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High above a small town in the middle of a small forest, a cool breeze glided through the air, carrying with it, scents and the faint traces of voices from the town below.  If someone from the small village were to have looked up towards the northern cliff at that moment, they would have seen a dim figure silhouetted against the red fires of the setting sun.  The blond haired princess of Angels simply stood atop the edge of the cliff as she had been for most of the day.  Her clear emerald green eyes were troubled and reflected the turmoil within her heart.  The wind swept by again, lifting with its playful breeze, strands of her wispy blond hair.  A few strands fell down over her face and eyes which she brushed away absently with her hand, hooking the few errant strands behind her ear.  The blue dress which she used to wear proudly into battle now felt like it weighed a thousand pounds, weighted with her memories of the past.  Dark wings arched from her shoulder blades, up to a point above her head and then gracefully down to her ankles.  These dark wings had made her heir to the legacy of the curse of the black wings of Windia, which were prophesized to bring ruin to the royal family.  These wings had brought her a lot of grief during her early years of life, being insulted and mocked by the children with wings as white as snow and being shunned by the adults, those who knew of the curse.  In her whole life, only two people had seen past the blatant face of the curse and accepted her wings as a part of who she was.  One was Mina, her younger sister and the other was Ryu…

The corners of her lips turned up into a smile as it always did when she thought of him.  From the time that she had first met him and Katt in the magic school in Hometown all the way up to the end when…but she didn’t like to think about that.  Even now, a year after that moment, the familiar sting of tears came quickly to her eyes.  With a sigh, she closed her eyes, letting the tears slide from the corners of her eyes and down her cheeks before she bothered to brush them away.  In her entire life, there had been only two moments that hurt enough to stand clear in her memories without being affected by the passage of time.  Most of her other memories had blurred with the passage of time, details fade and emotions become distant but on two occasions, her memories hadn’t faded and were still crystal clear.  

‘Strange,’ she thought to herself.  ‘The two most painful memories that I have involve the only two people who’ve truly accepted me for who I was…’  Nina let out a sigh and settled herself on the soft, grassy edge of the cliff overlooking the town of Gate and let her memories drift back...


My restless sleep is interrupted by a soft click, so soft that I wonder whether it was part of my dreams or an actual sound.  Sleepily, I sit up, the soft blankets falling from my upper body in a silken cascade.  With eyes clouded by sleep, I gaze around the room but notice nothing amiss.  In the bed next to me, I can see the tousled blue hair of Ryu, my love and in the other beds, I see the vague outlines of my friends, slightly blurred by the darkness.  I shake my head in an attempt to clear the odd sensation that something is wrong, that something is not the way it should be…  I gaze intently into the darkness, trying to focus on that ghost of a feeling, trying to figure out why I felt so sure that something was wrong, that something was missing…

Like a bolt of lightning, it came to me.  My sharp eyes flick across the room to the big chest of drawers that was against the wall next to the door, praying and hoping that I was mistaken.  My frantic, panic-stricken eyes came to rest at last upon the slightly ajar bottom drawer…the drawer where I had put the Mark of the Wing before falling asleep the night before.

  “No…Mina…”  The words escape my lips in a low whisper before I could stop them.  I see Ryu’s blue hair shifting around as his keen senses pick up on my words but I don’t have time to explain, I leapt out of bed and tore out of the room; ignoring the fact that I’m in my nightgown; ignoring the icy coldness of my bare feet; ignoring Ryu’s soft question that my ears catch as I race out of the room and down the dark hallway; ignoring everything and everyone in order to catch up to Mina before she can do something stupid…

I run madly down the corridors of Castle Wyndia as my breath begins to burn in my lungs, and as my feet ache with the cold and the rough stone floor.  My long blond hair looks like a golden river, trailing from my head and suddenly, I stop dead.  In front of me lies two paths of a fork, each looking as likely as the other.  A wrong choice would take away what precious little time I have left to find Mina and take back the Mark.  A faint voice from the past speaks within my mind, the spirit of the first Nina, the original Bearer of the Mark.  She tells me that since she had passed that responsibility on to me, I was now the Bearer of the Mark and should be able to sense it’s location.  


I close my eyes in an effort to focus and extend my senses all around me.  I feel like I’m drifting in an endless void without a beginning or an end.  Then, the darkness slowly fades away like smoke in the wind and I can see her.  I see her, Mina, my sister, trudging determinedly up the steps leading to the Tower, the highest peak in Wyndia, the site of every major religious ceremony.  Even from this distance, I can see the determination that’s harshly engraved upon her face and in one of her small hands, I see a flash of pure white, the Mark…

My consciousness returns to my body, disorienting me.  I began to fall backwards and would have hit the floor if it wasn’t for a pair of strong arms which circled around me and held me fast.  Tears of relief mixed with fear and pain began to steadily fall down my cheeks when I twisted around to see the concerned face of Ryu hovering above mine.  His confusion was evident so I tried to give him enough of an explanation to get him moving without any further questions.

  “Ryu!”  My broken voice sounded harsh and unnatural in the echoing corridors.  “Mina, she stole the Mark of the Wing!  She’s heading for the Tower! We’ve got to stop her!”  His face immediately went from confusion to dismayed determination and I loved him for it.  I knew from the beginning that he was against me transforming into the Great Bird, knew it even before he barged into my room one night with a half-baked plan to take me away somewhere where we wouldn’t have to worry about the Grand Church or the fate of the world, where we could just be together.  Now, in the face of news that might have made another man happy, Ryu was almost as dismayed as I was.  He gently helped me to my feet and once I was steady, we were off.               


