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  Prologue: The Eternity Vessel


   



  All living things, it is said, are contained
within a vessel. Made of material beyond man’s comprehension, the
Eternity Vessel rests suspended in the blackness of time. Therein,
the world is kept lingered between two powerful, terrible sources:
Azure and Bloőd.


  At the top, Azure, filled with cunning and
bide. At the bottom, Bloőd, of ardor and haste.


  Two powers to hold a sphere.


  The world rests;


  The powers turn.


  The world turns;


  The powers rest.


   



  The time for bequeathment approaches.




  Chapter I: Awyer


   



  The castle town of Eldrade has not been
invaded for nearly a thousand years. Protected by powerful barrier
enchants, its people live in near seclusion, awaiting nothing; for
they have long forgotten the balance of enchantments. They have
long forgotten the consequences of their stolen color.


  One such resident, a sphinx-eyed boy, sits
sifting grain in a most unassuming storehouse at the western docks.
A modest boy in a modest task, there is nothing so remarkable about
him.


  But all of that will change.


  All of it is already beginning to
change.


  Not yet seventeen, the boy’s Amethyst has
yet to emerge, but seventeen is fast approaching, and the inherited
power has already begun to writhe in his veins. On this day, it
courses through his wrists, turning them a deep, flushed
purple.


  “It grows stronger,” the boy observes while
staring at his own changing flesh. And he is not glad. He is
bothered. For seventeen’s emergence of power means a great deal for
the boy. Soon, very soon, he will be made to cast. Like his father.
Like his grandfather. After seventeen, he will be made only
to cast, and his grain-sifting days will forever be over.


  That is the penance of those living with
stolen color.


   



  “Awyer!”


   



  I call to that boy in the midst of his
sifting, and he looks up to see me standing upon the storehouse’s
topmost catwalk. Unbeknownst to him, I have been spying. On his
sifting. On his brooding. I take the opportunity to use an Amethyst
enchant of my own.


  “Here I come, Awyer!”


  And I do come. Featherlike, I come floating
through the levels of the storehouse and land into the pile of
grain halfway sifted. It catches me softly and spills in overflow.
Awyer shakes his head. A boy of few words and even fewer
expressions. But I know him well enough to know what he is
thinking; I know him better than anyone, for I alone remember the
consequences of the stolen color. I alone remember the balance of
enchantments. And I alone can see into Awyer’s future.


  Not that I will ever tell him so.


  “Grim.” Awyer says my name with
perturbation. “Move.”


  But the pile of grain is soft and welcoming,
and although I have knowingly disrupted his work, I will not be
moving just yet. “Join me, Awyer,” I issue. “Take a break.”


  I am responded by a headshake.


  Within the storehouse, the air is mugged and
still. Our words are dropped by the muting piles of grain all
around. I must work all the harder to make my wants clear.


  “Your brow is heavy, Awyer,” I prod at him.
“Join me. Divulge your worries.”


  Awyer gives it some thought. His brooding
brow broods a little deeper before making a decision. He leans into
the side of grain.


  A satisfactory outcome.


  Were the pile outside, it would shimmer
golden in the sunlight. The gold of the land. The treasure of the
earth. But within the storehouse, the shining is muted to dull tan.
“Now then, Awyer.” I slide into place next to him. “Tell me what
plagues you.”


  Awyer stares into the ceiling. His features
are dark, his hair and his brows and his lashes; all but his eyes,
which are golden and slanted and look more like an animal’s than
any person’s. That is only fitting. Sphinx blood runs thick in
Awyer’s veins – a gift passed down from his mother’s father.


  Awyer takes his time answering, as he
usually does. “It is not anything new, Grim,” he admits once
allowing a helping of seconds to pass. “It is . . .” He bares his
rightmost wrist. Purple-hued, the veins beneath twist and curl. I
put a finger to it. The Amethyst is warmer today than yesterday;
soon Awyer’s time will come. I put an ear to it, and a rushing
sound only I can hear tells me of what will be.


   



  Awyer stands atop a pillar, encompassed in a
funnel of Amethyst smoke. Soundless, the air around him rises,
pushing the cloud higher and higher until there is nothing less
than a direct line to the heavens.


   



  The future flashes at the front of my mind,
hazed like a dream yet certain as death. Awyer’s destiny: A little
more of it is revealed to me each day.


  Lo, it is my destiny to read his.


  “It grows stronger,” Awyer says again upon
inspecting his painted flesh. “And it aches.” The storehouse’s
catwalks pervert the few beams of light allowed to exist therein.
One perverted ray spreads across the whole of Awyer’s face.
Illumination does not suit him.


  Then again, I may merely be predisposed to
things dark in nature.


  “I have a new task for you, Awyer, if it
interests,” I say.


  But to the request, my ward, wholly content
with sifting long into the evening hours, shakes his head and
continues to stare.


  That will not do.


  “The fountains are overrun by Pates, and it
will take someone of great craft to convince them to move,” I
tempt.


  Awyer narrows his already narrow eyes.


  “Something to say?” I inquire.


  “You play with me, Grim.”


  And to some extent, that is truth. I do play
with him. I know as well as he that there is not an ounce of craft
within his person. A sphinx born without guile. A boy born without
wile. My ward is the ultimate paradox.


  No matter. That is where I come in.


  With an invisible giggle, I float to the
door of the storehouse. “Come along, Awyer! To the fount!”


  The outside air clears away the muggedness
of the storehouse, cool and crisp and clean – enchanted to be so.
The overhead sky tints a lavender color, and no one of Eldrade
knows that skies should not be so. Blue skies and warm air, those
things exist only beyond Eldrade’s barrier, forgotten by Awyer and
his neighbors; forgotten by everyone but me.


  Eldrade bustles. Its buildings of polished
stone rise, neatly cutting through the horizon, texturizing the
skyline. Carved and curled statues of the Great Ones, nameless
avian protectors of Eldrade, guard the entrances to every inhabited
tower – all of them tinted with Amethyst, all of them
enchanted.


  High overhead, amidst the smooth building
tops, Eldradeans float to and fro on umbrella-adorned platforms –
the premier transportation of an enchanted city. Though the flats
have been spelled to keep along predetermined paths marked by
threadlike lines of light, that does not stop the
Amethyst-empowered youth from finding ways to make them stray.


  Awyer, no ordinary youth, has no taste for
mischief. It is I who will spell ours astray.


  “After you, Awyer.” At the loading docks, I
prod him onto a rickety looking flat. The ricketier, the better, as
any hoodlum knows. Those are the ones whose enchants have worn
enough for modification.


  Awyer steps on with reluctance. Outspoken or
not, there is no question he dislikes being bossed by me. Alas, if
I do not pressure him, his destiny will never come to fruition.


  That funnel of Amethyst smoke, it is up to
me to get him there.


  “Up to no good again,” the man at the docks
assumes. He looks at Awyer with disfavor. My poor ward must take
the brunt of consequence when it comes to our mischief. After all,
to everyone but Awyer, I am nothing more than a shadow. “At least
you’ve got your naefaerie with you,” says the man, whose arms blare
full Amethyst. “Keep him on the right path, Mistress.” This he
commissions to the space just to the right of me. The man cannot
read the sun. He knows not where I stand in relation to my shadow,
though it is all he has as a reference. He cannot see me. He cannot
hear me. I do not fully exist.


  “If you knew,” Awyer responds.


  Yes, if the man knew. Just as any
naefaerie’s job is to guide their ward along the path that is right
and good, it should be my job to guide Awyer’s conscience.
Should. Not in our case. I am a naefaerie of . . . uncommon
descent.


  But that we shall save for later.


  Everything about our situation is erroneous.
Awyer the cunningless sphinx and his mischievous naefaerie. We will
let the Eldradeans think what they like.


  “Going up!” The man taps the umbrella with
his finger, and the lift takes off into the air along the string of
silver guiding light.


  We are in ascent.


   





 
  
  
  




  “Do you tire of it?” Our ride is not more
than a few stories up, when comes a rare conversational piece from
the few-worded boy.


  “Tire of what?” I say.


  Awyer nods to the man who is quickly
shrinking as our umbrella moves farther and farther away from him,
the docks, and the ground.


  Ah, that.


  “Being invisible?” I say.


  Awyer nods.


  Truthfully, all that matters is that HE can
see me, but to say something to that extent would be . . .
compromising, so all I answer him is, “Not particularly.”


  Awyer settles his eyes on the silvery skin
of my invisible face. He says nothing. He is in thought? Yes. About
our pact? Yes. His hand finds its way to his right shoulder. The
tattoo beneath his tunic is our proof. Like a cracked, imperfect
shard of obsidian crystal, the spelled shape rests against his
skin, binding him to me, allowing him to see and hear me, and
allowing me a glimpse into his fated future.


  With that tattooed shard, our destinies are
tied.


  Air pours past as we glide into the air and
hover across the tops of the towering architecture – stone
structures cut and set neatly without wear from wind or rain or
age. Our destination is meant to be the Grand Grimoire Library at
the center of Eldrade’s hilly non-residences. Our business,
however, is not there.


  I call upon an Amethyst enchant to steer our
course. “To the fountains!” Not only to them, but to the high top
of them, where the Pates have been illegally gathering.


  Excitement catches me.


  Awyer, on the other hand, is disinterested
in the task. He kicks his feet over the edge of the platform and
stares with unaffected eyes over the metropolis that is his home.
The invisible barrier surrounding the Amethyst City stretches into
the distance. Awyer cannot see it, but even he can feel it. They
all can. And although they have forgotten the balance of
enchantments, there is one thing all Eldradeans know to be true:
Once one leaves through the protective barrier, it is impossible to
find his or her way back. That fact looms around the outskirts of
the city, warning any who get too close.


  Willingly kept within one land for nearly a
thousand years.


  Perhaps Awyer and his neighbors deserve what
is coming.


  It is not my place to warn them.


  This I know.


  . . . And yet, when I look at Awyer . .
.


  No, I cannot think to that extent. It is too
compromising.


  “How?” says Awyer.


  No elaboration necessary. I understand what
he is asking. “How are we to convince the Pates to leave the
fountains?” I say. “Simple. We will trick them.”


  “How?”


  He will see. There is not need to waste
words on the inevitable.


  Awyer does not press. He rests his chin on
his hand and his elbow on his thigh. My stooped ward. How he has
grown in the days since our pact. When I found him, he was only a
boy. Now he is tall. And strong. And lean. Seventeen is fast
approaching.


  The umbrella has shifted course. It whizzes
sideways, along an unused path without silver guideline. When we
near our true destination, it begins to slow. Awyer lifts his feet
in anticipation. Just in time. The platform skims along the top of
one fountain’s jutting water.


  We have arrived: Fountain Terrace – a place
harboring seventy fountains of varying size, power, and build.
Housed on multilevel tiers, the enchanted water reaches a massive
diameter for no purpose other than to beautify Eldrade.


  And beautify it does. Glimmering water hops
from fount to fount, spraying offshooting mist into the air, which
in turn catches the sun and glistens. The whole of the place
sparkles, mimicking a waterfall’s crashing domain.


  Sadly, the beauty is dirtied by a presence.
The Pates collect atop the topmost fount, conspiring to absorb the
natural power found within the skipping water. They know not that
their methods are akin to those used by necromancers beyond the
walls of Eldrade, for they know not of the existence of
necromancers at all.


  But they will. And soon.


  The water skips. The Pates conspire. What
they wish for is petty sorcery, indeed. They are the riffraff of
the kingdom, content with bullying the lesser residents and causing
piddly acts of disarray. Comprised predominantly of failed Amethyst
users, the Pates are gnats; and the rulers of Eldrade have long
sought to banish them from the otherwise peaceful city. Alas, the
enchanted barrier is a double-edged sword: Just as anyone who
leaves cannot find his or her way back to the Amethyst City, so too
cannot any one inhabitant be forced to leave. Through any means.
And so the Pates, who have caused no offense worthy of being locked
in the underground prisons, as far as the street officials are
concerned, are left free to wander and disrupt the flow of daily
life. Were they successful in their attempts to draw power from the
water, a viable threat they would become; for this reason alone,
they are not to gather in yonder fount.


  But gather they do, and a menace it is.
Awyer will rid them with my craft, and his reputation will
rise.


  “It is time, my fief.”


  The stooped boy steps from the lift and
stretches. His eyes gleam yellow. It is fortunate that he looks the
part, even if far from it. Encompassed in mist, Awyer approaches
the Pates.


  Ten of them today accumulate – eight of no
consequence; two obviously occupied by wit. Those are the two we
will focus our convictions on. Gull those and the rest will follow.
I hide my shadow within Awyer’s shadow. Unless they are looking
intentionally, I will not be seen. There are certain advantages to
being nonmaterial.


  Upon Awyer’s intrusion, one of the
wit-occupied gnats, a woman of wide stature and thick chin, steps
forth. The others shuffle to conceal their tools – bone and beak
and powdered crystal – and, in a fully conspicuous manner, huddle
to wall off the targeted fount.


  “Why are you here, O crafty one?” the woman
speaks.


  Awyer squints at her assumption, but remains
widely disinterested in the task. His mouth is bored, his posture
uncommitted.


  “Now, now, Awyer,” I scold. “No one will
take you seriously if you slouch.”


  He rolls his eyes. He does not delight when
I act like a mother. Lately, it bothers him more. He gives a sigh
and brings a hand to the back of his neck. Reluctant to the core,
my ward is.


  But reluctant or not, when I whisper into
his ear, he dutifully repeats:


  “A wealth of knowledge is held in its crown.
It spreads with wings; it sits on down. Name it not, you may not
stay. Win the guess, keep ire at bay.”


  The woman glances at the other gnat of wit.
“A riddle?” she says.


  Aye, what else from a sphinx?


  Awyer nods and presents his hand. “A riddle
of gold,” he expounds.


  Of gold. This is a blessing cast upon the
sphinxes. With the riddle’s true answer spoken into Awyer’s mind, a
sanctified deal may be struck with the Pates. He may not go back on
his word. He may not house two answers, though many may exist. Of
gold: It is meant to keep us honest.


  An unspoken exchange transpires between the
woman and her comrade, and when it is finished, “Very well,” she
says and takes Awyer’s hand. But the deal cannot happen just yet,
as Awyer does not yet know the answer to his own riddle. The moment
I tell it into his ear, a light of gold reacts within their clasp.
Their hands glow. The pact is formed.


  Upon releasing the woman’s hand, Awyer’s
continues to glow; and it will until the riddle is solved. So, too,
does the woman’s as she retreats into the fold of her fellow
riffraff.


  “Well done, Awyer. You are quite
crafty.”


  Awyer scoffs at my praise, and then he looks
to the lavender sky. Clouds move in. Not because they have broken
through the barrier somehow, but because the sky has been enchanted
to show variety. Even rain may come.


  The Pates are huddled. Awyer waits. He
brings his glowing hand to his face and his eyes shine in
reflection.


  In time, the Pates let out an: “Aha!”
because they think they have found their answer. They have not. I
have observed their so-called wit. I have predicted their guess.
And it will be wrong.


  The thick-chinned woman approaches.


  “Have you an answer?” Awyer asks, aloof.


  “We have,” she says. “It is one of the
Greats of Eldrade. A phoenix. It holds a wealth of knowledge
within its crown; spreads its wings; sits upon a bottom of feathery
down. The answer is a phoenix.”


  With the answer given, the Pates are
smug.


  I am far, far smugger.


  “Incorrect,” I say via Awyer, and the
woman’s smugness falls. “The answer is the Grand Grimoire Library.
Its wings stretch – north and south and east and west; it sits upon
a hill without trees – a down; and a wealth of knowledge is
stored in its shelved crown. Therefore, the library is the correct
answer.”


  The gold of the Pate woman’s hand dims,
while the light of Awyer’s grows. She scowls at her comrades,
though there is naught she can do. The deed is done, the riddle
solved, and the Pates have no choice but to retreat. The deal is
such that even if they wished to go back on their word, the
blessing of the sphinxes would not allow them. A riddle of gold’s
outcome is undeniable. Their riffraffed feet begin to walk on their
own. In a line, the Pates do go, and a zipping hummer appears in
the place they once were. A tiny bird of teal and scarlet, the
hummer flits about the scene, sweeping the air and collecting
information. It is building a report to bring to the elders.


  Yes, Awyer’s reputation will surely
grow.


  “A phoenix could have worked too, Grim,”
says Awyer gruffly as he hops upon the umbrellaed platform.


  “But that was predictable. The greatest
riddles have three layers. I knew they would not be able to see
past the first, which is why I told you the second.”


  “And what of the third?” he asks.


  The third involves things beyond Eldrade’s
border. I say nothing. Awyer folds his arms and looks at me
slyly.


  Our flat begins a sloped descent, through
the misty offspray and away from Fountain Terrace. Awyer’s arms
remain crossed. Not only has he been in a mood all day, our
rapport has not been in the best standing as of late. Things
between us have been wrong. Tense. And seventeen’s emergence of
power is not all to blame. The truth of the matter is that it has
been a while since we last . . . diverted. In Awyer’s younger days,
diversion was all we did.


