“Wow.  I…” Sarah looked back at the Voice, at her friend the Empress of that other realm.  “Thank you.  I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“That’s what friends are for.  But you did the lion’s share all on your own.  This was your battle, Princess, and you kicked ASS!  High five!” She jumped off the desk and raised her hand, Sarah gladly and triumphantly agreeing.  

“So where’s Sparky?”

“Waiting for you upstairs in the lobby.  The city is yours again now, as it was before the attack.  This city, Mactropolis, was always yours – it was the city that was attacked.  Just as the Demons attacked you and stole a piece of you, they stole what they could of Mactropolis.  But they’d already killed its heart and soul – the people who lived here.  All the people are back, even the stupid silly ones who think they need to look like dummies.  Think you can handle that?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.

Sarah grinned.  “After that Demon, I can handle almost anything.”

“Almost?”

“Yeah, um…think we can walk back upstairs?  I don’t know if I can handle one more go of ‘The Girl from Ipanema.’”  And the girls laughed.
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