We finally made it up the last of the stairs, just in time to see the door to the main chamber closing.  I dashed forward to try and stop it from closing completely but I was too slow.  My body smashed into the door, knocking me to the ground with half of my side turning numb.  I watched as Ryu charged across the small space and hit the door with his shoulder only to fall onto the floor.  He was readying himself for another try when I stopped him.  That door would only open from the inside and force at this point was useless.  I stepped close to the door and leaned my ear on it.

  “Mina?” My voice began to quaver but I tried my best to hold it steady.  “Mina? Are you in there?”  I strained my ears to the utmost but heard nothing.  Just when I was about to try again, I heard a faint voice – her voice answer.

  “Yes sister.  I’m here.”  I could feel a desperate hope well up within me, maybe I could talk her out of it!

  “Mina?  What are you doing in there?  Why don’t you open the door so we can talk face to face?”  Her reply, low and sad.

  “I can’t do that sister.  I…I…I didn’t know anything.  I didn’t know that you were kicked out of the castle because of your black wings and I didn’t know that mother and father suffered so much because of it.”  Hearing those words, something inside me broke.  I began to beat at the door with my fists.

  “What are you saying Mina?!  Open this door!!  Mina!”  Her soft voice was almost too low to hear through the thick door.

  “If you turned into the Great Bird,I would have known nothing…not even the fact that you were fighting against the Demon to protect the world!  I don’t have the strength to fight the demon…I can’t defeat the demon that is making father suffer.  But…I know you can…that’s why I want you to stay and fight…”.   Ryu tried to help as best as he could by beating on the door as well and calling her name but there was no reply from within.  

  “Mina!!!  Stop being foolish!!!  Open this door!!!”  My desperation cause me to act before I could think.  I extended my hands to the door and desperately called to the winds which were my heritage.  The winds came and flowed down my arms and ripped from my hands to batter at the door.  I mentally cried out to the winds flowing around me in this sacred place, to lend their strength and power to the banished princess of Wyndia, heir to the legacy of the curse of the black wings which I bore on my back.  In my desperation, I forgot that magic was heightened, here in this holy place.  Winds, stronger than any I  had commanded before ripped down my arms and through my hands. A huge bolt of pain ripped up my arms and I looked down at my hands blankly to see that the large veins on the underside of my wrists had burst from the sheer pressure of the magic I had commanded.  However, my efforts had not been in vain; as I watched, a large crack ripped down the huge door.  Ryu left my side and stood to continue his assault on the door.  I tried to stand, to help him but at that moment, I heard Mina’s voice.


Her voice didn’t come to me through my ears but inside my head.  My weakened mind puzzled over this fact for a moment before the truth struck me.  

I was the Bearer of the Mark of the Wing.

I could always sense where the Mark was.

Mina had the Mark.

Mina was using the Mark.

MINA!!!!!!!


Watching Ryu finally break through the door was like watching something happen from a million miles away in slow motion.  He hit the door one last time and as he drew back, I could see the crimson stain on the shoulder of his shirt.  Then, a voice in my head, soft as a feather…
  “The only thing I can do is to be your wings!!!  Promise me that you will call me Mina even when I am a bird…”  My voice, broken and failing, ripped from my throat in a final cry.

  “MIIIINNNNAAAAA!!!!!!”  A blinding light flared from the ruins of the door Ryu threw up an arm to cover his eyes but I stared unflinchingly into the light, doomed to forever carry what I saw to the grave.  


Silhouetted against the light, I could see a flaring outline of a small figure, Mina, on the floor screaming.  And suddenly, her silhouette began to swell into the shape of a huge bird and as it did, her scream turned to a screech, and then finally, the cry of a bird.


My head slumped down for I lacked the strength to hold it up.  My hair cascaded down the sides of my face, brushing the floor.  Tears, dripped from my eyes and hit the cold stone floor where it mingled with my spilled blood.  Bitterly, I wondered if the curse was true all along…  I heard tapping footsteps and looked up.  Mina stood next to me, radiant in her rebirth as the Great Bird of Wyndian legend.  Her head dipped down until it brushed my face and at that point, I just let it all go.  Tears fell from my eyes onto her soft silky neck as I threw my arms around her and cried as I had cried only once before.  

  “Mina…what have you done Mina?  This can’t be happening…"

  “Sister…”  My head jerked up and hope shone from my eyes into hers.

  “Mina!!  You can…”
  “No I can’t.  I can feel the bird mind crowding me out and soon, I don’t think that there will be any part of me left…”  New hope turned to bitter ashes in my mouth and I held her tightly.  

  “Promise me sister.  That you will use my help and end this.  Promise me!”  My face buried in her soft neck, what could I do but promise?  I could never refuse her anything and I wouldn’t refuse her now, especially now that I felt the mind of the bird fighting for control.