  For beings in our situation, diversion is
everything.


  “Here I go, Awyer!”


  Without additional explanation, I hop to the
top of the umbrella and give it a kick. Awyer perks as, once more,
our flat changes course.


  I command the lift go up, and it rises
straight into the sky. Though the barrier’s warning looms overhead,
we press on. We will not break it, but we will come close. Pressing
the limits in this way is an act most exhilarating. Awyer does not
necessarily feel the same.


  I take care to tiptoe around the umbrella’s
edge. “Look into the distance, my fief, and tell me what you see,”
I say.


  Using the umbrella’s handle for grounding,
Awyer stands and scans the horizon. The expanse beyond Eldrade’s
barrier is blurred – enchanted to be so – but if Awyer will use
just a whit of the Amethyst writhing about in his veins, he may be
able to see a hint of clarity. “There, Awyer.” I point to a
particular peak through the dense lavender of the upper sky. “Press
at the center of your eyes with your mind, and you will see it,” I
tell him.


  Awyer’s animal-like irises become
intent.


  “Can you discern what lies beyond?” I
ask.


  “It is foggy.”


  “Stare into the blur and push it away. Only
then will your vision clear.” Awyer gives it more concentration,
but still he cannot see. “Focus, Awyer. Enough Amethyst writhes in
you to perform a spell so small.”


  Belittling the issue works. “A . . .
mountain?” he guesses.


  Yes, a mountain. But more importantly, a
story. A story he must hear. I make my voice to be ominous:


  “For on that mount, two witch sisters lived,
collecting unlucky animals that wandered into their lair. Theirs
was a nest of things unholy, and the witch sisters, called by their
underlings ‘Hamira’ and ‘Gorma’, were known throughout the land for
their acts of treachery. Most treacherous was their lust for
enchants.


  “Only three powers were ever meant to exist
within moral reality, Amethyst being the daughter of the other two;
but the witch sisters, they pulled from a fourth magick, a darker
magick – an accumulation of the evil thoughts thought but never
carried through; and the secrets kept in shame, never to be
shared.


  “Aye, secrets and malice, those were the
things that fueled the witches, and it was no small sin that it was
so; for unused malice is sent to a place beyond the Eternity Vessel
– a blackness no man or god has ever seen, and a place no mortal
should ever touch. But touch it they did, and corrupt they became,
and from that day forth hoarded forbidden magicks alone within
their shrine. While the other powers of the world spun, their
control over the darkness grew. An unbalance into the balance. A
wrinkle into the fold.


  “Ages passed. Stars faded. And what became
of the witch sisters? They yet reside on the mount, rotting in
spite, and their power continues to grow. Any who encounter them be
wise: The peak is named Ensecré, for a witch will always trade a
spell . . . for a secret.”


  Awyer gazes into the hazy skyline as I
finish my tale. I have offered him just a little of the knowledge
he should not know. “Two powers that birthed Amethyst?” he
inquires. “Grim, explain. Excluding storytales, Amethyst IS the
only power.”


  I cannot say any more. All I can give him is
a nod. Small and deceitful, the nod makes Awyer frown.


  In due time.


  In time near.


  But not now.


  I float from the umbrella’s top and to the
platform itself. Next to Awyer I settle. Together we kick our legs
over the side of the flat. Over the whole of the polished stone
city. Over the Pates and the street officials and the elders and
the casters. My ward and I sit in silence.


  “You cannot tell me.” Awyer does not ask,
merely states.


  “I cannot,” I respond.


  Awyer gives a sign and stares down at his
own changing flesh. “It grows stronger.”


  I put a hand to his wrist, finishing: “And
it aches.”


  He nods. “Mm.”


  “Not for long, Awyer.”


  The silvery skin of my arm rests against the
healthy tan of his. The longer parts of his hair, dark as untilled
under-earth, toss in the enchanted breeze. Mine rest, for I do not
exist enough to be kissed by the wind. My hair is short and shifts
in color during the hours, from palest white to deepest onyx. I
could will it longer, but there is no point in that. There would be
no one to see it but Awyer, and if I were to do so, he might think
I had for his sake. And that would be . . . compromising.


  Ever compromising are the things I should
not imagine.


  “You can lean here, Grim.” Awyer pats his
tattoo-marked shoulder.


  “You know I do not tire, Awyer.”


  “I do know,” he says. “I offered because you
looked like you wanted to.”


  Compromising.


  It is compromising.


  Both that I wanted to.


  And that he could see it.


  We cannot have that.


  I float to my toes and return to the top of
the umbrella. “Time to go home, my sphinx.”


  “I am more man than sphinx,” he says.


  “You are more boy than man.”


  But as I watch his hair toss about behind
his neck, I realize the differentiation is becoming as blurred as
the enchanted horizon. Boy, sphinx, man, ward – of those things I
am not certain, though there is one thing I am.


  Awyer is mine. He will be mine until the day
that he dies. Awyer’s destiny: A little more of it is revealed to
me each day.


   



  That is how I know something is brewing,
even before the first blast of red smoke hits Grand Grimoire
Library and shakes the enchanted city of Eldrade.




  Chapter II: Bloőd


   



  “Remain in a duck, Awyer!”


  Red blast after red blast, the lavender sky
of Eldrade turns crimson as its enchanted clouds are stained with
outside magicks. Our lift zooms through the sky, fully freed from
the constraints of silver guiding light, while I perch atop its
bewitched umbrella, pressing it on with enchants.


  We may be guideless, but our destination is
clear.


  To me, at least.


  Awyer, on the other hand, is far from
clarity. “What is happening?!” he shouts from the floor of the
lift. He is spread and clutching the edges of the rickety thing. My
fault for choosing the shabbiest one is now Awyer’s peril.


  “Bloőd has made a move,” I tell him.


  “Blood?”


  “Bloőd. One of the mothers of
Amethyst.”


  This makes not sense to my ward, who
continues to clutch and frown. It will take some time for the truth
to sink in, that Eldrade, the castle town which has not been
attacked for nearly a thousand years, is under siege. The time to
act is upon us at last.


  Mere minutes ago my fief and I sat together
tranquilly staring into the blur beyond Eldrade. Now, as we whiz
through the early evening sky, the buildings to either side of us
shake in the wake of blasts of red smoke balls.


  In a handful of seconds, Eldrade has turned
to chaos.


  The blasts responsible for the uproar have
form of their own; alike lit boulders of condensed fog, they
catapult though the sky from some unseen source to the west.
Hummers flit about the air, dramatically attempting to gather their
reports for the elders who are holed within the strongest, tallest
building in all of Eldrade. Will its towering guardians protect
them when the red bombs make contact?


  KRRRSH!


  Barely scraping the side of the underpass to
the Grand Grimoire Library’s connecting bridge, our flat loses a
bit of trim. Awyer loses a bit of patience.


  “Grim?”


  Just a little longer. Our destination lies
to the east of the library. To the very place the elders now hole.
I answer him not, and concentrate on steering our lift above the
underpass’s water, which has become tinted red from Bloőd’s
influence. Ever rickety, our lift bobbles above the upset waves.
Might it serve better as a raft? Enough life is left within the
umbrella to make the vehicle putter. Its base dips into the river
and splashes up droplets of red-dyed water. The specks that land
upon Awyer’s skin soak in and mix with his purple-hued veins. He
does not notice. He is preoccupied with clinging to the teetering
platform.


  We reach the edge of the non-residences, but
continue to skim the top of the water. The flow will carry us to
our destination. At our backs, red blasts continue to paint the
air, remaining noiseless until landing against their targets – only
then do they each let out a hissing BOOM!


  One such boom rocks a raised condominium on
the northern bank of the river. The Eldradeans therein respond by
shouting and retaliating with enchants of their own. Purple bombs
of smoke shoot from the condo’s windows and encase the red. Alas,
the red is resilient. It breaks through and engulfs the building in
the power of Bloőd.


  In no time at all, Eldrade has become a
battle zone. Red versus purple. Bloőd versus Amethyst. Mother
versus daughter. After centuries, Eldrade will feel the
consequences of its stolen color.


  “Grim!” Awyer shouts my name out of
frustration. The modest boy has never had reason to utilize speech
carelessly; his words have always been few. Today, however, he will
begin to use them more. It is imperative if he wishes to survive.
Today marks the beginning of a struggle only I have foreseen.


  Again he shouts, “Grim!” as our whizzing,
bobbling flat smacks into one of the river’s concealed boulders. I
hop from the umbrella just as it is knocked from its holding place
by the intrusive rock. Into the river it goes, where it is
swallowed by a cloud of red. Another such cloud blocks the path
before us. Pushing the Amethyst from my hands into the middle of
the now umbrella-less platform, I command the enchant’s last energy
be spent propelling us into the air. I am obeyed. In one final bout
of power, we fling over the cloud blocking our path. Over it we go,
in an arch, and land squarely before our destination:


  Eldrade’s stacked whitestone castle.


  Castle Terrlgard, as it has always been
called, is taller than any other building of Eldrade. It holds more
wings than the Grand Grimoire Library, shines more brightly in the
midday sun than any other polished structure in the non-residences,
and houses more riches than all of the clean-cut condominiums put
together. One of those riches will ensure Awyer’s safety and open
the path to his future.


  The boy yet clings to the boards of our ride
that no longer hold together. In the aftermath of the fall, our
flat has become smashed to fragments. Fueled by leftover momentum,
Awyer rolls in the grass, groping the largest piece of debris. I
float to him.


  “Rise, Awyer!”


  The scene we have departed is a mess of
smoky red, howling Eldradeans, and shattering stone. Even the
statues, Great Ones of Eldrade, have begun to fall. The castle is
our brink.


  “GRIM!” Awyer’s formerly-few-expressioned
face shows off a new one: cross annoyance.


  “Come, my sphinx!” Grabbing the bottom
corner of his tunic, I pull him along. Awyer quickly tires of being
led like a companion animal, however, and is swift to swat my hand
away. He tramps into place beside me.


  “You think to enter Terrlgard?” he
apprehends. “It is impossible without invite, Grim.”


  Wrong. It is possible. I answer him
naught and continue up the gated walk. The gate that awaits us at
the end is little cause for concern. The Amethyst below Awyer’s
skin writhes, along with something else: The golden blessing of the
sphinxes – a gift unique to Awyer’s line alone – stirs within his
being.


  Gold and Amethyst: Awyer claims them, and he
will use them to break through the enchants surrounding
Terrlgard.


  Rows of square-cut hedges line either side
of Terrlgard’s walkway. Cubed greenery, many of them are
alternately stacked upon each other, forming a checkered wall to
the right and to the left. The stacks grow taller the nearer we get
to the castle’s front entrance, and in the last stretch, even rise
and curve to form a tunnel. The sun shows through the open squares
and patterns the walkway to match.


  A few more strides take us to the gate. Of
polished stone like the rest of Eldrade, the gate would be easy to
climb, were it not enchanted to keep away any uninvited guests. For
that reason, there are no weaponed guards to welcome us. No traps
to catch us. No signs to warn us.


  “Place your hand to the latch,” I instruct
my ward.


  Unhappy that I have chosen to refrain from
explanation, Awyer is reluctant; but the backdrop for our adventure
is a mess of foreign blasts and chaos. Realizing this, Awyer
obliges. His hand touches the lock uninterrupted. If he would
venture any further, a repelling from the gate would be in order.
We will act with haste.


  “Speak this,” I tell him, and he
repeats:


  “A riddle of gold: If I have not been
invited, then why am I here? The invited, the uninvited. One cannot
be both. A being whom has not NOT been invited, must have been . .
. what? And a being whom has not been uninvited must be . . . what?
This truth I speak to you: I have not NOT been invited, nor have I
been uninvited.” Awyer’s hand upon the gate glows golden. “In the
presence of gold,” he finishes, “what does that make me?”


  The gate clicks.


  Awyer gives me a look. “That was less of a
riddle,” he says flatly, “and more so word trickery.”


  “All riddles are word trickery,” I tell him.
“Now come!”


  The gate spreads to allow us passage. We do
not tarry to enter the castle grounds.


  The grounds are strewn with more shaped
hedges – some of block, some of sphere, some of guardian likeness.
A leafy phoenix rises among a circle of fig trees. Other miniature
flowering trees wind in scrolling patterns along the clean, even
lawn.


  Awyer sprints – I float – to the second
blockade: the front door. Again I instruct my ward to place a hand
upon the impasse.


  “We are not uninvited,” he repeats at my
directive. “Open.”


  The doors swing, and Terrlgard itself
welcomes us with warm arms. Inside is nothing so warm. Casters dash
this way and that in disarray. Several of them gather in clumps
surrounding flat silver discs that show of Eldrade’s current state.
The casters mutter and twitch, and their skin glows of Amethyst.
Elsewhere, elders clothed in folding plum-colored robes bark orders
at their minions, instructing which enchants to use over which
plated discs. The discs are the windows into Eldrade, and the
casters are its true protectants.


  Awyer slinks through the entrance gallery,
my shadow trailing his, until we reach the connecting hall that
will lead us to our destination. The hall is small and adorned with
enchanted cutouts of fabric guardians. They slide along the walls
after us, portraying legends of the people. Our task is not with
them, so I bid Awyer forward, past doorway and offshoot, and guide
him straight. We will find what we seek at the end of this
hall.


  A third obstruction, an ornately carved door
of stone, meets us at the far side, but there is no need to tell it
our intent. After all, any who have made it this far surely have
done so with purpose. With this in mind, the door swings to allow
us entry into the Terrlgard throne room.


  A daunting stretch of clean white walls box
an area much longer than is wide. The walls are adorned with
nothing, for they are meant to be nothing but blank canvases to be
cast upon by light streaming through painted glass windows high on
the walls and ceiling. Dyed colorful, the light showcases the
windows’ true artwork. Images of kings in kingly glory are depicted
here and there, along with scenes of Eldrade’s most beautiful
locales, Fountain Terrace included.


  The light cast through the painted glass is
enough. There is not a need for other clutter. Thus, the room is
empty. So, too, is the smooth, chiseled throne. The King of Eldrade
is elsewhere, as are his attendants. All are scattered throughout
the levels of the castle, doing what they can to ward off the
threat they have not yet identified as Bloőd. The only sign of
life, my ward excluded, are a dozen lagging hummers keeping watch.
They will see what is about to transpire. They will report it to
their masters. And Awyer’s reputation will grow more than ever
before.


  “What now, Grim? Why have you taken us
here?”


  His words have already begun to unlock. They
are fueled with something greater than monotonous indifference.


  “The throne,” I say. “Sit upon it.”


  “You are mad.”


  I am entirely not mad. “Sit upon it, Awyer.
Trust in me and sit upon the throne.”


  Awyer’s tapping footsteps, which previously
echoed around the abandoned hall, go silent. Mine, on the other
hand, have always been silent.


  “I refuse to sit upon the king’s seat,”
Awyer says, obstinate. “They will toss me into the underground
prisons. They will knock down my home and seal my line! Is that
what you want, Grim?” Anger rises in him. And rightly so. The
consequences he speaks of are true. But there is a consequence more
imminent that must be remedied. Bloőd’s intrusion into the city is
a consequence of Eldrade’s stolen color. It is time for me to
confess.


  “Beyond the walls of Eldrade, there are a
great many things,” I say.


  “What has that to do with now?” Awyer now
speaks with traces of trepidation. Being in the throne room puts
him on edge. Though he refuses to go further, the shined floor
longs to meet his feet with each step; and he can sense it drawing
him to his rightful place.


  I recite the words he needs to hear:


  “For all living things, it is said, are
contained within a vessel. Made of material beyond man’s
comprehension, the Eternity Vessel rests suspended in the blackness
of time. Therein, the world is kept lingered between two powerful,
terrible sources: Azure and Bloőd. At the top, Azure, filled with
cunning and bide. At the bottom, Bloőd, of ardor and haste. Two
powers to hold a sphere.”


  Awyer blinks at me. “Two powers?” he
repeats. “And what of Amethyst?”


  “The third power, Amethyst, feeds from the
life sources of its mothers, Azure and Bloőd, and as such, is a
power stolen. Amethyst is Eldrade’s stolen color. A color to which
they no longer have claim.”


  “Grim.” Awyer narrows his eyes. “Do not be
vague.”


  “The people of Eldrade are not meant to
command Amethyst,” I say. “Not any longer. You see, more powerful
than either of its mothers, Amethyst can be wielded by only one
nation at a time. In ages past, wars were fought to gain rights to
such power. They were fought in cycle. The people holding Azure and
the people holding Bloőd were to periodically attack the people
holding Amethyst, under the understanding that the winner would be
the new holder of Amethyst and that the other powers would thereby
rotate. There was a system set in place so that no one nation would
dominate the power forever.”


  Letting his narrowness subside, Awyer looks
to the glassed ceiling. “Something happened.”


  “Yes. It went on in such a way, the powers
rotating every hundred years or so, until a new element was
introduced into the equation. The last time bequeathment occurred,
the victors, the new people of Amethyst, did something forbidden.
They used outside help to set up a barrier that would not allow any
to find their land. If the land could not be found, it could not be
attacked and the power could not be won. This magick of trickery
allowed a hitch in the system, thereafter halting the rotation of
power.”