  “I promise you Mina.  We will end this.  You’ll see…”  The Great Bird abruptly seized control and spread its wings wide and lifted it’s head in a triumphant cry.  The Great Bird had been reborn again.  Just as it spread it’s wings and prepared to jump off one of the open sides of the Tower, I heard Mina for the last time…
  “I have become your wings…dear sister…I am so happy that I can help you…”  Then, the Bird returned, cutting her off forever as it leapt off the edge of the Tower and soared off into the distant sunrise, crying out in joy of it’s rebirth, unaware of what had been sacrificed to bring it about.  The tears fell from my eyes as if they would never stop.  Ryu’s arms wrapped around me and helped me to my feet where he held me against him.  I buried my face in his shoulder and cried and cried.  For all the people that had to suffer because of me…
…Because of my black wings…         

…Nina’s thoughts slowly drifted back towards the present and her eyes slowly came to focus on the far off vista of the sun as it just began to drift down from its zenith.  A deep sigh escaped her as she took in the beautiful day around her.  The birds were singing happily, a brisk wind carried with it many happy sounds and smells and all around her, an endless expanse of trees were just beginning to show off their autumn colors.  However, despite the perfection of the day, Nina simply could not enjoy any of it.  Nina, who used to be such a sensitive person had slowly become more and more jaded as the time went by.  Many experiences may have contributed to this condition but mainly, it was two things; two memories.  To a lesser extent, it was the memory of Mina sacrificing her life to help but mostly, it was a single memory.  A single moment in time that changed her life forevermore…

...After spending so long underground, the entrance to the horrible depths of Infinity was nothing but  a solid wall of light, hurting my eyes.  Yet, despite the ache and pain of many wounds, despite the sheer exhaustion flowing through my body, I felt triumph and not a small amount of awe in the power of man I loved, the man who had dared to go up against a god and to win!  I turned to watch him out of the corner of my eye as we walked on, a new spring in our steps now that the end of our long journey was in sight.  I watched him, curious as to how he had so quickly stolen my heart.  Perhaps it was his strength which was unquestioned by friends and enemies alike; perhaps it was the fact that he was handsome, like every good hero should be; but most of all, I knew in my heart that it was his sense of justice his strong sense of right and wrong  that drew me to him.  His courage, his honor and his integrity flared out from him like the light from the sun.  To feel that light, to feel his moral strength was like feeling the warmth of the sun, to feel it’s heat and to know it without question.  He first held my interest when I first met him, when we fought together in the hideout of the Joker clan to rescue Mina.  With every battle I saw him fight, with every decision I saw him make, I realized more and more that he was something different, something special, something unique.  I began to suspect that I loved him after Mina turned into the Great Bird, when he held me close and comforted me like nobody ever had before, that was when I began to suspect that my feelings for him could no longer simply be called an interest.  I knew for sure that I loved him during the final battle against Deathevan, when he used the great power of the Anfini dragon to revive us.  The power of Anfini did more than just revive us, it shared his soul with ours for a moment, we were brought back by his love for us as his friends and allies but between me and him, there was something more.  My rebirth was accompanied by shared memories of the times we had shared together, of the laughter, the happiness and the sorrow.  Right then, I felt what he felt for me and knew in my heart that I truly loved him back.  Throughout our entire trek back to the surface, one constant thought that I dwelled on was that I was going to tell him how I felt about him as soon as we got to the surface and met up with the others.

As we neared the entrance, I lightly touched his arm.  When he turned to me, I gave him a bright smile.

  “It’s finally over.  We can all rest easy now.”  He gave me a distant smile and continued walking.  My smile faltered, I was expecting more of a reaction.  I reached out to him again.  

  “Ryu?  Is something wrong?”  He flashed me a tired smile and laid a comforting arm on  my on the shoulder.

  “No Nina, just have a lot on my mind, that’s all.”  In an effort to bring him out of whatever deep thoughts he was thinking, I playfully punched his arm.

  “You’re not allowed to think about anything sad Ryu, we’ve finally defeated Deathevan, the world has become a better place.”  He gave me a thoughtful look.

  “Yes, it’s become a better place but for how long…”  Puzzled by his sudden attack of pessimism, I made no further attempt to draw him out.  A choice which I ended up regretting bitterly in the months to come.  We traveled the last few meters to the exit in silence.


We finally left the dark depths of Infinity and returned to the world of light.  It was such a relief to feel the sun on my face, winds carrying the smells of summer briskly flew by us and even the colors of the world of life around us seemed more vibrant than ever before.  A smile lit up on my face when I saw Katt leap for a soft looking pile of grass and flowers and roll around in it.  Rand had already strode over to the small path leading towards the town of Gate and was waving us over.

  “C’mon!  The others will be worried sick by now.”  With that, he headed out of the clearing.  Katt got up from the patch of flowers and followed Rand in a series of leaps and bounds.  I began to walk after them, relishing the feel of wind upon my wings when I noticed that Ryu hadn’t moved from his spot and was still looking thoughtfully into the mouth of the dark cave.

  “Ryu, are you coming?”  I asked playfully.  Startled at the sound of my voice, he turned and gave me a very distracted grin.

  “Yeah, go on Nina.  I’ll be there in a sec.”  Right then, a strange feeling emerged within me.

  “Ryu?  Is something wrong?”  He caught my tone and let out a sigh.  He came over to me and  unexpectedly, gave me a hug before pulling away and giving me a more natural looking smile. 
  “I don’t want you to think I didn’t enjoy that but…what was that for Ryu?”  He gazed intently into my face, as if trying to embed it within his mind before shaking his head. 

  “I just can’t believe it’s over.  I guess it’s taking me a while to get that through my head.  I just need some time alone to think, is that okay?”  I felt relieved that it seemed to be nothing serious but still…something seemed wrong.