  As it dawns upon Awyer, his eyes slide from
ceiling to wall. “Trickery like grandfather’s.”


  “Aye, it was with the craftiness of the
sphinxes that Eldrade’s powerful barrier enchants came into
existence. More specifically, it is because of ONE line of sphinxes
– Eldrade’s only line of sphinxes – that the Amethyst City
has awaited nothing for nearly a thousand years. That ends today.
It seems that after great lapse, cunning Bloőd has found a way
around your enchants. And they have come to steal back what was
stolen.”


  It is much for Awyer to take, but he no
longer questions. He looks to the throne with intent.


  “Sitting on the king’s seat will undo what
has been done?”


  I give him a small, half-truthful nod.


  Awyer’s footsteps echo as he briskly makes
his way to the throne.


  I am sorry for what I have held from my
sphinx, but if I tell him everything, he will not live through the
end of this battle. This is his destiny.


  Awyer reaches the throne and stops. Before
sitting, he brushes a hand along the grooved armrest on the chair’s
left. Two of the hummers zip away to alert the elders of the
treachery about to transpire. The rest remain, a tiny army of
scarlet and teal. Awyer locks eyes with mine. They are more slanted
than usual under the influence of suspicion. I nod to show my
support. He heaves a sigh and settles onto the seat he does not
believe is meant for him.


  Nothing happens a moment. And then a second
moment. In the third moment, however, the doors of the hall burst
open again and a single man, accompanied by the two escaped
hummers, enters. The man is dark beneath the eyes, with sleek black
hair that has been combed to the side, and a plum cloak to mark his
class. So an elder he is, though he does not appear olden.


  The man points to the throne and gives a
flick of his wrist. Though it is an intended assault to quake the
base, Awyer remains unharmed. No enchant can reach him from upon
the king’s chair.


  “What do you think you’re doing, stripling?”
the man hisses in a voice soft and high. The words are quiet, but
they reach from across the hall and linger in the space around our
ears.


  “Pay him no mind, Awyer,” I order. “And
speak these words: ‘A riddle of gold and Amethyst. If light were to
touch it, it would be dead.’”


  With the man rapidly sweeping toward us,
Awyer speaks the words.


  He speaks them in his disinterested way.


  He speaks them with the voice of a king.


  The incantation works.


  Before the stranger can reach the place of
the throne, he is assaulted. The man, cloak trailing fluidly,
doubles over. Then, out of his mouth, something comes. A bomb of
compacted Amethyst smoke propels from the hole between his
lips.


  Across the sterile room the ball flies at
us, its target Awyer. While he sits upon the polished throne, the
man’s Amethyst forces its way into his unsuspecting mouth and crams
into a place untouched by light.


  “AAAARGGH!” With the introduction of new
power, Awyer’s lungs begin a roar.


  “Breathe, my ward!” I instruct.
“Breathe.”


  In a matter of seconds, his veins are filled
with color stolen. Not only do they now contain his own Amethyst,
but the black-haired man’s as well. And that is not all.
Immediately to follow, a much larger blast of smoke plows into the
room from the adjoined hall adorned with fabric cutouts. Into the
room it comes, and down Awyer’s throat the purple smoke ball
goes.


  This time his roar echoes through the throne
room, bellowing this way and that along the walls of white.


  “AAAAAAARRRGGGH!”


  He has just ingested all of the Amethyst
formerly belonging to the casters of Terrlgard.


  Soon after comes a final bomb of cloud from
the Amethyst-imbued residents of Eldrade. The blast breaks through
a red and blue window high on the throne room’s wall, showering the
doubled-over man with shards of sparkling glass. If the man
responds, I cannot see, for at that moment, the whole of the room
is fogged by purple. It remains that way until Awyer ingests the
last of it – the tail of the last Amethyst cloud.


  Only now is my sphinx able to speak.


  “GRIM!” He coughs and clutches at his
throat, and cries to the ceiling. His veins now writhe faster and
hotter than before. He possesses more Amethyst power than any one
mortal should have. He possesses it all.


  The castle town of Eldrade has been left
powerless.


  Panting, Awyer glares in my direction.


  “Speak not, my ward! This was necessary!
With the Amethyst gone from the air, the attacks of Bloőd will
retreat. They are spelled to seek out Amethyst. Without Amethyst,
there is naught for them to attack. Their masters will be beguiled
for a time.”


  Awyer looks to his own changing flesh. “But
what of me? It aches more than before! Did I swallow the whole of
it?!”


  “You have, but the spells of Bloőd will not
find you. The Amethyst hides beneath the blessing of the sphinxes.
The golden power within you masks it. You are safe. You will live.
And so, too, will the people of Eldrade. For now, at least.”


  But Awyer is not glad. He shows an
expression I have never before seen from him.


  It is rage.


  “You lied to me, Grim! You–”


  “I did nothing of the sort. I saved you
and your people. And it is no fault of mine. This was
destined to happen from the beginning. The sphinx line was always
to take the power at the end of Eldrade’s time, in exchange for
outwitting Bloőd and Azure.”


  This is the truth. In a deal made in ages
past, Awyer’s ancestors aided the Eldradeans in exchange for the
power Awyer now contains. I know it is truth because I was there.
Long have I followed Awyer’s family line. Long have I known what
was to come. Long have I lived.


  Awyer wants to ask more of me, but to that
regard, he is unable. The black-haired man, who was so unfortunate
as to enter this chamber at all, rises from the floor and begins to
stagger toward us on uneasy legs. No doubt he is feeling the
effects of being without Amethyst for the first time. “You
shouldn’t have done that, stripling,” he says, voice yet light and,
in addition, melodic. Because my shadow is hidden, he believes
Awyer to be alone. “It’ll be your head. If you know what’s good for
you, you’ll retract it now.”


  “Fear him not, Awyer. There is nothing they
can do to you. You hold more power than any,” I say.


  “I do not want it,” Awyer utters
under his breath.


  “You cannot outrun things predestined,” I
state. But although I play stony, Awyer’s distress touches a part
of me it should not. I wish him not to be troubled.


  Compromising.


  “Ask of him his name,” I issue, to distract
myself.


  “What is your name?” says Awyer.


  “You don’t know?” The man’s lip curls. “I am
Count Bexwin, elder of Eldrade and attendant to the king.”


  I have heard of him.


  “And is it not true that you also, in
secret, advise the Pates?” I ask via Awyer.


  Count Bexwin is caught unaware. A secret
kept in shame is often unnerving when brought to light. “A nasty
lie,” he retorts, singsong. “A rumor spread by those who would see
me fall. I purely offer council to the troubled denizens that wish
to repent their misdeeds.”


  But I see and hear many things others should
not. His intentions are not so pure.


  “What should I do?” Awyer mutters from the
corner of his mouth.


  “Tell him to halt.”


  Awyer does.


  “Or what?” the man teases. “What will the
stripling do?”


  “You must show him, Awyer, the power you
contain.” I observe that the rest of the hummers have absconded.
Their masters will surely return soon. “True, your Amethyst has yet
to fully emerge – seventeen has yet to come – but it may be
forced.” I place a hand on his. “Lift your arm and will the broken
glass into the air. Enchants are merely about breathing your will
into the objects around you.”


  But Awyer has never wanted to become a
caster. His reluctance hits peak.


  “Lift your hand, Awyer! You are now most
powerful!”


  Awyer grumbles. He would rather not. It is
his take on everything. He would simply rather not. Were things his
way, he would live alone in a quiet clearing, never to be bothered
again. But that is not suitable for a boy of such great
destiny.


  I push his hand up from below and speak into
his ear. “Lift your fingers and will the broken to rise.”


  And with my hand below his, he does. The
shards of colored glass obediently rise into the air and hover.
Bexwin takes no notice. The floating pieces are at his back. He
continues to sweep his robes along the floor in our direction.


  “Will them to fall. Will them to shatter
even more against the ground. Will them to clash and clamor so that
he might witness your power.”


  With an even jaw, Awyer sets sights on the
floating cluster behind Bexwin. He breathes in through his nose and
–


  CLASH!


  – A most powerful clashing erupts in the
air. Not only has Awyer caused the cluster to fall, he has caused
all windows in the chamber to burst. Bexwin, warned of the danger
by the cracking of glass, takes refuge beneath his robes. Awyer is
not so reactive. He covers his head with only his hands as
sparkling shards of glass are flung from the heavens. I fly up to
shield him; a useless maneuver, for the glass moves directly
through me and makes contact with all of his exposed flesh.


  Awyer bleeds. Cut by a myriad of broken
glass bits, Awyer bleeds much.


  “MY WARD!” I did not anticipate that his
first enchant would have an outcome so weighted. But of course. He
possesses the power of a thousand men. Untrained and too powerful,
what other outcome might there have been?


  I cradle him with hands only he can see. I
am nowhere near as potent as my ward now is, yet I focus all energy
on forcing the shards away from him. The decision is not so smart.
Some tear through his flesh on the way out.


  “No!”


  What might I do?! Giving in to alarm, I
panic to think of a solution. I could enchant his clothing to bind?
Or his skin to close?


  Yes, I place my hands on his chest and will
his blood to clot and his flesh to close. Enchanting a living thing
is not impossible, though it is far more difficult than spelling
something without life. In order to enchant him, I must battle his
body’s will to bleed.


  And his body’s will to bleed is strong.


  I am stronger.


  Because I must be.


  Because I am his keeper and he shall be mine
until the day he dies. That day is not today, and so I must be
stronger. He must live because he is not finished.


  And also . . . because of compromising
things. Because I do not want to see him bleed.


  I do not want to see his pain.


  Within my chest, my heart moves oddly.


  Awyer’s flesh closes slowly, and by the time
I am finished, Bexwin is gone, along with my breath. I fall over
the injured boy. The hummers remain flitting about us, keen-eyed.
They, too, are results of Amethyst enchants, and they, too, will
eventually fall. After depleting the last of their stored energy,
ALL enchanted things of Eldrade will fall. Whether the process
takes hours or weeks, it matters not; we will not be here to see
it.


  “Ugh.”


  A small noise comes from beneath my
embrace.


  “Awyer!” I allow him space. “Do you
ail?!”


  Awyer shakes his head before sitting up to
prove it. From there, he looks to the shattered glass coating the
ground and then upward to the pane-less windows. “I did that,” he
says.


  He is far from gladdened by the notion.


  “You did.”


  “It is your fault.” He groans and returns to
lie on the space of floor kept bare by his fallen body. “What
now?”


  “Much.”


  “And the time?” He scans my hair. “You have
started to turn from gray to black.”


  “I am charcoal, and the sun is setting.”


  With averseness, he ventures, “That count
went to fetch an army.”


  “You are wrong. The casters are recuperating
from having their magicks stolen, and the count has undoubtedly
warned them of your power. They will not come for you. They would
be foolish.” I lean over his body to inspect him for unfaithful
wounds, pleased that there are none.


  While I am inspecting him, he is inspecting
me.


  “You should do the same,” he says.


  Now it is my turn to be caught unaware.
“W-what?”


  “Recuperate, Grim.” He reaches a few lazy
fingertips to the side of my face. “You do not look well.”


  I am weak. Not only in body, but in
resolution. Though there is no reason I ought to, I delight in the
way his eyes, dark-edged and primal and more like an animal than
any person’s, stare at me with hints of concern. His golden irises
– which make claim to the golden blessing he holds – for now, are
set on me.


  “You are no longer angry with me?” I ask
softly.


  “I would be if I had the energy,” he
says.


  “You may be angry, but I am not. I am glad
the power has bequeathed to you. I am glad the reign of Eldrade is
finally through. And I am glad you are unhurt.”


  I allow my hand to make contact with his
fingers on my cheek. Awyer’s destiny flashes to the forefront of my
mind:


   



  Awyer stands atop a pillar, encompassed in a
funnel of Amethyst smoke. Soundless, the air around him rises,
pushing the cloud higher and higher until there is nothing less
than a direct line to the heavens.


  From below him, a golden light shines,
through which stoic faces are visible. One rises above the rest.
Part man, part lion, the being offers a token to the deliverer that
is Awyer.


   



  “We shall set out when my hair returns to
white.” I drop his hand and float to my feet. I move toward the
entrance of the room. Awyer follows, feet crunching the glass of
the floor with each step.


  “To where, Grim?” he says.


  “The Golden Lands.”


  “Homeland of the sphinxes?”


  “Your homeland, Awyer.”


  “They will hardly welcome a man holding only
a quarter of their blood.”


  “They will welcome a boy, destined to
deliver their promised power.”


  None too happy, Awyer glances at me
sidelong. I will explain if I must.


  “Am I correct to assume that you do not wish
to keep the Amethyst within you?” I say.


  Awyer’s glance does not let up.


  I continue, “We will bestow it upon your
relatives and you will become free. Forever free from the stolen
color.”


  With this, his gait piques. It is a tempting
offer for a boy who would rather not hold all of the power of
Amethyst. Even more tempting for a boy who would rather not hold
any. Again, I have refrained from telling him everything in store.
Our journey will not be one of ease, and Awyer does not yet know of
the forces beyond Eldrade’s fallen barrier. I will guide him, as I
always have, through the outer lands of Bloőd and Azure, through
the brushlands and mountains that surround this place, and through
the many who will stand to oppose him.


  In the next hall there is no one. The
enchanted fabric cutouts twitch on the floor, dying at our feet.
Then again, they never truly held real life at all.


  It is not until we reach the entrance
gallery that we are welcomed by the living. A few foolish guards,
fool-hearted enough to obey the king and face the powerful sphinx
sorcerer, form a line before the door, barring his path and
wielding whatever objects they have managed to acquire from the
king’s store. Dull spear alongside dull sword, for the first time
in nearly a thousand years, weapons hold some sort of importance to
the magick-minded people.


  “Tell them aside,” I say.


  “Aside.”


  They do not budge, for which they are
gaunt-faced.


  “Raise your hand,” I instruct of my
fief.


  He does nothing of the sort. He fears what
will happen if he forces the guards away. Would they go crashing
through the walls with the twist of his hand? Would their spines be
torn from their bodies by the twitch of his fingers? “Simply raise
it as a warning. There is not need for you to follow through,” I
tell him.


  Awyer takes a step. The guards, trembling at
the knees, refuse to budge. Sighing, Awyer resorts to lifting a
hand. The guards clear away as if on cue. My ward shows a look of
displeasure – directed at me – before moving through the newly
cleared space and exiting Terrlgard Castle once and for all.


  Outside, the courtyard’s blocked hedges have
already reverted to messy blobs of green. Stored enchants
exhausted, they return to the form rightfully theirs.


  “Look straight ahead, Awyer. The king and
his council will be watching from the highest towers. They wish to
know what you will do.” This is what we have prepared for. May his
built reputation keep them away. “Hold your resolve,” I say.


  The idea of resolve is silly on Awyer;
though however silly it may be, the thought of removing the
Amethyst from his veins is enough to make the boy submit to my
order. He walks with firm shoulders and a steady bearing, away from
Terrlgard Castle and to the unassuming storehouse that will shelter
him from the results of his actions.


  There we will remain until the morn.


  Throughout the night, the city outside is
alive with shouts and clashes. Enchanted things are beginning to
fall, as anything built with magicks will eventually fall. The
Eldradeans will be forced to rebuild their city from the ground up.
An ill fate for a people who have been spoiled for centuries by
daughter Amethyst. At least they are alive. Their fate would not be
so if not for Awyer.


  My ward pretends to sleep against the soft
pile of grain. I, too, lean into it, but it does not react to my
nonexistent body this time. Awyer was right. I am worn. A great
deal of enchants were cast by me today, and my strength is waning.
I cannot spare magicks on enchanting the pile to receive me as it
did this morning.


  It is fine. There is another thing I can
lean against even without enchant.


  I settle next to Awyer and listen to him
breathe until it changes from rushed and awake to slow and deep.
With me by his side, my fief falls into slumber. He is the last
sphinx of a diluted line, the last of his relations to hold the
golden blessing. I was with his mother’s father and his
great-greats. I have been with them since their arrival into
Eldrade so many years ago. With fortune, I have observed the craft
of his ancestors. With fortune, I may feed him the wile he was born
without. Centuries run long. We are nearing the end of our
time.


  “Sleep while you can, my sphinx.”


  Beneath his flesh, stolen color thrashes. He
winces in his sleep. It brings me no joy. I close my eyes and
pretend to sleep, too.


  In the midnight hours, my hair darkens to
deepest onyx – though there is no one to see it. Even when it
reverts to palest white, signaling the arrival of morn, Awyer
continues to breathe heavily.


  I remain with eyes closed and listen.
Outside, it is eerily quiet. I do not need to exit to know that
desertion has overswept this place. In fear of Awyer, the
Eldradeans have fled.


  It is the unwise response of an unwise
people. The things they need to fear are out there, in the wilds
where Awyer and I have yet to traverse.