  “Are you sure Ryu?  You know you can tell me anything right?”  He gave me a warm smile in return.

  “Of course Nina.  You know that I trust you.  I trust all of you but really, I just need some time to think, is that okay?”  To let him know that everything was alright, I stepped forward and hugged him back, relishing the feel of having him so close to me.
  “Of course Ryu.  You know that I’m always here for you if you need me right?”  

  “Of course.  Go, catch up with the others, I’ll be there in a sec.”  I gave his hand a squeeze, turned away and left…


...Nina brought herself out of her memories yet again and stood.  She brushed off her dress, picked up her pack from the ground and let out a deep breath, in the effort to get herself under control.  If she was going to go through with this, she should get started before she lost what little nerve she had left.  With that thought firmly stuck in her mind, she marched down the hill towards the small town of Gate.


She entered the quiet town as the last rays of the sun crested down the hills and the tops of trees to spread a warm, orange glow to the land below it.  

  “Nothing’s changed…”  She thought to herself as she took in the town, comparing what she saw now with what she had pictured in her mind.  Standing as still as she was at the town’s entrance, she was bound to draw some attention and her gorgeous wings stretching out behind her didn’t help at all in keeping her incognito.  In no time at all, a small crowd had gathered around her, talking and whispering in low voices.  Within the space of ten minutes, everyone in the village knew that Nina, the black-winged princess of Wyndia was in the village of Gate.  The fact that she was recognized on sight in a village so far from her home didn’t surprise her in the least, after all, it wasn’t everyday that people rose up to fight against a god and win.  Doing her best to ignore the whispers and the hushed conversation, she headed towards the inn just inside the town’s boundaries.  That same building had once housed one of the many churches of the now dead St. Evans but now served a different purpose as did all the other churches around the world.  She opened the door, pulling her wings in close to her body to fit within the narrow confines of the doorway.  The man behind the counter had been casually looking over a book but that quickly came to an end when he saw who it was at the door.  

  “Ms…Ms, Nina!!! What a wonderful surprise!!  My family and I have always wanted to meet you!!”  Nina smiled in response to the innkeeper’s comments but the smile didn’t reach her eyes.  She had become dead to happiness since that day.  There was no laughter in her life anymore, no joy, no anger, no irritation; nothing left in her life but an ever widening void filled with pain and despair.  It was as if all the color had been leached out of her life, leaving her with only the varying shades of gray.  

  “I’d be happy to meet them as well Mr.….”  The innkeeper jumped in to fill the gap.

  “Anderson.  My name is Steven Anderson.”  Nina gave the man another tired smile.  

  “Yes, Mr. Anderson.  I’d be happy to meet your family just, perhaps at a later time?  As it is, I’ve been traveling all day and I’m rather tired.”  Steven closed his eyes and slapped his forehead.

  “Oh gosh, what am I thinking, a living legend, and angel graces my inn with her presence and I keep her standing!”  

  “No, it’s quite alright.  There’s no need to beat yourself up over it but I would appreciate a room for the night…”  Steven nodded vigorously while hunting around behind the counter for something.

  “Of course Ms. Wyndia, of course!!  I’ll give you the best room in the house, free of charge of course!”  Nina sighed, this sort of treatment grew tiresome after a while.  Sometimes, she wished that she could just return to her life of quiet study at the magic school in Hometown.  No wait, scratch that.  She wished that she could return to the days when she was traveling with Ryu and her friends, she wished with all her heart that she could return to those days and live that life forever…but she forced herself to stop thinking about that.  Thinking that way would only lead to more despair.

  “Mr. Anderson, I would like to pay for the room anyways.”  Steven jumped as if someone had let loose a good kick to his behind.

  “No, no, no Ms. Wyndia!!  My wife would flay me alive if she knew that I CHARGED you for a room!”  Her smile began to slip at the edges.  
With each passing day, it was getting harder and harder to keep up the pretense, to pretend that she cared.  Nina reached into her pack and took out a wad of zenny and put it down on the counter.  

  “Mr. Anderson, it’s not like I’m poor.  Please, I wouldn’t feel very comfortable staying here if you don’t take my money.”  

  “But Ms. Wyndia…”  Nina mustered up a last ditch smile.

  “No buts Mr. Anderson.  Please.”  The innkeeper let out a sigh and held out a key.

  “If that’s really what you want Ms. Wyndia but won’t you just…”  Nina gently took the keys from him and headed for the stairs.

  “That’s quite alright Mr. Anderson.  Now, if you could tell me where the room is…?”  

  “Oh, it’s room 207.  It’s the fourth door on you left.  Do you want me to take you to it?”  Nina shook her head and headed up the stairs.

  “No, that’s alright.  I’m sure that I can find it myself.”  With that, she trudged up the stairs and headed down the hall towards her room.            


Nina lay awake in her bed, unable to sleep.  Questions flitted around the inside of her head and refused to let the dark peace of sleep take her.  What was she doing here?  Why had she returned after all this time?  Was she expecting something to change?  Be different?  Why return to this place filled with sorrow without reason?  Why put herself through this again?  Letting out a deep sigh, Nina turned over onto her back, stretching her arms up above her head.  Maybe this was all a big mistake.  Nina gazed intently at the ceiling of her darkened room, trying to make sense of the mess in her mind.  On one hand, she wanted to stay, to see Ryu after all this time.  She missed him, even if he wouldn’t be able to talk back or hold her, just having him there might be enough to fill the void in her soul.  On the other hand, she had no real justification for invoking the pain that would most certainly come.  She felt the pain, lurking at the edges of her being, waiting for the opportunity to pounce and send her spiraling down into the dark depths of despair.  Would it really be worth it?  To put herself through that again?  Through the depths of the night, she pondered this question, wondering, which was the right course of action?  What should she do?  An agonizing choice but unfortunately, one that was easily made.  Finally, after hours spent thinking, a decisive thought cut through the babble, silencing all other voices.  Nothing was worth that kind of pain again…nothing.  Her decision made, her mind at ease, Nina closed her eyes and did her best to get some sleep, she would need her strength for her trip back to Wyndia the next day…


Nina dreamed…


…I walked down a long dark hallway, boarded up doors lined either side, leading to places unknown.  A figure appears at the far end of the hallway, a finger raised, beckoning me, calling me.  Unknowingly, unwillingly, I feel my body respond.  My legs move forward of their own volition. Their movements stiff and jerky without the support of the mind.  With great effort, I resist for a moment and throw myself through one of the many barred doors, stepping into the past as I did.  I see Mina before me, my dear sister who turns on me with an expression of hate on her sweet, angelic face that tears at my heart and soul.

  “You did this to me…”  Puzzled, afraid, I back away a step from this being that is not my sister, not the sister that I knew.

  “Mina, I don’t understand…”  Mina cuts in with a frightening, wailing, screeching voice that consumes my senses.

  “You!!  You left me as a bird!!  For all time, I remain trapped, unable to sleep, unable to love, unable to DIE!!  What sister are you to me?!  To sacrifice me for the world?  It’s YOUR fault that this happened, it’s ALL YOUR FAULT!!”  Her screeching voice rips through me like a hurricane for I have heard those very same words uttered by my heart in the lonely depths of night and knew them for truth.

It was all my fault… 
I slapped my hands to my ears in a futile attempt to block out that horrible voice, the voice of my sister, the voice of my guilt.  I turn and blindly run from the room, back to the hall only to find myself face to face with my father, an old and withered man, face ravaged by age and disease.  An old and decrepit hand lifts up and a thin and bony finger points at me accusatorily.

  “You were the one who brought on the downfall of the Wyndian royal family.  You with your accursed black wings…Why didn’t you have the decency to die cursed child of mine?  But no, I should not say such things for you are no child of mine cursed one.”  I shake my head in disbelief refusing to believe that this man is my father for my father died over a year ago, long before the final battle.  

  “You were the one that killed me!  Your birth brought down the curse of the black wings upon our people!  You were a freak of nature!  You shouldn’t have been born let alone allowed to live!”  Tears, unbidden begin to fall from my eyes.  I reach out with supplicating hands.

  “Father…”  The old man actually shrinks away from my touch.

  “Get away!!!”  He hissed.  “Unclean defiler of all that is pure!  Your touch alone would condemn me to the depths of hell for all eternity!  You shouldn’t have lived!  We should have killed you the second you were born!”  I shrunk back under the storm of contempt, the tears fell faster.  “We were so happy when Mina was born, finally we could get rid of YOU.  Mina was our light to your darkness.  She was the blessing to balance the curse that was you.  We didn’t need, you.  We didn’t WANT you.  Then, you had to take Mina away from us as well!  We know that you tricked her into becoming the Great Bird, tricked her into sacrificing herself for YOU!  For nothing but an unholy curse of the royal family,” here, the old man begins to weep.  Crying as if his soul was being rent from his body.  “But you took her from us!!  Our sorrow wasn’t enough for you was it cursed one?  You had to poison our lives with your evil and defile that which was pure…”  I couldn’t listen to anymore so I turned and ran back, down the hall, hoping to return to the safety of my room, the safety of my bed.  Tears fell from my eyes and a darkness enveloped my heart for I knew that what he said was true.  That what he said was right.  Mina was worth more than me…so much more.  I was cursed.  I was evil.  I was worthless.

It was all my fault…


I charged through the door of my room only to find myself face to face with Katt.  My friend, someone I’ve begun to regard as a sister.  We were close, shared the bond of loving the same man, of falling for Ryu’s irresistible aura.  Only I had won hadn’t I?  In the end?  When we were revived by Ryu’s love for us, I felt it more than the others didn’t I?  Katt leaned forward, her green eyes twinkling with malicious mischief.  

  “You know that he loved me don’t you?”  I reeled with shock but she continued, relentlessly, mercilessly.  “Oh, he thought you were pretty but that’s all you were to him, just another pretty face in the crowd.  He never loved you.  He never even liked you!  All he felt for you was pity and even that was fleeting.  Most of it was just indifference.  You were too beneath him to even warrant his contempt.”  Forced backwards, physically as well as mentally, I did my best to gather my senses, to form some sort of counter but she continued.  “All those ‘special’ times that you spent together?  They were all lies.  Bet you didn’t know that I was watching, hiding, getting a laugh out of every trick we pulled did you?  It was so fun, to get your hopes up, to make you love him.  We were planning to crush you after we had reached the surface at the end.  To tell you that you were nothing to him, that he loved me and always will.  I was first wasn’t I?  I met him well before you and if you ever thought we were friends, think again.  I saw all the times that you tried to go off alone with him behind my back…but lucky for me, you were just too pathetic to be anything except a laugh.”  I fell against a wall, wanting to throw up.  How could I have been so blind?  How had I not seen?  All that time, I thought that I was special to him, that he loved me as I loved him but I was wrong.  He didn’t love me.  He never did.  Katt advanced on me, continuing her tirade.