   



  “Time to rise,” I whisper into my ward’s
ear. “Our journey begins.”




  Chapter III: Fiend


   



  “You are giddy,” Awyer observes. “Stern Grim
has gone.”


  Truth. I have turned giddy. With an
invisible giggle, I circle him, skimming the ground with my toes as
I go.


  Fallen Eldrade lies behind us; an expanse of
mountainous highlands rolls before. Coated in green, the mountains
rise sharply, fall just as suddenly, and dot the land without
remorse. The trek is work for Awyer. I, in contrast, glide with
effortlessness.


  “You know, Awyer, you too could float.
Enchant the wind to carry you.”


  He shakes his head.


  “Then enchant a bush to crawl the ground for
you. Sit upon it lazily. Play king.”


  He frowns and draws attention to the sky.
“The color is wrong,” he says.


  “The sky is naturally blue. It is meant to
be that way.”


  “The taste differs.”


  “Free from the false enchants of Eldrade,” I
say.


  “Hm.” Feeling no loyalty for his country,
Awyer takes no offense.


  “Do you pledge fealty to any?” I ask of him.
“King or god or land?” A stupid question, one to which I already
know the answer, I ask solely so that he might reflect on his own
faithlessness.


  Alas, Awyer does not humor me, simply
remains silent and continues to trek.


  We move on through ragged brushland peppered
with squat trees. Twisting, the gnarled branches not so pleasantly
bring to mind the knobbed fingers of a crone I once knew. Even the
dark, rippled bark is true to her skin. I would remember the touch
of it anywhere.


  But that tale I shall save for another time.
Awyer does not seem particularly interested in hearing from me now
anyway. He moves through the brush without conviction or interest.
All I can do is lead him, and I do, between and around the hills
coating the landscape. Shorter ones we climb. Taller ones we
bypass. Awyer follows faithfully, never realizing I do not truly
know the way. For now, I wish only to get far from Eldrade, my
prison of nearly a thousand years.


  At midday, we stop for respite. Awyer
removes a loaf from his satchel.


  “I am surprised it has not turned to mush,”
I say. “The baker responsible more than likely used enchants in its
creation.”


  “The baker did not.”


  Ah, so the baker was Awyer himself.


  “You will have to use enchants sooner or
later, Awyer, if you ever wish to reach the Golden Lands.”


  “How long?” he says offhandedly.


  Dread. I knew it would come up
eventually.


  I play dense. “How long?” I repeat.


  Because he knows that I am wholly aware of
what he means, Awyer gives me an unfavorable expression. “Until
we arrive.”


  I say naught.


  My sphinx’s dislike of speaking cannot
restrain his curiosity on this important matter. Perhaps the boy
has never wanted anything more than he wants to be rid of Amethyst,
the stolen color he did not ask to steal. He presses, “Weeks?
Months?”


  Even so, I still return with nothing.


  Awyer bites into the loaf and stares
pensively into my face. He will not let it go. This time, silence
is not enough to appease him.


  “The Golden Lands cannot be found by any but
the sphinxes,” I say, conceding. “Neither man nor faerie nor rock
imp.”


  “You have been there,” he wrongly
assumes.


  “When I joined with your ancestor, he and
his kin were already on their way to Eldrade,” I say.


  My ward grows impatient. “Then, he told you
of its location,” he says, perturbed.


  “The way cannot be uttered.”


  “Grim?”


  By this time, he has guessed the truth –
that I have not an inkling as to where the Golden Lands are. I have
not a clue how to reach our goal. Though I know without a doubt
that we will get there eventually, he and I are wandering
blindly.


  Awyer’s future has always had an uncanny way
of revealing itself at pivotal moments in my ward’s life, offering
enlightened fragments that make clear the path to take. Being the
good warden that I am, I have used these fragments of forememory on
many an occasion to guide my fief past hurdles in the way of his
destiny. At present, something is amiss. Although I have repeatedly
made our hands to touch since leaving the fallen city, nothing new
has been shown to me. The path remains hidden.


  Awyer bites into the loaf again, this time
as if with retaliation. He says nothing. And he still says nothing
even after we end our respite. Nor does he speak a word when we
stop in the night for camp.


   



  A second day passes before he speaks
again.


   



  “What is your plan?” he grumbles as we reach
the apex of an unimpressive mount.


  At last.


  I have been waiting for his words, even
though I know my answer will set him into another cold spell. For
this reason, I let them ring in my ears an indulgent amount of
time. I overlook the vastness of mountland before us. In the
distance to the east, against the rising sun, sits the largest peak
of all: Ensecré.


  “Grim.” My name is said sternly.


  I have no choice but to yield. “Seventeen’s
emergence of power,” I tell him, preparing for frost. “It will come
soon, and when it does, I believe that the way will be shown to
you. Until then, I seek only to move away from Eldrade.”


  Awyer, reminded of the fate to befall him,
looks to his arms. “It runs hot.”


  I nod. “I know. And your birthday is–”


  “The day after next.”


  I nod again.


  This time when we descend, Awyer takes the
lead. Now that he understands that we have no current destination,
he chooses not to let deceitful me be his guide. I do not blame
him.


  In the evening, it begins to rain. A hot
rain but cool compared to Awyer’s twisting veins, I am sure. All
water, rain or fount, has its own magickal properties. The tears of
the sky. The purest substance of all. Even I am wetted by its
influence. I use an Amethyst enchant to will it away from us. The
droplets veer from our bodies, instead making contact with the
ground to either side of where we walk. In this way, we travel
protected for a time, beneath an umbrella-like barrier, until Awyer
insists we stop.


  “You will tire too quickly if you keep that
up all night,” he says.


  And so we retire earlier than we would,
sheltering ourselves in a drippy mountainside cavern – a cavern
which, we find out quickly, is already occupied. A community of
fidgety slaywings has claimed the space as theirs.


  Small flying creatures with dark bodies and
glittering white eyes, slaywings are untroublesome . . . for the
most part. The miniature beasts have wingspans the length of human
ulnas, which when closed behind their backs appear to be nothing
more than long, sharp tails. In dampness, they cannot fly. If they
cannot fly, they must crawl. It is in that closed position that the
slaywings use their four insectile legs to scuttle about the
floor.


  The scuttling is what makes them less than
pleasant housemates.


  They creep the floor, white eyes glowing, in
a specific pattern, inching toward us but retreating into the
darkness before we can clearly see them. Ever, they remain just out
of focus – a phenomenon most unsettling for Awyer, who is not
accustomed to the creatures’ territorial behavior.


  “They will not bother you,” I assure,
noticing his stiffness. “They are night hunters. Were it not
raining, they would take flight. Because they cannot, they merely
convey that this cave is their temporary home.”


  Awyer nods to show he has heard. Hair matted
to his neck, the damp boy has taken to leaning against the wall and
gazing at the rain. He does not appear to want to discuss the
slaywings at all.


  “It is strange, however,” I continue, paying
his reluctance no mind. “They are usually drawn to death plots.
Potter’s fields. Tombs. They enjoy the vibration emitted from
deceased things. Bones, for instance, give out a low hum inaudible
to you or me, but one that they would find drawing.”


  There is not wood within our shelter;
otherwise I would will it to spark into fire. It is a shame. Soon
the dark indigo of the sky through the rain will transform to inky
blackness, and then the scuttling will become even more unsettling.
Fire would be a comfort.


  “If you do not like it, you could enchant
them away from us,” I suggest of my ward.


  Awyer, still gazing, shakes his head.


  “Then I shall–”


  “Leave them be, Grim. It is their home.”


  “Very well.”


  Silence settles, broken only by scuttling
and delicate rainfall. Moments elapse before, without breaking his
stare from the rain, Awyer speaks:


  “We should stay here until emergence
happens. The Lands might be on the other side of Eldrade. Venturing
further is pointless.”


  He has sense. Truthfully, there was not need
for us to come this far. I was driven by a selfish wish to flee.
That same wish also drove my deceit that has laid a damper on our
rapport.


  “Very well,” I say again, seeking to repair
what I have undone.


  Awyer rests his forehead against his hand.
Few worded he may be, there are many thoughts streaming through his
mind.


  “If you are wondering what the emergence
will entail–”


  He shakes his head. “I have seen it happen
to many. The skin of my arms will darken to full Amethyst. The
burning will cease.” He stops, but there is more he wishes to
say.


  “Go on,” I coax.


  “It is . . .” He finally flickers his stare
from the rain. “Will it change?”


  A scary thought, to be sure. Now that he
holds all of Eldrade’s Amethyst, his already massive power will
increase tenfold upon emergence. It will be even harder to
control.


  “You will soon see,” I say.


  Displeased with the answer, Awyer’s brow
flattens. “Has it not already emerged? I cast enchants at
Terrlgard.”


  Yes, but that was nothing compared to what
will be. Not that I can tell him something like that. It will only
serve to burden him more. But I fear he already knows that. His
gaze reverts to the rain.


  I float to where he slouches. He is too near
the edge of the cavern. The ground around him is wetted. “Do not
let it worry you, my fief. The day after tomorrow will tell.”


  Awyer sighs. His eyes are dim, his posture
defeated. I block him from the cavern’s mouth by hopping in front
of the where he stares, so that his attention is forced on me.


  “Try not to dwell on it,” I tell him. “Think
of other things.”


  Slowly, he slides down the wall, to the
ground. His stare scans mine. He says nothing. I say nothing. The
slaywings scuttle.


  Then, there in the damp cave with an
audience of scuttlers, Awyer’s eyes, ancient and golden, narrow and
he asks a question he has never before asked.


  “How old are you, Grim?”


  The fact that he suddenly takes interest in
such catches me off guard.


  “I have seen thousands of years,” I say.
“W-why do you ask?”


  “You never age.”


  “I am made to match my ward. I have seen
thousands of years but am reborn each time I form a new pact. Were
I pacted to an old man, I, too, would be old.”


  Awyer continues to scan my face. “When we
made pact, I was a child. You were not. You have not changed.”


  “That is because . . .” But I cannot tell
him the truth because the truth would reveal too much. A sacred
truth. A hidden truth. One that makes me conflict.


   



  A naefaerie is reborn at the very age their
ward will die.


   



  A closing in my throat reminds me of things
too compromising to state aloud. “How old do I look?” I ask him,
voice weak.


  He takes no thought in answering. “You look
to be my equal.”


  A fear I have had awhile.


  That apparent, I turn my cheek to him. “Go
to sleep, Awyer.”


  Alas, he continues to gaze, no longer at the
rain. “You are fair, Grim,” he says softly. “It is a shame others
cannot see you.”


  Because he has never said a thing like that
to me before, the comment makes the hair of my arms stand upright,
though I cannot bring myself to admit that it is from some variety
of selfish, twisted delight.


  To the people of Eldrade, naefaeries are
alike consciences. Eldrade-born naefaeries share a common loyalty
to their people. Eldrade-born naefaeries are young. None remember
the color wars. None remember Bloőd or Azure. I, however, am a
naefaerie of uncommon descent. I was born beyond the walls of
Eldrade. I remember, and so I never was Awyer’s conscience.
Nor can I say if I have ever really been his friend. A companion,
yes; and in his younger years, we diverted often, but Awyer would
never consider me ‘fair’. Why should he be thinking that way
now?


  Nay, why would any pactor think of
their warden that way? It is unheard of.


  When I gain the courage to meet Awyer’s eyes
again, they are closed. My ward has obeyed my order. I have obeyed
nothing. The compromising thoughts I have had for my sphinx
continue to grow.


   



  And in the middle of the night, I am
punished for it.


   



  While Awyer sleeps, breathing in rain-moist
breaths, I watch him without fail, deep in thought – so deep that I
do not realize a disturbance in the rain.


  It is in rain’s nature is to fall downward.
Rightly, rain ought to hit the ground and soak into the earth and
quench the land. Because I am enthralled with Awyer’s sleeping
state, I do not notice a very crucial incongruity: The rain has
begun to reverse.


  Due to my fixation, I have unknowingly
compromised our safety.


  I notice that something is off only after
the slaywings break their pattern. The absence of scuttling alerts
me to a coming power – a power made fully apparent the moment the
whole of the cavern becomes lit with red smoke, revealing the truth
of our shelter.


  Bones are embedded in the ceiling and walls,
previously hidden, spelled to avert those of foreign power, shown
only in the presence of red smoke – the same smoke that was not too
long ago invading Awyer’s city. Again Bloőd’s power surrounds
us.


  Awyer and I are not resting in a mere
cavern: We are resting beneath a burial ground. And what is more,
we are in the middle of a dead-raising ritual. The concealed bones,
the reversed rain, and Bloőd all surmount to one thing: Somewhere
above us, a necromancer is working his trade.


  “Awyer!” I am over my ward’s body in a
flash. “Get up!”


  On this occasion, Awyer is not slow to wake.
His eyes snap, and to his feet he bolts. In slight disarray, he
paws at the smoky air. “More of this?” he grogs, tongue heavy with
sleep.


  “A necromancer is using the adverse weather
to his or her advantage.”


  “Necromancer?”


  “A raiser of the dead. We have been unlucky
enough to wander into a tomb!”


  Awyer notes the bones at the same instant I
mention them. “So let us go!” He makes way for the cave’s
mouth.


  “No!” I zip to cut him off. “There is power
in the water. Necromancers are masters of water. And behold,” – I
gesture to outside – “there is much water from which this
particular necromancer may draw. We must develop a strategy.”


  “All right then, what would you sug–”
Awyer’s words are cut short, for he is distracted by a new
disturbance.


  With the necromancer sucking moisture from
the air, the cave is becoming increasingly dry – a most favorable
outcome for the bone-loving slaywings, who, no longer under the
shackles of dampness, decide to take immediate flight. All at once,
they spread their pointed wings and fly to the center of the cave’s
ceiling, crowding around a rather large grouping of skulls.


  The skulls in question have just begun to
vibrate stronger than any of the other bones – so strong, in fact,
that the hum emitted from them becomes audible to even Awyer and
me.


  Awyer’s attitude toward them is stony. “Will
they come to life?” he asks, eyeing them up with begrudging.


  “It depends entirely on the wishes of the
necromancer. It would be foolish to raise the dead so far gone. The
task is far easier with a fresher corpse. It is probably the
necromancer’s will to liven a corpse up there.” I point to the
ceiling. “A corpse buried freshly and shallowly or not buried at
all.”


  “Then why are the bones here reacting?”


  “It may be a side effect of a young
necromancer with too much water to draw from. Notice the rain being
pulled upward from ground to heaven. Too much power for a new
sorcerer can often have unpredictable results.” As Awyer knows all
too personally. The shattering glass is ripe in his memory.


  “And if the bones awaken?” Awyer’s attitude
turns suspicious. He sizes them up as though they may spring to
life at any moment.


  Indeed, they may.


  “If they awaken, they will seek out new
flesh to cover their bones,” I say, shrugging to belittle the
threat.


  “Ours?” he says.


  “We are nearest.”


  “Pray tell, Grim, then why are we
waiting?”


  “Because you are going to combat them with
your Amethyst. Amethyst power trumps Bloőd and Azure in a
head-to-head duel. You will take charge of the bones and force them
to combat their master.”


  Awyer looks to his swimming veins. “Two days
remain before I am seventeen.”


  Aye, but emergence is on the verge.


  “Heed this, Awyer: Seventeen is merely a
cultural standard – the acceptable moment for one to release the
tap. True, it will release on its own at that time if you do not do
it before then, but it is by no means the only way. You, my fief,
have already tapped into a small portion of the power within your
veins. YOU may choose to force emergence along. It is difficult,
yes, which is why I did not suggest it before now, but it grows
easier the nearer you come to seventeen; and when faced with
danger, the task becomes necessity and is therefore natural.
You have no choice but to release it.”


  As what I have said sinks in, the focus of
Awyer’s negative attitude turns from the bones to me. Per usual, he
would rather not.


  “There are other ways,” he says. “Like
running.”


  “Into the rain where the unstable
necromancer draws his very power? Do not be daft.” I challenge him:
“And more importantly, do not be cowardly.”


  “And YOU do not be deceptive, Grim. You know
there are other ways, but you plan to force my emergence so that
the way to the Golden Lands will be revealed sooner. You use this
to your advantage.”


  Ah. My ward sees through my tricks.


  “Is that not what you want as well?” I say
in defense. “To make way to the Golden Lands and unhand the burden
of your power?”


  Awyer looks at me dryly, and then –


  “What must I do?” he says with an
outbreath.


  I have him. And his cooperation is in the
nick of time. The vibration of the bones has grown to roaring. Two
of them fall from the ceiling to the hard, rugged ground. Being
brittle things, they should crack, but Bloőd catches them and
cushions the fall. Several of the slaywings swoop to follow.


  One of the fallen skulls, vibrating even
more vigorously than the others, rises from the floor, embraced in
a cloud of Bloőd, and hovers at man height. The skeleton’s pieces
are readying to form. The skull is commander.


  From somewhere at the back of the cave,
another white piece – possibly a femur – flies to meet its
leader.


  “The body is gathering, Awyer!”


  “Again, what must I do?”


  Ah yes. It is time to coach him through the
process. If we are successful, we will have gained two days.
Success is imperative.


  I glide to his side. “Your arms burn,” I
tell him, “and while it is natural to numb the pain with your mind,
you must not. You must give in. Allow it to burn. WILL it to burn.
Delight in its burn.”


  “But I do not delight in its
burn.”


  Another piece of skeleton flies from the
wall to join the skull and leg bone. The slaywings react with zest;
some begin to swoop from ceiling to skeleton and back to ceiling.
Over our heads they fly, white eyes rolling.


  “The key is to force yourself to relish in
it. Here–” With a backdrop of reversed rain and an audience of
crazed fliers, I position Awyer at the mouth of the cave, directly
across from the forming foe. I take stance behind him and speak
into his ear:


  “Lock eyes on the threat. Feel the burn of
your arms. Your body wishes to react.”


  Awyer, in an attempt to overcome reluctance,
nods at his opponent, who has just gained several vertebrae and a
piece of pelvis.


  “Now,” I say sternly into his ear, “close
your eyes.”


  Disinclined to allow for a moment of
spirituality, Awyer gives a disobedient look from over his
shoulder. Because I do not anticipate the action, my lips, still
close to his ear, brush against a bit of his hair. I am swift to
pull away. But Awyer reacts something peculiar. The corner of his
mouth twitches. He is an imp. He finds my seriousness amusing. In
the midst of danger, he yet maintains his blasé outlook.


  I was wrong. He is not a coward. But he
is a fool.


  “Do it,” I order.


  Sighing, Awyer closes his eyes. I check to
be sure before resuming command, this time with more haste. The
skeleton has gained several vital pieces, and the possibility that
it might truly complete and attack is becoming more and more
tangible.


  I slide a hand down Awyer’s arm. His skin
reacts to the Amethyst in my body by hissing hot. Awyer
flinches.


  “You make your breathing short to cope with
pain. Cease. Take in long breaths. Indulge in the burn. Your own
Amethyst is in there, mingled with the rest. Find it and take
charge of it. The rest may not naturally wish to obey you, but your
own Amethyst will. Find it and force it from your hands – palm and
fingertip.”


  For a moment, I wonder if Awyer is trying,
even. I hear no change in his breathing as I rapidly flick
attention from him to the forming bone mass.


  And then I spot it. Awyer’s skin begins to
darken in hue.


  “That is it, my ward! Delight in your
pain!”


  But Awyer visibly does NOT delight in his
pain at all. “Grim.” He struggles to speak through his
teeth.


  I float to his front side and place my hands
at either side of his face. “Breathe, my fief. Breathe and
burn.”


  His cheeks are cool compared to the searing
of his arms.


  “Let it go. Make a conscious effort not to
resist the burn. Embrace it, and force it down your arms. It may
feel like dragging a rake over seared skin now, but in a moment it
will be over. Endure, my ward.”


  Teeth bared, Awyer’s face becomes configured
into a grimace of pain. I steal a look at the nearly complete
skeleton at my back. Though it has clearly borrowed some parts –
the ribs are inconsistent, and one arm is much longer than the
other – it almost resembles a full set.


  “Make haste!”


  My ward’s shoulders jerk. His jaw grinds.
His brow twitches. I am to be stern with him. I am to coax him
along. I am to be his keeper.


  “Focus, Awyer!”


  But as I shout at him, I cannot keep from
developing an ache. In the chest region, I ache. Small at first,
the intrusion brings to light latent unwanted sympathies. This
emergence must be, . . . yet I wish it were not so. Whether boy or
man or ward, Awyer’s unwilling, unsocial manner has always been
overshadowed by a quiet elegance. Even a watered-down sphinx is
still a sphinx. And sphinxes are enticing creatures all on their
own. It is . . . painful to see a naturally urbane creature under
duress.


  I should be firm with him. I should be
strict with my charge, but I am not. I cannot. Without
understanding quite why I do so, I move my lips to Awyer’s forehead
and show him something I ought not: physical vulnerability. A very
small kiss is followed these words: “You are nearly there, my
sphinx. I am sorry for your pain. It will be worth it. Please trust
me.”


  Sincerity is not becoming of a naefaerie. I
sound far, far too weak.


  Yet, somehow, my weakness gives Awyer
strength. No sooner do I utter the words, than he opens his eyes.
Imbued with new ferocity, dark-lined, they find mine. “All right,”
he says. And then, yet looking at me, he draws a breath and makes
concentrated his brow.


  The frenzied slaywings shoot through the
Bloőd smoke. The formed bones rattle and shake. And from somewhere
above, atop the cave, an escalating rumble sounds. As suspected,
the true corpse is up yonder with the necromancer. Our skeletal foe
does not seem to know or care. It continues to gain animation.


  I look again to Awyer, and he has not taken
his eyes off of me. His posture and expression remain how they
were, but a change is occurring within. I can sense it.


  “Now?” I ask.


  Awyer’s breathing is finally even and deep.
He gives me one concrete nod and then –


  “HYUUUUUU!”


  From his hands, smoke is born. Purple in
color and thick in weight, the purest Amethyst smoke emits from his
body. I see only a glimpse of it before the entire cavern erupts.
In a flash, rock and bone and slaywing go bursting through the air
as Awyer’s immeasurable power is released in a terrible
explosion.


  Because Amethyst will not directly attack
Amethyst, he and I are spared from destruction. Even so, the force
knocks us to our backs.


  I am pushed to the ground, unable to move
until the din has subsided.


  When I am at last able to catch my bearings,
I see that our surroundings have changed greatly. I hover in the
middle of a cleared space, surrounded by all manner of debris from
the explosion. An entire cavern lies scattered in bone-covered bits
to every side of where it once stood. The rain has reverted to a
natural fall. The necromancer is no more.


  All-powerful Awyer lies a few strides away
on his stomach, unmoving.


  “My fief!” I attempt a dash to where he is
but quickly find that the wind has been knocked from me. I cannot
lift from the ground. Awyer’s Amethyst might not have attacked me
per se, but it DID move through me. As a result, my composition is
temporarily vague – even vaguer than usual.


  Faint, I fall back into a hover just above
the wetting soil. In the midnight hour, my hair has come to match
the blackened sky. I stare into the heavens. A sky without stars,
clouded by rain.


  I do not see Awyer rise. I hear him rise.
And a moment later, he staggers into view.


  “Awyer.” My voice comes dim.


  Awyer recognizes it. Squint and frown
equally intense, he enters into a crouch over where I lie. “Grim.
You are–”


  “Do your veins yet burn?” I cut him off.


  He shakes his head.


  “But they are heavy?”


  “Heavier.”


  I observe the way they now blare full
Amethyst. “Emergence is through,” I say. “Your power is rivaled by
none.”


  His eyes show contempt. “I will not use
it.”


  He is naïve. Volatile magicks have been
unlocked, and it will be impossible to keep them contained.
Furthermore, if we are to reach the Golden Lands, we will require
as much power as is possible. Exertion is a necessity.


  No matter. Something more pressing must be
discussed. “Has the way become clear to you?” I ask hopefully.


  “No.”


  That is unfortunate. I attempt to keep my
disappointment from showing. “We will find another way,” I say.


  But Awyer is not at all concerned about
that. “You are weak, Grim.” He serves to impede the rain from
falling on my face.


  “I am fine. Merely unstable for a time.”


  The boy-turned-caster is quiet. Nearly
drenched, his hair sprinkles droplets onto mine.


  “Find somewhere in the rubble to take
shelter,” I charge him. “Leave me to lie here.”


  “I will carry you.”


  I shake my head. “I think it best I remain
as I am until I steady. The rain is becoming nothing more than mist
anyway.”


  Awyer scans the blast site and nods. “All
right.” But instead of scurrying to find some bit of dryness, he
settles into place next to me.


  “What are you doing?” I say.


  “I will stay, too.”


  “But the rain–!”


  “Is not bad. As you have just said.”


  Cheeky. But I have not the strength to argue
with him. And so we lie, wet against the unforgiving ground of a
cavern that no longer exists. The smoke has cleared, both Bloőd and
Amethyst. A great power has been untapped, and we are left in its
fearsome aftermath. What more will the stolen power do, I wonder,
before we are through?


  I do not, by nature, sleep, but in the
interest of rejuvenation, I let my mind drift and allow my eyes to
close. Even so, I am wholly aware . . .


  “Mm.”


  When Awyer leans over and returns the kiss.
At some point in the wet darkness, I feel his lips. Upon my
forehead, they settle – too improbable to be real, yet I know
without a doubt his mouth is there. For a few seconds, I feel him,
his breath and warmth. Regardless, I cannot comprehend what is
happening.


  Why should he return the kiss? Why should he
ever think to? Warden and ward. Naefaerie and boy. Because the
situation is impossible, I am left unknowing how to react, and so I
do nothing. I pretend I have not felt it at all.


  Awyer offers no explanation before rolling
over and falling into slumber.


  The feeling of his kiss remains with me.


  I am guilted by the compromising elation it
brings.


   



  The morning sun sheds no light on the
confusing events of the night. Though I wish to discern the
intentions of the kiss, I am not allowed to think on them long.


  Falling rubble alerts that we are not
alone.




  Chapter IV: Deathly


   



  Awyer hears the rustling at the same moment
as I. He springs to his feet, on his guard, while I hurry to hide
my shadow in his.


  “Awyer!” I speak rapidly into his ear. “It
is imperative none discover your identity. If any inquire as to
which power you belong, lie. Tell them you have none. As far as
your arms . . .” Additional clothes were packed for such an
occasion. “Find a sleeved shirt to toss over your tunic.”


  Awyer nods and begins to fish about in his
satchel. He pulls on a tawny knit just as the rustler steps into
view.


  From over the top of a pile of rubble comes
a very gaunt looking boy. With skin as pale as moonlight, eyes sunk
deep into his skull, and short ashen hair stuck straight from his
head in all directions, he appears to be on the verge of death
after a long sickness – or perhaps after being stricken by
lightning.


  “Sorcerer,” the boy calls from atop the
pile. In contrast to his appearance, his voice is full and
youthful. Equally full are his fists, which are balled in
anticipation of casting enchants.


  Awyer takes note and roots his feet in
preparation. “I am no sorcerer,” he says.


  “Really? Weren’t you the one that got on
interruptin’ last night’s ritual?” says the boy.


  Awyer’s jaw becomes tight.


  “Tell him you were not!” I urge.


  But though I command him, my ward says
nothing; merely stands, appearing menacing.


  The gaunt boy slides down the side of the
pile, giving a hop at the end; then brushes his hands together and
takes survey of the scene. “What a mess,” he says. “You alone?” He
has failed to detect me, taking no notice that Awyer’s shadow
contains a strange lump at the side. “Strong and silent kind, eh?”
he goes on, when it becomes apparent that Awyer will not be giving
response. “Not a problem. Take it you were campin’ out in the Tomb
of Deát when the raisin’ went down?”


  I float at the ready – prepared to enchant
the rubble if the situation turns sour. Awyer does nothing but
stare the stranger down. At least my ward is able to portray
intimidation fairly well. The newcomer appears ill at ease.


  “Oka, well, you don’t got to tell me
anything you don’t want to,” he says, fiddling with his hair
spikes. “Just so it’s known, say you were the one who’d
stopped the ritual, I’d be real grateful to you. No matter how many
times I try to tell them I’m only half necromancer, the maestros
insist on forcin’ their rituals on me. Imagine my surprise when the
whole place went kapooey smack in the middle!” He chuckles with
gleeful remembrance. “See, all the dead I try to rise turn right
crankin’ on me. They understand I’m not a true-standin’
necromancer. Not sure why those old croops don’t get it. Anyhoop, I
wasn’t too keen on having to battle off a horde of half-formed
zombies, so if you’re the one what put an end to it, a big thanks
your way!”


  Awyer chews his teeth, never taking eyes off
of the stranger. He does not know whether or not he should deny the
thanks, and quite frankly, neither do I.


  The self-proclaimed half-necromancer
approaches and holds out his fist. “By the hoo, I’m Bloőd. You
Azure? Didn’t recognize the power. Looked dark, but I couldn’t tell
for sure ‘cause it happened right fast.”


  Awyer offers no answer.


  The stranger lowers his fist. “Right.
You can’t tell me ‘cause you aren’t the sorcerer what
conjured it. Oka, oka. I get it.” He winks and makes a motion that
pantomimes sewing his lips shut. “Anyhoop, I’m Pedj.” He offers his
fist once more.


  My ward, uncertain as to what to do to the
fist, holds up his own an awkward moment before letting it fall.
“My name is Awyer,” he says at last.


  “Ower, eh? Weird accent you got there. If
you won’t tell me your color, I’s guessin’ you won’t tell me where
you hail from. Guess that just leaves us with where you’re
going.”


  Awyer clears his throat – a signal to me
that he is unsure of how to answer.


  “Tell him that you are on a pilgrimage.”


  “I am on a pilgrimage.”


  The boy called Pedj wrinkles his pointed
nose. “A pilgrimage? Pilgrimage to what?” He is skeptical. A
thousand years ago, pilgrimages across the land were fashionable
amongst the youth. Apparently the same is not true of now.


  “To Yel’ram,” I instruct.


  “Yel’ram,” repeats Awyer.


  “Yel’ram?” Pedj kicks at a cracked clavicle.
“Not buyin’ it so hot. But hey, that’s oka. Your backstory needs
some work, just so’s you know.”


  Awyer clears his throat.


  “The fault is not mine!” I say in defense.
“I know as much about the outside world as you. Much has changed in
a thousand years, I am sure!”


  Awyer’s mouth twitches.


  “Somethin’ funny?” says Pedj.


  My fief says nothing. Pedj’s hands ball.


  “Awyer!” I hiss into his ear. “I know you
are not the most personable of people, but if you wish to seem
halfway normal, you must make conversation! You may not be willing
to cast enchants, but the same is not true of this stranger!”


  Awyer’s expression goes dry. Even so, he
knows that I speak the truth.


  “Was anyone injured in the blast?” he
says.


  Pedj, surprised that Awyer has at last
chosen to converse, loosens his fists. He shrugs. “Dunno. I’m
playin’ dead. Or at least detained.”


  “Hm?”


  “Like I said, those croops won’t get it
through their heads I ain’t made for necromancy. Been
waiting for an opportunity to bolt. Just so happens your – or
whoever’s – little cloudburst got me the perfect opportunity. I’m
outta here. So’s you know, Káol is just that way.” He points at the
trees to the west. “It’s one of the outposts for Bloőd territory.
That’s where I’m comin’ from, and I suggest you don’t go there. The
place is swamped with Bloődites fresh from attackin’ on Amethyst,
so they ain’t likely to give quarter to strangers.” He brings a
finger to his bony cheek. “Specially strangers missin’
backgrounds.”


  The words ‘attack on Amethyst’ put both my
sphinx and me on edge. “Remain natural,” I coach.


  “What came of the attack?” says Awyer.


  “DO NOT ASK SOMETHING LIKE THAT!”


  As it turns out, I am the one to be
unnatural. And I am ignored by the person who cannot hear me, as
well as the one who can.


  Pedj shrugs. “Worked, I guess. At least all
the Amethyst whores we’ve managed to catch no longer have magick.
So the question what’s is, is where IS the magick? Them ageless
writings talk about how it’ll be ‘bequeafed’ to the victors, but so
far, nothing’s changed for Bloőd. And you, mister I’m-NOT-Azure,
haven’t been ‘bequeafed’ either.”


  “How can you tell?” says Awyer.


  “Hoo. Thought Azurians were supposed to be
ultra smart or somethin’. ‘Cause the writings say that those what
are ‘bequeafed’ will have purple skin. Your skin ain’t purple. And
neither is mine. What means, the power hasn’t went to either our
nations yet. And all the reports we’ve gotten say the same
thing.”


  That is a relief, at least. In the thousand
years of Eldrade’s cheated peace, the truth of Amethyst’s indicator
has been distorted.


  “And how do you know I am not one of the
‘whores’?” says Awyer.


  “Again, DO NOT ASK SOMETHING LIKE THAT!”


  “Har. Har.” Pedj grins. “Them Amethyst
suckers are devoid of power. You, howbeit, my friend, are brimmin’
with power. I can tell only by lookin’ at you.” The stranger begins
a slow circle of my ward. “And now that’s outta the way, there’s
another thing I can tell only by lookin’ at you. YOU’RE a sphinx,
ain’t you?”


  Awyer remains intense. “What if I am?”


  “IF you are, I’d say you’re a long, LONG way
from home. There ain’t been any sphinxes livin’ in Bloőd territory
for a long time, and I didn’t know there was any in Azure territory
anymore either. Leaves me with two possibilities: One – you’re on
your way to or from some hidden sphinx colony in the far reaches of
Azure. OR two – you’re lost.”


  The accused sphinx says not a word, so Pedj
continues to fill the air with his own assertive rambling.