  “Do you know why he did what he did at the end?  Nina?  Do you?  Well, let me tell you.  It was to get away from you.  It was to get away from your pathetic personality and to get away from your ugly face.  It was to just be anywhere that you were not and he couldn’t do that normally could he?  You didn’t see that he didn’t want you.  As pathetic as you are, I bet that you would have followed him to the ends of the earth, to disgust him with your presence.  Well, he put an end to that didn’t he?  Don’t you see how much he hated you?  Don’t you see?”  Weakly getting to my feet, I staggered away, praying to Ladon that Katt wouldn’t follow and thankfully, she didn’t.  She contented herself with some parting shots.

  “Run.  Run like you’ve always done you coward!  You pathetic excuse for a living being!  Ryu would still have been here if it wasn’t for you, do you hear me?  If it wasn’t for you, Ryu would still be here!”  More than I could take.  Bile rose from my stomach and I threw up weakly, leaning against the walls of the now familiar hallway as I did so.  My head pounded with accusations and new truths.  Ryu had done what he had to get away from me.  I was the reason that nobody could reach him now.  It was all because of me.  All because of pathetic old me.

It was all my fault…


Then, soft arms encircled me from behind and even without turning, I knew who it was and so, I closed my eyes to relish the sensation of being with him.  I felt comfort and peace for the first time since embarking on this trip from Wyndia.  I knew from the way he held me that he really loved me and cared for me.  I knew that everything was going to be all right.  I knew that at any moment, he would lean down, his warm breath would tickly my ear and he would whisper those words to me.  Those three words that I wanted…no, NEEDED to hear him say to me.  Then it happened, I heard a rustle of cloth and his blue hair brushed against mine as he leaned his head closer, to my ear.  My body, heart and mind fell completely still, waiting for those words that would complete me and make everything all right.  Warm breath puffed against my ear, tickling slightly, sending tingles throughout my body.  Then, RIGHT then, he said three words…

  “I hate you…”  My eyes snapped open with shock and I whirled as he faded away into the darkness, his mocking laughter floating out to me, like the remnants of a dream.  I fell to the floor, unable to breathe, unable to think.  Mocking voices surrounded me, accusing, teasing, taunting.  The darkness closed around my heart.  The darkness closed around my eyes.  Everything was dark and for once, everything was quiet.  In that quiet, I cried for one simple reason.  One reason that I now knew to be right, knew to be truth.  

I cried because it was all my fault.  

Each and every tragedy that befell the people around me was nobody’s fault but my own.  Likewise, each and every heartbreak could never be anybody’s fault but my own.  I cried for my father who was forced to banish his eldest daughter from the palace.  I cried for my mother who was forced to live with the same pain.  I cried for Claris who was killed to draw out our team.  I cried for Tiga who tried to save her knowing that he would be killed but unable to stop himself.  I cried for Mina, my poor sister who will remain a bird forevermore, unable to die, unable to achieve peace.  I cried for Daisy, who sacrificed herself to save her son and I cried for Rand, her son who has to live with that burden.  I cried for Valerie, giving up a loving family to hold back the evil.  I cried for Yua, who lost a father and mother.  I cried for Ryu who had given up his life for the cause and I cried for me, for I had to live the rest of my life knowing that it was all my fault.  I cried and cried and when I thought that the tears had come to an end, that I couldn’t cry another tear, I cried some more…           

…Nina slowly became aware that she was awake.  With a shaking hand, she wiped the trailing tears from her face and slowly got a grip on reality.  With a long, trembling sigh, she slowly brought herself under control and looked up at her surroundings.  Nina was startled to find herself behind the village, on the short path that lead to the base of the mountain which in turn lead to the great doors leading down into the dark, demon-infested depths of Infinity.  This was where the walls had come up.  This was where she had stopped feeling.  A cool wind whipped fiercely across the path, setting her pure white nightgown fluttering madly.  The breeze ruffled her dark feathers and rushed through her tousled blond hair.  Her beautiful emerald eyes shone bright with indecision and doubt.  This was the one place that she had promised to herself that she would avoid and here she was.  The urge to flee was strong.  The last time she had been here, she had stepped into the clearing at the base of the mountain, taken a single look at what he had done and walked away, never to return until now.  She didn’t want to put herself through that pain again but…the urge to see him again was stronger.  He wouldn’t be able to talk to her, wouldn’t be able to hold her close and tell her that everything was going to be all right, but she could talk to him couldn’t she?  Maybe he could still listen, even now when he couldn’t respond.  She could hold him and apologize for taking so long to return.  It was the least she could do considering that he was man that she loved and that she was already here.  The last time she had been here, she had left without a word, without telling him how she felt, without even a simple goodbye.  Perhaps this was her chance to redeem herself.  Perhaps now, she would finally be able to put her demons at rest.  She took a deep breath, released it and stepped through the last batch of foliage and into the clearing…