  “You’re tryin’ to find the Golden Place, but
‘cause you’re only part sphinx, you don’t know the way. That being
the case, it senses to say you’re on your way to Secret Mountain to
meet with them witches.” Pedj appears pleased with himself for the
deduction. Though we were not, in fact, planning on meeting with
any witches, this necromancer is unexpectedly astute. He continues,
“After all, Secret Mountain’s only a few days east of here. AND as
it just so happens, I’m makin’ my way to Secret Mountain, too. What
for? Well, I won’t be tellin’ you that just now. What’s is, is I’d
be happy to accompany you there. Two sorcerers are better than one,
eh?” He nudges my ward. “Well? What say you?”


  Awyer waits for my input.


  “I have . . . history with that place,” I
tell him. While it is true that the witches of Ensecré might know a
way to the Golden Lands, I had hoped beyond all hope that it would
not come to that.


  “What else can I do?” Awyer says, which,
though meant for me, Pedj takes for himself.


  “Zactly!” he says. “I’ll gather that’s a
yeah? Come on, you. Daylight’s a-wasting. We can talk more when the
sun falls.”


  Pedj clumps ahead with a nod. But Awyer is
hesitant. And so, too, am I.


  “A moment,” I tell him, and reach for his
hand.


   



  Awyer stands atop a pillar, encompassed in a
funnel of Amethyst smoke. Soundless, the air around him rises,
pushing the cloud higher and higher until there is nothing less
than a direct line to the heavens.


  From below him, a golden light shines,
through which stoic faces are visible. One rises above the rest.
Part man, part lion, the being offers a token to the deliverer that
is Awyer.


  But Awyer does not take the token. Instead,
he instructs a person in the shadows to step forth.


  I give a start.


  That is not how it is meant to be. It is
all, ALL wrong! Alas, when I try to cry out to him, a garbled voice
at my back interrupts,


  “He’s doing it for you, faerie. Just ask
the necromancer.”


   



  As swiftly as I am forced in, I am pulled
out.


  The necromancer? A forememory sparked by the
recent introduction of one such necromancer.


  Yes, Awyer’s future has always had an
uncanny way of revealing itself.


  “Very well, Awyer. Until I conjure a better
alternative, we shall accompany the boy to Ensecré.”


   



  Not ten minutes later, I already regret the
decision. The boy called Pedj is . . .


  “Riddle me, Ower!”


  “Awyer. EYE-er. And no, I will not
riddle you.”


  Pedj holds up his hands. “Oka, oka,
Awyer. Sensitive subject, I guess.” He thinks on it.
“Suppose it would be like you askin’ me to raise your dead grandmar
or something, though.”


  Awyer says nothing, which is better than if
he were to say something unfavorable. Because of my shadow, I have
been forced to fly above and behind the pair of them – lest the
rising sun betray my existence – leaving me unable to act as coach.
I will take what I can.


  Rolling hills escalating to mountains,
green-coated soil dotted with florae: The outside wilds surround
us. The path the mortals tread is riddled with sharp slabs of upset
rock and jagged protrusions of crystal. In the brush, plump ground
quails dart to and fro, the busybodies of the undergrowth. More
than a few hop into takeoff when Awyer and Pedj walk past – a
response entirely due to Pedj’s . . . tendencies.


  The necromancer is first and foremost a
conversationalist.


  “If you’re wonderin’ how I can be only
half necromancer, well it’s an interesting story,
actually.”


  I can say with one hundred percent certainty
that Awyer was NOT, in fact, wondering; but the effort it takes to
say so is too great. Hence, he seems the devoted listener.


  “My mar was full necromancer. And my dar?
Well, he kicked the bucket a wee too early. My mar wasn’t too happy
about being left without a kipper, so she rose up my dar and
conceived . . . you guessed it, ME!”


  Awyer’s answer is a low sort of hum. He
takes no interest. Although, it is at least a little interesting.
The boy’s mother was necromancer and his father was necromanced.
Not only does it make him half a necromancer, it also makes him
half zombie.


  “But if you’re thinkin’ that sounds crude,”
the zombie goes on, “you’d be wrong. My mar got my dar when he was
fresh. Just the day after his deathday. And she went on keepin’ him
up for almost a year. My dar really wanted to meet me, you see, so
my mar tried her best. As you can imagine, being pregnant and all,
my mar was exhausted by the time I was born, so she let my dar
sleep. It ain’t sad, though. ‘Cause every year on my birthday, my
mar would raise up my dar again, and we’d spend the day together.
Her spells even helped preserve him some.” Pedj taps his cheek.
“Though as the years passed, he started lookin’ less and less like
my dar and more and more like a corpse.”


  “That is because he was a corpse,”
mutters Awyer.


  Rightly said. No matter, there are a number
of unusual things in this world.


  “Say what you want.” Pedj shrugs. “Anyhoop,
you’d think being half dead would come in handy, being a
necromancer, but I assure you it ain’t. Them dead can smell the
difference. Gets them thinking I’m an imposter. Guess I am. Dead’s
got no right raising other dead.”


  I cannot decide whether it is refreshing the
way he speaks of his half-living state so lightly, or
disturbing. There is wordlessness for but a moment before
Pedj starts up again:


  “What about you?” He eyes up my ward.
“Where’d you get your sphinx?”


  “My mother’s father carried the blood,” says
Awyer.


  “Hoo. So you got any special sphinx
powers?”


  My fief clears his throat.


  “Yeah, didn’t figure you’d answer that one.
How about this – I always heard sphinxes had gold magick.”


  “Mm.”


  “But that magick you cast at the Tomb of
Deát was colored dark, so . . .” The clever zombie thinks to catch
my sphinx in a word trap. Awyer realizes and raises a brow.


  “Oka, oka. Still pretendin’ it weren’t you,
I get it. By the hoo, there a reason you’re keeping your power
secret?”


  Such a many questions are sure to annoy my
ward, particularly when the newcomer is so clearly trawling for
information. I await a cold front to come, as is to be expected of
Awyer in such a situation, but the front remains warm. Comfortably
warm. To Pedj’s attempts, he merely shakes his head and releases a
subtle snort. He is amused?


  “Hey, don’t blame me for tryin’ to figure
out more about you!” Pedj defends. “Could be a depraved cutthroat
for all I know. No offense, but you looks the type. Those shifty
eyes of yours.”


  Awyer’s brow returns to a peak. “If anyone
was a killer . . .” he says.


  “What, it’d be the half dead guy? Hey!
Uncalled for!”


  The corner of Awyer’s mouth twitches.


  Truly? I strain my eyes to be certain I did
not misread it. Alas, the twitch was real. There is a strange
dynamic between the two boys. My ward’s lack of annoyance is
unforeseen. Might they actually be enjoying the company of each
other?


  We carry on through the sun-cloaked
mountains. Pedj continues to drill, and little by little, Awyer’s
responses become fuller, as he inexplicably gains interest in the
prattlesome talk.


  “You use Bloőd as well as the necromancy you
inherited,” says Awyer. “I believed only one race capable of
wielding dual magicks.” He is, of course, speaking of his own
twofold power.


  But . . .


  Alarm befalls me a few breathless
seconds.


  . . . He would not think to say so!


  “MY WARD, DO NOT!”


  My voice rings through the sunny highlands,
soundless to most everyone. Most everyone. There is one who
may hear me, and he, encountering the cry, glances upward at me as
though I am mad. My mistake. I have overreacted. Awyer would not be
foolish enough to divulge that amass of information.


  “N-never mind,” I say, feeling doltish. But
while I attempt to diffuse the puzzlement I have created, it
lingers suspiciously.


  Meanwhile, Pedj is making analysis of
Awyer’s statement. “Only one race? Where’ve you been living?” he
says. “Under a crankin’ stone? Lots of creatures are like
that.” Pedj thinks on what he has just said. “Hoop! You saying
that’s like you? So you’ve got your gold stuff AND Azure.
Doy! What’s like me! In the end, not such a mystery.”


  The newcomer is too perceptive for his own
good.


  It may just be his undoing. It is in his
best interest that he does not figure out more than he ought, lest
I need to remedy the situation. Remedy. Aye, a naefaerie can be
deadly if she must.


  As the mortals make way toward the slowly
nearing mountain Ensecré, I float in proximity, ears pricked,
listening for signs of danger.


  In this way, we carry on for several
hours.


  When the sun hits center, and when my hair
begins to show signs of tinting, the zombie halts. Anticipating a
break, I scramble to hide my shadow in a nearby tree’s. It is a
good thing, too. As the sun travels across the sky, it becomes
harder and harder to disguise my silhouette. The slinking thing
seeks to give me away the longer it creeps across the land.


  “Phoo. I’m gettin’ starved,” Pedj says,
stretching his arms behind his back. “You?”


  “I am not starved. I ate yesterday,” says
Awyer.


  “Uh, yeah. But you’re hungry, ain’t
you?”


  Awyer puts a hand to his stomach. “I
am.”


  “Hoo! That’s what I’m sayin’!”


  Awyer, who does not understand Pedj’s
intention, glances upward at me for clarity. I shake my head.
Neither do I know the answer. The boy has claimed starvation, has
he not? Starved is starved.


  “We could roast quail,” Pedj suggests.
Seeking an easy solution, the Bloődite has just mentioned the first
thing in view, for one such bird happens to be fleeing across our
path at this very moment, seeking shelter in a deeper shrub.


  “It would take too long,” says Awyer.


  “Yeah, could be true . . .”


  Pedj plops onto the ground dangerously near
where I hide and proceeds to pick at a neighboring bush. “Well, we
can’t eat these.” He flicks an orange berry into the landscape.
“Them’ll make our gums burn, turn gray, and potentially bleed.”


  “Quite unpleasant,” I agree. I have seen the
effects of such berries on a great many uneducated travelers.


  “Is that so?” mutters Awyer, and it is not
clear whether he speaks to Pedj or to me. For solidarity’s sake, I
shall assume me. He reaches into his satchel and pulls out another
loaf of bread.


  “You’ve got that, eh?” Pedj says, fumbling
about within his own pack. “Well, I got this.” Triumphant, he holds
up a block of red-colored something. “Wanna pair them?”


  Awyer’s frown is apparent. “What is it?” he
says.


  “Preserves.”


  “Preserves?”


  “What, Azurians don’t use them?”


  Speaking for Azurians apparently, Awyer
shakes his head.


  “Weird. Oka, what’s is, is condensed
backleberry spread. Cut off a piece of loaf.”


  Awyer does as he is told, tearing off a
portion of the bread and holding it out for skeletal Pedj. Pedj, in
turn, holds the block over the bread and squints at it. From his
hand arises a small waft of red. Shrouded by Bloőd, the end of the
red block slices off and falls onto the torn loaf, upon which it
spreads out into jam.


  Awyer, none too fond of enchants, scowls at
the cuisine.


  “Awyer!” I hiss. “Do not be that way!
Conceal your detest! You must fit in! You are already too
suspicious a character!”


  Awyer stares into the puttied fruit on his
bread. “Is it safe to eat?” he says, only halfway swallowing his
dislike.


  This he asks of me, unsure as to whether or
not he may consume food from a stranger. It is wise of him to ask,
and I am about to instruct that indeed he should not eat any of the
food before witnessing Pedj doing so, but the Bloődite, again
taking the question as meant for him, does not wait for
prompting.


   





 
  
  




   



  “Sure, it’s safe. See?” He seizes the bread
from Awyer’s hand and takes a bite of the concoction. “Tastes
great,” he adds, mouth full.


  Awyer nods and tears off a second piece from
the loaf, which he reluctantly allows Pedj to adorn with fruit
paste. While the boys eat, I hover near my tree of refuge and
shield my eyes from the sun. Soon the warmth will be at our backs,
and then what shall I do? Fly even higher? Or perhaps it would be
better to fly right at Awyer’s back so that my shadow will be
blocked by him, and so that whatever pieces of profile should slip
through will be merged together with his.


  Then again, there is a possibility that the
outcome will be a bulbous silhouette protruding from Awyer.


  “Continue to eat, my fief.”


  A pair of sphinx eyes glance sideways at the
tree.


  “When we begin again, I will attempt to
place my shadow within yours. The area behind us is mountainous
enough that once the sun is at our backs, it will be blocked much
of the time. Though the boy is perceptive, it does not seem as
though he is attentive to our surroundings. Walk with a steady
gait, and I will follow.”


  Awyer tips his head in obedience.


  At the end of their dining, Pedj rubs his
bony torso. “You good? ‘Cause I am GOOD.” He finishes the statement
with a large belch. What would be good is if Awyer refrained
from acquiring habits from his new friend.


  The rude boy and my quiet one rise and take
up their march toward the haunting peak growing nearer in the
distance. I wait for Pedj’s head to turn before skimming to where
Awyer walks, and floating behind his back. He gives a small jerk
upon feeling my close presence, but regains a ruse of obliviousness
with ease.


  After several attempts I succeed in meshing
our shadows into one. There is an amount of inconsistency to the
process, though it is better than to have a lone phantom shadow
floating along in our wake. Eventually even the zombie would notice
a thing like that.


  Day moves into evening as I trail behind
Awyer, and as Pedj continues to tell of the woes of being an unfit
raiser. When the wind kicks through the highlands, rattling the
underbrush, it runs also over the walking boys, seeking to gather a
small taste of them. Pedj’s hair, stiff and bowl-shaped, moves not;
but Awyer’s, loose around his ears, is mussed backward by the
beast. Into my face it goes.


  I make a noise of protest only Awyer can
hear. I am responded by a chortle.


  “What’s funny?” Pedj questions whilst in the
middle of a story about a raised up bullyfrog missing her hop.


  “It is nothing.”


  Yes, it is nothing. But it has given Awyer
something of an idea. A streak of mischief has befallen him,
and now that it has, he takes it upon himself to halt suddenly time
and again so that I am forced to crash into the back of him. He
does not give care that, to his companion, it appears sporadic
behavior. The enjoyment found in causing me strife is too great.
Each time, his mouth twitches with a glimmer of complacency.


  “Awyer!” It is my place to scold him, but I
cannot help the invisible giggle that comes along with it. His
antics amuse. They divert from the daunting mount in the distance.
Those knobbed fingers . . . that wrinkled, mud-stained flesh . . .
I am not desirous to enter Ensecré.


  Diversion is everything.


  When night falls upon the jutted brushlands,
and when the quails have all turned in, Awyer and Pedj stop for
camp in a large clearing marked by a ring of crystals. The
partway-unearthed jewels catch the moon’s light and shine with
brilliance.


  “These clearings, they were once used to
plot positioning,” I tell Awyer as he sits watching Pedj struggle
to light a fire with his feeble powers of Bloőd. “There were
parchment maps that lined up with them, showing what lay in each
direction based upon the number of crystals along any given spread
of circle.”


  “You used them?” Awyer says under his
breath.


  “Travelers did. I did not.”


  Because I did not often travel.


  Pedj continues to mumble over a pile of
dried debris. Awyer watches him curiously, rubbing a hand along his
own power-filled arm.


  “Bloőd and Azure are feeble by comparison.
For this reason, those nations covet the power within you.” I speak
into his ear: “Were you to will it, the entire brush would light
up. The ground would blaze and the growth would shriek. That is the
greatness of your power.”


  “He struggles,” observes Awyer.


  “Aye, fire is undoubtedly most difficult for
someone used to drawing power from water.”


  “Mm.”


  Heavy silence settles around us, disturbed
only by Pedj’s cursing. I move into a sitting hover just above the
ground beside Awyer and hug my knees into my chest. At my side,
Awyer leans backward on his hands and looks to the inky sky adorned
with a handful of stars. Few of them are stragglers. The rest are
in a halo. It is common for stars to travel the night sky in packs,
alike celestial wheels, circling their positions whilst slowly
moving from far to near and again to far.


  Awyer watches the phenomenon with
tranquility. Still and statuesque, the regal blood beneath his skin
shows in this moment. In days past, no one would think to approach
a resting sphinx. Breaking the thoughts of a creature as hallowed
as he would warrant the disturber nothing but despair. It is my
good fortune, however, that Awyer is not full sphinx. Interrupting
him would result in nothing so morose.


  My grown ward – as he looks upward like
that, his head is held by the neck of a man. Likewise, he possesses
the jaw of a man. The broad shoulders of a man. The strong arms of
a man. I cannot deny it any longer.


  Seventeen comes tomorrow.


  Awyer is no longer a boy.


  My reluctance to accept such stems not from
a desire that he stay my young ward always, though I doubt the
compromising things I have felt for him would exist if it were so.
My reluctance stems from a fear of Awyer becoming my equal, for if
he is my equal, it means his death will be soon.


  Ever compromising are the things I have felt
for him. Never before have I distressed over a pactor’s death.


  I seek to distract from the uneasy feeling
in my stomach.


  “Y-you think more than you speak, my
ward.”


  Awyer says naught in response.


  “If you wish not to be suspicious, you must
try to converse. Not everyone is as I am. Not everyone can tell
what you are thinking just by looking at you.”


  My sphinx turns his face toward mine, and
his eyes light with the reflection of the fire Pedj has finally
achieved. Together we lax in the quietness of night.


  And then something unexpected comes to
head.