…I stepped into the clearing.  My breath caught in my throat, the words that I longed to speak, trapped in my heart.  The large mountain face stretched high above me and away into the cover of the trees on either side.  New tears prickled at the corners of my eyes at the sight before me.  His mother’s duty had been to protect the world above from the influences of the demon by sealing shut the doors leading down to Infinity, where it lived.  Her life had been sacrificed to open those doors and once they were open, they had traveled far down into the dark depths where only demons lived and where no trace of sunlight shone, only the strange and twisted twilight that lasted forever.  They had beaten Deathevan, defeated him but they had not killed him.  As they made their way back to the surface, the elders of Dologany, the dragon village that resided in the center of the twisted underground labyrinth, had pulled Ryu aside and told him something.  Maybe it was a final word of congratulations as Rand had thought.  Maybe it was an invitation to join in their feast as thought Jean.  Maybe they wanted to offer him a reward for his valor as Bow thought.  But in the depths of her soul and the darkness of what was left of her heart, Nina now knew that what they had told him was that Deathevan wasn’t really dead.  Only sleeping, waiting until his power grew once again, waiting for the day when Ryu, the Dragon Child of destiny was long dead and buried in the ground.  Waiting for the day when man turned once more from the dragon god Ladon and back to a false religion.  Waiting for the day when the world would fall like an overripe fruit to his demon hordes.  For that reason, Ryu had performed his last duty the only way he knew how.  For that reason, he had taken the path that his mother had chosen so long ago.  For that reason, he had invoked the unmatched power of the Anfini dragon, sealed the gates with the bulk of his draconic body and fell into an eternal slumber.  For that reason, was he now lost to her.

I looked upwards, at his large head which was the size of a small house, as it lay on the ground covering the gate from the body above.  The eyes closed, never to open.  His large wings were folded against his back, never to spread wide and catch the morning light.  His two legs supported his body on the top of the cliff while his other two limbs each guarded a smaller entrance to that nightmare world.  Slowly, timidly, my feet took me forward in small steps towards him.  

Finally, after an agonizing eternity of movement, I was close enough to touch him and so I did.  My fingers gently stroked over the pebbly surface of his scaly skin.  Tears ran freely down my cheeks now, an endless river of sorrow and suffering.  Without a thought, I was leaning against him, my tears running down my face and then down him.  Tears for what we used to have, tears for what we had lost.  

  “Hello Ryu,” my voice slipped out without conscious direction, giving me a chance to tell him how I felt even if he could never reply.  “I’m sorry that I’ve been gone for so long but I…I just couldn’t bear to see you like this.”  I turned my face away, sniffling through my tears as I continued in a soft whisper.  “To know that it was finally over, that we could have lived in peace and then to have it all ripped away in a single moment…I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you.”  The tears multiplied and my voice began to waver and hiccup with the transition from crying to sobbing.  “I’m sorry that I wasn’t here for you, I’m sorry that I couldn’t say goodbye, I’m sorry that I couldn’t hold you one last time…” my voice caught in my throat, the words seeming to want to rush out despite the pain, to unburden myself of the guilt I had been carrying around for so long.  “I-I’m sorry that I couldn’t hold you close and tell you that I…that I loved you.  I’m sorry that I couldn’t be with you at the end, to see your face and hear your voice one last time…”  Huge wracking sobs coursed through my body, making it hard to stand.  The sobs came so rapidly that I was beginning to have trouble catching my breath and bitterly, I thought to myself that maybe that would be best.  As I cried, the tangled skein of my emotions cleared for an instant, bringing with it something that I had never expected to feel towards him.  Anger.  


In mid-sob, I pulled away from him, revolted that I would reduce myself to this.  To blaming myself for everything when the blame clearly lay with him.  The anger flared to the surface in a quick rush and once more, I began to speak but this time, it was with anger and not sorrow.

  “It’s all your fault!!”  I began, my tears lay cold on my face as a cold wind blew.  “You’re the reason I’m not happy now!  You’re the reason I’m a wreck!  You took my heart and you ripped it in half!  You promised…PROMISED me that you would never leave me, do you even remember?!?!  Or have you forgotten?!  You told me that you would always be here for me!!  No matter what!  Do you hear me you bastard?!  No matter what!!!!  Those were your exact words to me and now look!  Are you here for me?  Were you ever?!  Was it all just a sham?!  Did you even care?!”  I rushed forward and began to beat my fists against him as my tears fell from my face, as the force of my grief wracked my body, forcing me down to my knees   My head leaned forward, touching his cold skin as I continued to hit him, but my strikes were getting weaker and weaker as the strength left my body.  My entire body shook as I cried.

  “You told me you would never leave me Ryu…you promised me that you would always be by my side when I was sad or when I needed you there.”  Wearily, I turned away and leaned against him as I sat, drawing my knees close to my body and hugging them to me as I looked up.  The night sky was a soft black, seeming almost as if I could wrap myself in it and feel safe and warm.  The stars were the opposite, looking like nothing but hard, cold chips of light against the soft velvet darkness of the sky.  Their cold and merciless light shone down on me as I cried, making me feel empty, making me feel cold.

  “I need you most right here and right now Ryu, more than I’ve ever needed anyone else before…but you can’t be here for me can you?”  I shivered as the cold wind swept by once more, shivered because deep inside, I could feel that I was becoming just as cold.

  “Why did you leave me?  Wasn’t my love for you enough?”  At hearing this thought uttered, I shook my head with a wry smile finding its way to my lips, smiling through my tears.  “It wasn’t that, was it?  My love wasn’t part of your decision at all…it was nothing but duty.”  A dry chuckle ripped from my throat.  “The same duty that drew you to me was what forced you to make that choice.  So in a way, I guess I can’t blame you…but who does that leave?  Who does that leave but me?”  I let my gaze slip upwards again as a few last words slipped away from my heart and out of my mouth.

  “I can’t live without you Ryu.  Did you know that when you made your choice?  I love you so much, it’s like you’ve become a part of my life and since that day you transformed, it feels like there’s a hole inside me where you used to be and I don’t know how to fill it.”  With a sniffle, I raised a hand and wiped the cold tears from my face.  It was getting cold, but I didn’t want to leave until it was done, one way or another.

  “I feel empty inside Ryu.  I feel cold.  My smile and my laughter sounds to fake to my ears, I don’t know how other people can stand it.  I have no goal in life, no purpose.  I drift through life like a shadow, like a ghost that hasn’t passed on.  A council rules Wyndia, the royal family is but a symbol of power.  My sister is no more, she roams the skies as the Great Bird.  My friends have their own lives to tend to and I can’t burden them with my problems.  I don’t think I can live without you Ryu.  I don’t think I can go on…”  I turned slightly to my side and laid a hand on his closed eye.  Asleep yes, that he was but did he dream?

  “You were always closer to me than all the others Ryu and I wonder now, with you gone, is life really worth living?”  I raised a hand to brush an errant lock of hair away from my face.  A deep breath passed my lips as I leaned in close to his scaly body once more.

  “I really don’t think that I can live without you Ryu, yet, at the same time, I don’t want to die without you either.  A life after death, it wouldn’t mean anything to me without you there.”  A long moment passed as I thought about what I could do, searched for an answer to my problem…


…stray wisps of wind blew past the still form of the dragon and the winged woman by his side.  Deep in thought, Nina barely noticed the breeze as it played with the edges of her dress and her long blond hair.  Her mind, occupied with her problem noticed nothing around her until an especially strong gust of wind whipped her hair sharply into her face.  In annoyance, she used a hand to keep her hair out of her face when a thought suddenly struck her.  Of course!  The answer was staring her right in the face!  The wind….


Hope flowered within her as she ran her solution through her head, looking for flaws.  Determination and strength returned to her, vitalizing her as it flowed through her limbs.  The spell was intricate and would require a certain degree of skill along with some brute magical force but surely she would be able to pull it off, after all, barring one other person, she was the most powerful sorceress in the world.  She stood and took a few steps back so that she was at the center of the small clearing.  She looked around her to see the trees, bright green leaves and rough brown barks made smooth and soft by the darkness of the night.  She looked up to the shining stars sprinkled against the dark background of the soft black of the night.  She looked at Ryu, a huge slumbering dragon, almost a part of the cliff face in the dim light.  Nina took in all these sights that she would never see again and in her heart, bade them all farewell without regrets.  She took a single deep breath and closed her eyes; she was ready…


An ancient spell belonging only to the Wyndian royal family.  A spell rarely used and obscured by the mists of time and ceremony.  A spell that was used rarely and then, only by those who excelled in all magical arts.  The spell that gave the Wyndian family it’s affinity for the winds.  At the end of his life, the first great magician king of the Angel clan cast a spell that prevented him from dying completely and instead, cast his life force into the winds.  This first act became a source of power to those of the clan remaining, strengthening their magic and making it easier for them to call upon the wind during times of need.  Since then, it had become custom for those of royal birth to devote their lives to their people in this way This custom had stopped hundreds of years before Nina’s birth for a reason that was now unknown but memories of that ancient spell remained in the old history texts and before she was forced to move from the palace, her curiosity had lead her to study the histories.  Nina knew the spell and had always wondered whether she would ever be strong enough to cast such a spell.  Now, she would find out.


She reached deep into herself and drew out the lines of power that bound her soul to her mortal shell and looked up.  With her newfound sight, she could see the warm, glowing lines of energy that held Ryu’s soul to his draconic body.  She tapped into a well of magical energy within her that she never knew existed and reached out.  With gentle hands, she slowly pulled Ryu’s soul upwards, enough to strain his bonds but not to break them.  Taking a final deep breath, she undid all of the knots binding her to her body with the exception of one and retied the loose ends around Ryu’s soul.  Once they were firmly anchored, she gently loosened the last string binding her soul to her body and let her body go.  Nina’s physical form slumped to the cool earth and her breathing and her heartbeat slowed.  Nina bid her body a fond farewell and retied the last thread around the center of Ryu’s soul.  His soul was a direct contrast of his draconic body.  His physical form, so cold and unresponsive in life was replaced with his soul.  His love for her wrapped around her, as warm and comforting as a blanket.  For the first time in over a year she felt completely at peace.  As the last tie left her body, Nina’s breathing and heartbeat slowed to a crawl and finally, stopped.  Finally, she was free.  Her soul cried out in joy as it became one with the wind and rode upon it’s currents in the sky.  Like her ancestors before her, Nina had bound herself to the wind but unlike them, she had also tied her soul to that of Ryu, the man she loved.  As a result, her soul would wander along the currents of the winds until the time came when Ryu’s life came to an end.  At that point, hers would end as well and together and souls intertwined, they would go to meet their futures together…


The exact cause of Nina’s death forever remained a mystery to her friends and family. While some believe that she may have died from natural causes, many believe instead that she died of a broken heart next to the man she loved.  While the truth from her lips can never again be known, the people who found her body in the morning found something strange about it that they didn’t mention to anyone else…


The last expression left on Nina’s face in death was a smile….  