  “Tell me why you are afraid of that
mountain, Grim,” says Awyer. And it is not a request; it is an
order. A stern order directed from ward to warden. I am
taken off guard. My fear or not, Awyer should not have been able to
perceive my weakness.


  My failure as a naefaerie continues to
grow.


  “I did not mean you had to converse with
me,” I grumble. It is a strange feeling against a tongue
that is not prone to grumbling.


  When Awyer responds, he houses traces of a
grin. “Whom else would I want to converse with?”


  The ink of the sky is bewitching. The fresh
of the air is freeing. Together, my ward and I are in this
world.


  “I enjoy that,” I speak out of turn. A
blurt? A blurt, prompted by the enchanting eve. Though I should not
have allowed those words to slip, it is too late. They have been
heard, and their betrayal shall waste no time corrupting my role as
keeper.


  Awyer’s countenance transitions to something
serious. “What do you enjoy?” he asks, beguiling eyes locked firmly
on mine. With their corners pointed like that – with their
underlids lined darkly like that – they claim craft. Many are the
secrets held by the sphinxes. Many are the wiles.


  Awyer appears as though he could trick me
out of my life if he desired it.


  “I enjoy that you have developed a smirk,” I
say.


  Awyer does not blink. “Have I?”


  “Yes . . . and other things,” I say.


  “Do not be vague.”


  “You show anger, my fief. And humor.”


  “You enjoy those?” he asks.


  I nod because it feels as though I cannot
lie with his stare so intensely and unforgivingly upon me.


  Slanted, his eyes gleam the hidden gold of
his ancestors. “My nature is to hide them,” he says.


  “It has been passed down from your mother’s
father,” I agree.


  He moves his mouth nearer mine. “I will
fight it.”


  He will fight it? He should not wish to
fight it. I should not wish him to change. I am to enforce his
inherited nature.


  What is happening?


  Things are changing.


  Oddly so.


  Wonderfully so.


  Terrifyingly so.


  Dread.


  The atmosphere around us disquiets the
longer he keeps his face close to mine. I would delight in leaning
my forehead into his tattooed shoulder, if only to feel something
outside of myself – the only thing I may feel in the absence of
enchants. Awyer perceives my wants.


  “Grim,” he says. “You can lean here.”


  Something I would very much like to do. The
firm shoulder of a boy-turning-man. Surrounded by an atmosphere of
dangerous tranquility. Something tells me I should not lean into
him. There has always been a small amount of compromising emotion
when it comes to this particular ward, but those compromising
emotions grow fiercer each time I indulge in them.


  Why? A naefaerie truly caring about a pactor
. . . it is unheard of. And never before have I taken issue
with it.


  Even so, I am conflicting on Awyer’s offer,
when –


  “What doing? Got on talkin’ to yourself?” A
foreign voice breaks the tension that should not exist. Awyer
refrains from explanation.


  While the stars above continue to rotate,
the pair of travelers settle near the fire. I will keep watch over
my fief. I will make sure nothing gets him in the night. Thief or
nightwere or half-zombie.


   



  It is the latter that proves most
wretched.


   



  In the middle of the midnight hour, when my
hair is darkest, Pedj indeed awakens from his slumber, stumbles to
where my ward rests, and utters, “So’s I got you to bring to her;
guess she’ll be crankin’ happy,” before placing a hand above
Awyer’s head and willing a solitary hair away from his skull. This
small piece of sphinx Pedj pinches between his fingers, then blows
into the wind. His feeble breath becomes a stream that carries the
strand away in the direction of Ensecré, where live a pair of witch
sisters hoarding magicks alone within their shrine.


  There is not need for me to question who
‘she’ is. There are two ‘shes’ residing in that place, and neither
makes for pleasant acquaintance. Pedj has laid trap. He lures my
powerful sphinx to a place of darkness. For this I should rightly
smite him.


  But the land has changed much since I was
last free from Eldrade, and a guide is a useful resource to keep.
Awyer is far more powerful than our betrayer anyway. For now, I
will issue only a warning. It comes in the form of an enchanted
bundle of dried thorns from a nearby shrub. From the ground I will
them and into the space just beside Pedj’s thin ear I direct.


  As expected, the zombie ducks away in time
for my bundle to miss. It plummets to the ground behind him and
slides to a stop against one of the moon-gleaming crystals. In the
aftermath, Pedj squints at it with distrust. He nudges it with his
toe, searching for signs of misconduct or unruly quail. Finding
neither he retires again to the ground from which he should not
have risen.


  “Next time you come near to my ward, you
will not fare so well,” I warn over his body. “Next time you will
not fare at all.”




  Chapter V: Thyst


   



  In the morning following the zombie’s
treachery, I am irritable.


  While the boys breakfast on quail eggs, I
share my observations with Awyer, during which time untrustworthy
Pedj is near one of the crystals, rambling off the advantages of
being free from his maestros – ‘croops’ as he calls them. Some
business about sleeping past day’s break.


  “What would you have me do?” Awyer speaks
into his hand when I am finished recounting.


  “We will use him. He knows the way. And when
we arrive at that place, we will decide how to proceed.”


  Awyer nods. He waits until Pedj is several
words in on a new ramble before inquiring, “Are we sure?”


  “That the ‘she’ he spoke of is one of the
witches? There is no way to be certain of anything in this world,
my ward. However, we would do well to assume that his intentions
are not pure.”


  “Mm.”


  Awyer looks thoughtfully from me to the
rambling boy, who looks only slightly more robust after consuming a
full six eggs.


  “Use this time to gather information. It
would be beneficial to find out how the Bloődites managed to enter
Eldrade. We would also be wise to discover if the Bloődites and
Azurians are on sociable terms. He has received you well thus far,
but for all we know, it could be little more than part of his
plot.”


  Awyer waits until midday, after I have
shifted from the air to my place at his back, before attempting to
gather information. He considerately wishes me to be within
listening distance during the interrogation, and I will offer him
my craft if it becomes necessary. It will be difficult for a sphinx
without guile to steal information away from a guarded
betrayer.


  I will lend him my craft, and his skill will
grow.


  But as it turns out, Awyer does not require
my aid. And it is not disappointing that it is so. Pedj delights in
speaking. He delights in speaking much. My sphinx need not prod
deeply.


  “I have meant to tell you,” Awyer says with
flatness that should not be read as sincerity. “It is impressive
that your people were able to break into the whore bastion after so
long. You should be proud.”


  Flat or not, from Pedj comes information
most detailed.


  “Well, it senses to say we woulda never done
it without you Azurians’ help,” he says. “Weren’t it your king what
got the idea to use the water in the first place? Hoop! I bet if
necromancers weren’t on the side of Bloőd, you Azure folks woulda
gone right ahead with the attack yourselves, eh?”


  “Hm,” is Awyer’s response.


  “Made sense, anyhoop. Smart thinkin’ to use
the Amethyst whores’ water source. Just ‘cause they couldn’t be
found, don’t mean we couldn’t use the water passing through to make
connection with them. We just got crankin’ lucky’s all, river Gheld
being only the second river we infused.”


  So that is how they succeeded. The
necromancers have long possessed strong control over water. They
have long honed a steady relationship with the wetter parts of the
world. A mortal may not enter Eldrade after leaving, but that is
not to say that an ever-living water could not carry with it the
spells of its masters.


  Eldrade’s downfall was a simple mistake
indeed.


  Day moves on, and this day, Awyer does not
divert. He does not halt suddenly. He does not make cause for me to
crash into him. He is quiet. As the slinking sun patterns the
highlands with misshapen dots of shadow, my ward treads
pensively.


  The mountain before us grows as the sun
behind us sets.


  Once again, the sky becomes scattered with
stars, some haloed, some not. The night heavens beyond Eldrade are
ever changing. So, too, are the winds. This night, they blow away
from Ensecré, carrying with them the foul taste of voided
magicks.


  Pedj sets about fussing over a new fire next
to a slow-moving stream. Over a shallow bottom of rounded stones
and prickly plants, the water in the stream runs clear and fresh.
Awyer takes his fill and then some, and when he is finished, I
instruct of him:


  “Tell the necromancer you must relieve
yourself.”


  “Pedj, I will be back.”


  “Oka, got on needin’ a piss? Be sure to
follow the water so’s you don’t get lost. And if you see any food .
. .”


  “Mm.”


  Awyer and I leave Pedj to his fire starting.
Along the stream we go, over risen bank, until we are safely out of
earshot of the untrustworthy zombie. When we reach a point where
the stars are blocked by trees less stumpy than the rest, Awyer
stops.


  “Grim,” he says. “What is it?”


  Toes skimming the ground, I circle him.
“This day . . . surely you have not forgotten,” I say.


  Awyer brings a hand to his shoulder, wherein
hides the obsidian tattoo of bondage. “No,” he says. “But I thought
you had.”


  “I would not forget something so
sacred.”


  The corner of Awyer’s mouth twitches.


  I stop my circling at his back, placing both
hands on his shoulders, and whisper, “Happy birthday, my fief.
Shall we renew our pact?”


  Yes, it is the same each year on the day of
his birth. Our vows are said. Our pact is renewed. Our bond is
strengthened.


  Awyer turns to face me, taking both of my
wrists in his hands. Eyes on mine, he nods one assured nod. My
breath comes short. I grow excited. Though there is something amiss
about the moment. In all the years of our renewal, never has the
air around us been so thick. Strange, as it is our first time doing
so out of the false air of Eldrade. The air out here is free and
untainted but for the bursts of darkness flowing from Ensecré.
Those bursts are quiet at the moment. Still, the space around us
contains heaviness.


  Each year, since the first year, it is the
same. I am to place my hand on Awyer’s shoulder. I am to enchant
his skin there to prick. And as he says the words he is meant to
say, the shard on his flesh will darken.


  Yes, that is how it has always gone.


  But this time it is different.


  With my wrists yet in his hands, Awyer takes
a steps backward into the cool-running stream. He pulls my floating
body with him so that I am also over the water that drifts so
lazily. We are face to face over the tranquil liquid shined with
whatever moonlight finds it through the trees. Awyer and I reside
in this moment. I breathe and he breathes, and then, whilst facing
me, he pulls my right wrist to his neck, into the collar of his
knit, and to his warm shoulder. Only when my palm is flat against
the tattoo of bondage does he release me.


  “All right,” he says.


  “W-why like this!?”


  “I want to look at you while you do it,” he
says with utmost gravity.


  Compromising.


  More compromising than ever before.


  I nod at him and begin to focus my Amethyst
on the follicles beneath my hand. I will them to react. I will them
to prick. My gaze locks on the place where our skin,
material and non, touches.


  “Do not look away,” Awyer orders.


  Alike yesterday’s, the command is not usual
of him. It is, however, befitting. I find again his eyes, more like
an animal’s than any person’s, and obediently look into them. I
slide my fingers over the pacted mark, a light dusting of
nonexistence. I will his skin to rise. It does. It rises, bumped,
against my fingertips unaccustomed to feeling things.


  “Speak now, my fief,” I say.


  “Yes.” His eyes pierce. “My
faerie.”


  My faerie – it is not something he has
spoken before, and because it is not, I am caught without way of
response.


  Awyer does not pay mind to my condition.
Standing in the water, he voices the promise of our contract:


  “By Thyst. I am bound. Until death.”


  Until death. Until our ages match. Until our
maturities match. Until we are suited for each other.


  We are suited for each other.


  Awyer’s time runs short. I am pained by the
reality I cannot voice.


  My ward notices. “What is wrong?” he
says.


  I shake my head.


  “Grim–”


  But I will not stand to let him see what
plagues me. Diversion is everything.


  “Here we go, Awyer!”


  Forcing distracting enthusiasm, I enchant
the stream below to push us into the air without delay. I do not
give thought that Pedj might see us as I will the water to spout us
up above the tree cover, up and up until we are again within clear
view of the painted sky.


  Awyer perks a moment, akin to the way he
used to when I would pull swift enchants, but he is not long for
distraction. His countenance quickly turns to one of displeasure
that I have evaded his inquiries.


  “You play with me, Grim,” he says with
tartness.


  No. It is not my wish to play with him in
this moment. I take no delight in his anger. Regardless, I have to
be sure. I place two of my fingers to his pulsing wrist, in the
hopes that his future will be revealed – that I might witness the
fate to befall him – that I might have time to alter its course.
Alas, his future eludes me.


  “I am afraid,” I confess to him. And next,
in a motion compromising beyond fathom, I lean my head against his
reinforced shoulder. The shard beneath his tunic has most certainly
darkened. Its pull is strong. It is good to feel it. It is good to
feel him.


  “Grim?”


  “Happy birthday, my sphinx. May you have a
year of good fortune.”




  Chapter VI: Ensecré


   



  Like a raised island in the center of a
lake, the mount that is Ensecré towers yonder in the twilight. Its
bumped stoops jut outwards from its base bulbously, overrun by
haggled trees and diligent vines thick as trunks. Around its halo
not a creature stirs – neither bird nor fly nor gnat. For the mount
known as Ensecré is stained with forbidden power from beyond the
Eternity Vessel. A blackness no man or god has ever seen.


  And the surrounding ‘lake’ which separates
us from that place is not one of water. It is one of relics.
Twitching and jerking, partially enchanted articles surround the
mount in a vast, piled heap.


  “Them’s the Faded Enchants,” Pedj the
betrayer stands to share his knowledge with my unsuspecting
ward.


  “Aye,” I speak into Awyer’s other ear.
“Enchants without masters are drawn to the darkness of this place.
Here they accumulate and exhaust their remaining power.”


  “Enchants without masters?” Awyer
questions.


  Pedj, who has heard only half of the
conversation, ventures, “Crankin’ right! Them’s the enchants what
no longer got masters!”


  I continue, “If a master dies while in
enchant or forgets while in enchant, the object may detach from the
caster. Many fizzle after time, but some of those with stronger
wills find their ways to places like this.”


  At our feet a quill rolls to and fro
sparking with emissions of Bloőd. In the rubble beside it, a broken
water jug hisses blasts of Azure smoke. Likewise, stretching onward
up the base of the mount and circling it all around, artifacts
twitch and smoke and pop with half-life twerks of blue and red.


  None of them show Amethyst. If ever there
were any infused with such, Awyer drank up their power along with
the rest.


  “They are not all enchanted,” Awyer observes
in a mutter.


  “You are correct,” I tell him. “Once their
power is exhausted, the articles may lie quietly. Thus, the
freshest ones situate at the top of the pile, seeking to climb the
peak.”


  “Is it safe to cross?”


  Hearing this as a question for himself, Pedj
responds, “Sure. Safe enough if you use enchants.” He winks at
Awyer. “Reckon we’d enchant a desk to carry us over. Course, that’s
just if you plan on pitchin’ in. Don’t think neither of us’d be
strong enough to go on alone.”


  Awyer is clearly underestimated by this
zombie. Were he to will it, the entire sea of Faded Enchants would
cease its twitching and part for him.


  Therein lies the problem. Pedj is right. He
is not able to go on without Awyer. And Awyer is not able to go on
without displaying power. A conundrum for which a solution must be
wrought.


  And surprisingly, one thereafter is. And
more surprisingly, it comes not from me. It comes from Awyer,
most surprisingly, as he stands on the edge of the enchanted
sea.


  “A riddle of gold.”


  Pedj and I and the night sky are equally
startled.


  “A riddle?” I question. “But I have none in
mind.”


  Awyer says naught. As well, Pedj has nothing
to respond. At least not presently. But that is not to say he is
not reacting to the proposal. My ward offers his hand, as sphinxes
do, and the skeletal boy, rather than taking the offer, grinds his
teeth in a manner most discomforting.


  From within the shifting pile, a few
exertions of Bloőd and Azure pop.


  “A riddle,” Awyer says again. “That is what
you wanted.”


  “Hoop!” Pedj’s nervous energy fills the dark
air. “I wanted one, sure, just didn’t want a golded one’s all.”


  Curious. The guilty boy fears the golden
power of the sphinxes. He knows he will not be able to flee its
terms.


  “Why’d you get on wantin’ that, all outta
nowhere, anyhoop?” says Pedj.


  “I need to know,” Awyer says, voice steady,
yet extending his hand.


  Because he is changing from the boy I knew,
I study this new aspect of him. It is not that he is angry. It is
not that he is stern. It is that he is definite. It fits
well on him.


  “Know? Know what?” says wary Pedj.


  “The reason you are here.”


  I skim to my fief’s side. As I silently
observe their interaction, I begin to understand. Awyer does
not wish to form a golden riddle. Not really. Rather, he
seeks to trick Pedj into truth by offering a false riddle – a
riddle he has no intention of delivering. While he may not be using
craft in a traditional sense, he IS using craft.


  But . . . how? How, when he does not
contain an ounce of craft within his person? A sphinx born without
guile. A boy born without wile. The ultimate paradox.


  Unless . . .


  Unless he has finally decided to make
effort.


   



  I will fight it.


   



  Those words he spoke – they referred to more
than just his emotions. With a squeal of delight, I throw my arms
upon his broad shoulders. He reacts to the nonmaterial weight
suddenly placed upon him by teetering.


  My mistake. To Pedj, he surely appears
unstable.


  I make haste to release him, and fly around
his front for a better view of his unpracticed craft. A proud
instructor observing her student. Thinking that way does little to
make justified my compromising feelings, however.


  Awyer follows me with a look; like
sly keepers of knowledge that is both secret and amusing, his eyes
chase after a body visible to none but them.


  “Can’t I just tell you without you riddlin’
it outta me?” Pedj barters.


  Awyer takes a step toward the pale-skinned
boy. In comparison to Pedj, my ward appears a man of darkness. Of
artfulness. Of danger. “What are you afraid of?” he asks.


  “Afraid? Not that I’m afraid. Speakin’
technical, you could gold me into just about anythin’. Not sure I’d
be keen enough to spot it.”


  “Have you something to hide?”


  “Not zactly . . .” Pedj’s voice trails.
“Ugh. Might as well just say it.” A pair of sunken eyes fall upon
Awyer squarely. “I don’t got anythin’ to hide, but YOU do. And
that’s why I can’t trust you far’s I can toss you. I heard you the
day I saw you. You was talkin’ to someone what wasn’t there and
you’ve talked to it since.”


  “Ah!?” This catches me unsuspecting, for
Pedj hid well his awareness of my presence. But before I can put
too much stock in the zombie’s intuition, he concludes,


  “Senses to say, the someone you’ve been
chattin’ with’s a dark agent.”


  “Dark agent?” echoes Awyer. It is meant as
an inquiry to me. Only, I cannot offer answer, as I do not know
what a dark agent is either.


  “SO’s I can’t tell you my business at Secret
Mountain till you reveal your dark agent. I can’t trust you till I
know. Twig it?”


  Awyer looks to me for assistance.


  “Threaten to go on alone,” I say.


  “I will leave you,” Awyer says in
monotone.


  The pale boy is not bothered. “Naw. You
can’t cross alone any more what I can,” he says.


  Sensing Pedj’s lack of regard, Awyer balls
his fists in replication of a caster’s. “Watch,” he says.


  And although I know it cannot possibly be
so, even I believe that he means it.


  So does Pedj. “Oka! oka! What say you we
just go on without telling each other anythin’?”


  Awyer’s eyes transform to slits. “You made a
deal with the witches of this mountain,” he assumes.


  So hard he presses without prompt! But then
–


   



  You enjoy those?


   



  Anger and humor. Anything but monotony. That
is what I requested. If this is an attempt to impress me, it is
working.


  It remains to be seen if Pedj is capable of
craft – whether he holds the ability to match and combat trickery.
His actions cannot be taken at face value, yet when accused of
conspiring with the witches, his head tilts alike a confused
child’s in a very convincing way. “Course I didn’t!” he
says. “Who in their crankin’ mind would go on deal makin’ with the
likes of them? That’s a surefire way to get on losin’ your
nut!”


  Awyer is not so convinced. “Then who is the
‘she’ waiting for you here?” he says.


  Pedj grinds his teeth and folds his arms and
searches to find suitable lies to spin.


  “Come, Awyer. Let us find our own way. We
will wait until we are out of view and then we will enchant–”


  “No, Grim.” Awyer does not attempt to
conceal his voice. “We do not need to be afraid of him.”


  “Why do you say that?” I ask.


  “I did not mind his acquaintance.”


  Awyer is foolish. I am incensed.


  “You mean to trust him solely because you
did not mind his company!?”


  “Yes,” he says.


  Pedj takes a step in reverse. “See! You’re
talkin’ to someone what ain’t there!” he cries.


  In the confusion, I seek a way to remedy the
situation. A riddle or lie that may avert Pedj from the truth of
our condition. Alas, in the midst of my distraction, the worst
happens. Awyer’s next words are thoughtless.


  “It is my naefaerie.”


  He delivers them quickly, before I can
instruct him not to, and as abruptly as that, our secret is
out.


  “AWYER!”


  “Faerie?!” Pedj’s gauntness furthers.
“Zactly! They’re what poison the mind! They’re the dark agents of
Ark!”


  Awyer looks to me with confusion, though I
am too distraught to care. “I cannot believe you spoke that!” I
scold. “Now we will have no advantage!”


  “What does he mean by dark?” says Awyer.


  “I cannot give you clarity! This is what you
get for confiding in an unsound person!”


  Rolling his eyes, my disobedient pactor
returns his attention to Pedj. “Grim is not poisonous,” he says.
“She is . . .” The deep parts of his eyes settle upon my face.
“Good.”


  “You WERE livin’ under a stone! There ain’t
no good agents! Not one!”


  “Where I come from, there are many good
ones.”


  “Oh yeah? That right? And just where is this
wondrous place?” The sarcasm is a ploy. Pedj attempts to catch my
ward into further confession.


  Awyer shakes his head. Pedj yields.


  “Phoooo.” Scratching at the back of his
hair, the zombie emits a great sigh. “You’re strange. First a
wandin’ lone sphinx. Second, you got a dark agent attached to you.
Third, you get on claimin’ there’s good agents of Ark? Listen, an
agent – a naefaerie – can say it’s bonding to you, but
really, they’re all already bonded with Ark. They’ll hiss in your
ear, make you do things you never thought you’d do, and all the
while, they’re spyin’ for Ark.” Pedj glares at the air I am nowhere
near. “What’s it doin’ now? Floatin’ round, stinkin’ up the sky? Is
that what that smell is?”


  Accusing me of stenching like void?!


  “A mockery!” I cry.


  “Grim is offended. She says you mock her.”
Awyer eyes Pedj heavily. “Do not mock her.”


  He is right. I am offended. “Tell him the
stench is not mine! It is the voided darkness of Ensecré!” I put up
protest only Awyer can hear. In return, Awyer’s mouth twitches. My
offense amuses him. I, on the other hand, feel no amusement over
the issue. I fold my arms. “Tell him he may smell me if he does not
believe.”


  Awyer’s twitch turns into full smirk. “She
says you can smell her.” He points to Pedj’s side where I hover.
“She is just there.”


  “I’ll pass,” Pedj says, glaring in my
direction.


  “Your loss,” says Awyer.


  “Hoo, agent’s got you clear hooked.” Shaking
his head with what may very well be pity, Pedj turns to the mass of
Faded Enchants separating us from the mount. “Guess I’ll have to
find another way to get in. So much for the blessin’ of a
sphinx.”


  It is my desire to enchant the dull spade
lying a few feet in and use it to whack the half-zombie’s skull.
Unfortunately, he possesses information too valuable to let waste.
“What is Ark?” I say.


  “She wants to know what Ark is.”


  “Sorry, my friend, but your naefaerie’s
stringin’ you. There aren’t no agents what don’t know about Ark . .
.” An idea suddenly dawning, Pedj’s face lights. “And I’ll prove
it!” He studies the space I have since moved from tepidly. “But if
I do, you got to swear to come to my aid when she goes crackin’
mad.” Pedj holds forth a fist. “Deal?”


  Awyer catches my eye. Because he knows I am
not one of these ‘dark agents’, he feels no reservation in making
the deal. He gives Pedj a nod.


  In return, Pedj waits, fist extended until
it becomes apparent that Awyer will not react to the gesture; at
which point he emits a grumble and takes the initiative of bumping
his fist against my ward’s loosely hanging hand.


  “An agent can’t speak foul against their
master without goin’ mad,” he says.


  “Is that true?” Awyer asks of me.


  “I do not know. I am not familiar with a
rule like that.” I squint at the boy to discern falsity. “What does
he mean by ‘foul’?”


  Before Awyer can find out, the zombie
continues, “Tell it to say this: I revoke you, Ark. And if
it can’t, you know it’s workin’ for him.”


  It is simple enough request. And I do not
fear the repercussions, for I feel no fealty to this Ark
person.


  “All right,” says Awyer.


  Pedj draws in a long preparatory breath.
“Ready? Three, two, one, GO!” And with that, he brings his arms
above his head and winces, as though the whole of the heap is about
to attack him. He fears what will come of his directive. He fears
me.


  I do not need Awyer to relay the message. I
hear it fine on my own. “I revoke you, Ark,” I repeat with
ease.


  Awyer watches with expressionless eyes. He
does not doubt my commitment to him. I have been beside him every
day for many days.


  “She spoke it,” he tells Pedj. “I heard
her.”


  Yet in a cower, Pedj blinks several times
before straightening his posture cautiously. “You sure?”


  I skim around the doubtful boy in a circle.
“I revoke you, Ark. I revoke you, Ark. I revoke you, Ark!”


  This Awyer watches, and when I am finished,
he grins. “I am sure.”


  Yet Pedj does not appear appeased. “Tell her
. . . to try it with you. With your name, I mean.”


  Awyer’s expression turns dull. He says
nothing, merely flicks his gaze to mine. “Grim?”


  I do not fear a false rule invented by an
untrustworthy stranger. I do not fear it, but . . . much has
changed in a thousand years. “What will happen?” I ask.


  “What will it do to her?” says Awyer.


  “What’s is, is she’ll have a
reaction. And we’ll know for sure.”


  Awyer is not pleased. “But she will
recover?” he asks.


  “If you want her to,” says Pedj.


  If my recovery is up to my ward, I have
nothing to fear.


  “If she does this, you will tell us your
reasons for being here?”


  Pedj shakes his head upward and downward.
“We made a deal, didn’t we?”


  “All right, Grim. It is your choice.” But by
the frown across his face, it is clear Awyer is worried. It is not
necessary for him to be.


  I flit to where he stands. “Do not be
anxious, my sphinx.” I place a hand to his arm. “I will be fine.”
And then I begin to speak it: “I revoke you, Aw–”


  But there is a problem. When I reach his
name, my throat closes in a way that blocks both my words and
breath. I allow myself a moment of respite before attempting again.
Still it is the same. “I revoke you, Aw-Aw-Aw–” My throat releases
a sickly croak. I am steadfastly being forced to the ground.


  “Grim!” Awyer is over me before I have even
completed my fall.


  “Aw-Aw–” No longer attempting to speak, my
forces at his name have transformed into gasps for air.
“Aw-Aw–”


  From over me, my ward shoots a glare of
ferocity at Pedj, who stands watching his reaction with puzzlement.
“How do I make it stop?!” he shouts.


  “You for real?” Pedj’s ghost-like face is
laden with doubt.


  “TELL ME!”


  Pedj continues to look on with
hesitation.


  “Grim!” Awyer takes my shoulders in his
hands. “How can I fix you!?”


  I cannot make sound but for the croaked
gasping. I feel wetness from my eyes. Tears? But naefaeries do not
cry.


  “She is bleeding! How does it stop?!” Awyer
shrieks with more rage than I thought him capable. “YOU GAVE YOUR
WORD!”


  Pedj scratches his head. “Tell her to say
she’s sorry?”


  Awyer presses his thumbs into my flesh. “Do
it, Grim!”


  But I cannot. Though I try, forcing those
words only results in more gagging.


  “That did not work!”


  “Oka! Oka!” Pedj shakes away his misgivings.
“I had to make sure you wasn’t joshin’! Twig it?”


  “PEDJ!”


  “She’s gotta say she commits to you, and you
gotta accept it!”


  “Did you hear him, Grim?! Say
it!”


  With that intention in mind, my mouth
finally allows me to speak. “I commit to you, Awyer!” I spit,
mid-gasp.


  As I stare up at him, struggling to breathe
and waiting for acceptance, my concerned ward feverishly wipes the
blood from beneath my eyes. “I accept!”


  The weight is lifted from my body. My breath
comes freely. With exhaustion, I release a series of pants. Awyer’s
yellow eyes soften. So, too, does his mouth. “Grim,” he says,
bloodied hand to my cheek. “Breathe.”


  And then he does something I do not expect
from him.


  Pedj hobbles over with a stream of excuses
trailing over his teeth. He had to be certain Awyer was not faking.
He had to be certain the result was true. He could not trust us
until he knew.


  Awyer does not listen to any of these as he
raises his hand and forces a blast of Amethyst power straight into
Pedj’s stomach. Pedj, not expecting anything so harsh, is pushed
backward from the force. To the ground he falls, cradling his
damaged core. My ward, who would simply rather not, has just cast
enchants without prompting. What is more, he has just displayed the
power that ought remain hidden.


  It is Pedj’s turn to sputter and cough. I
hear him, though I do not see him. All that is in view is Awyer,
his face over mine, sporting concern that I delight in. I am
gluttonous for his distress. I am gluttonous for the compromising
feelings a naefaerie should not feel.


  I sit up and lean my forehead into his
shoulder. Awyer’s frame is stiff. I do not want to see his face,
for I fear that it may not be gladdened by my vulnerability. I
cannot sift through what is possible and what is impossible
anymore. Does he feel compromising things, too?


  “I did not know you could bleed, Grim,” he
says quietly into my hair.


  “Nor did I.”


  “You are weak.”


  “I am fine.” But there is another who is
not. Pedj is yonder, rolling and coughing. “You must help the
zombie,” I instruct.


  Awyer is reluctant. He would rather not
leave my side.


  “He knew of that law which I did not know.
He also has knowledge of the world as it is now. His assistance is
valuable.” I persuade him. With a nod, Awyer removes himself from
my resting forehead, goes to Pedj, offers him water, helps him
stand.


  When the zombie finds his voice, it is
petrified. “Hey! Hey, hey, hey! What hit me, th-that wasn’t Azure.
That looked . . .”


  “It is night,” says Awyer.


  “But you . . . Whatever it was, was strong,
eh? Was that . . . Ameth–” Pedj bites his tongue. “Know what? Don’t
even wanna know. After gettin’ in and out, we’ll part our ways.
What say you?”


  Awyer nods.


  “Phoo.” The stressed Bloődite rubs his
chest. “Oka . . . oka . . . Crank! Don’t know how, but you got an
agent what ain’t bonded to Ark. It’s proved. You did your part.
Guess it’s my turn to tell you my business . . .”


  “Yes,” says Awyer. “Tell.”


  With a sigh, Pedj looks to the towering
mountain laid before us. “You were right. I’s bringin’ you to
someone. And, yeah, it’s a she. But it ain’t a witch. It’s
my cousin. The witches nabbed her smack up. I thought findin’
someone powerful as you was great fortune. There’s no way I’d be
able to get on fightin’ the witches on my own. Sorry, if I led you
wrong. I had to . . . ‘cause . . .” Pedj rubs the whole of his face
with the palm of his hand. Whatever he is about to say, it is
difficult for him. “It’s my fault she’s there.”


  “What do you mean?” says Awyer. And he is
not skeptical. He is genuine.


  Yes, it is now clear. Despite what has
happened, Awyer considers this stranger a friend.


  “She went seekin’ a way to make me whole,”
Pedj goes on. “See, she’s not like me. She’s a full necromancer. A
crankin’ powerful one, at that. She rose up an army and stormed
Secret Mountain. Course I didn’t find out about it till I was
supposed to meet her at Káol. She was gonna help me with my
trainin’, but when I got there, the croops gave me a Bloőd-sealed
envelope what came on the wind.”


  “On the wind?”


  “Yeah, you know: on the wind. It blew
in.”


  “Do not question it,” I instruct, in hopes
of preserving whatever image Awyer has left. “It seems that beyond
Eldrade, people enchant the wind to deliver things. Recall, I
witnessed the boy doing so with a lock of your hair.”


  Awyer does not press the issue.


  “She sent the letter from Secret Mountain
sayin’ what happened and sayin’ for me to stay away.” Pedj grinds
his teeth. “Like I can stay away!” He again looks to the darkened
mountain surrounded by fizzes and pops of color, this time with
hands that are balled. He is greatly troubled by his involvement in
his cousin’s disappearance, and in the midst of his torment, Awyer
speaks:


  “I understand.”


  “Huh?” Pedj’s fists relax in surprise.


  “I will help.”


  Willingness is not natural on my ward, and
while I do not take particular interest in aiding Pedj, I am
curious to see more of this side of my reluctant fief.


  Awyer grows. In merit, he grows quickly.


  “Yeah, oka.” Pedj offers his fist.


  By this time, Awyer has learned that he
should respond by touching his own hand against Pedj’s in some way.
Hence, he taps the back of his hand against Pedj’s knuckles.
Unfortunately, it does not appear to be quite right. “Eh. Close
enough,” says Pedj, who frowns upon inspection of the gesture.
Awyer is not given time to retry. Immediately following, the
zombie’s demeanor becomes as sheepish as a caught crook’s. “Sorry
‘bout what I made your agent do,” he says. “Looks like you . . .
really, really care about her.” He laughs nervously. “Almost like
you think she’s a real girl or somethin’.”


  Awyer’s eyes narrow. “She is.”


  Pedj holds up his hands in surrender. “Oka!
Oka! You gotta understand, them creatures are usually downright
nefarious. Workin’ for Ark and all.”


  Ah, yes. There is that matter still. While
reveling in my ward’s chivalry, I am reminded: “Awyer, ask him
again what Ark is.”


  “Pedj, who is the one called Ark?”


  “Urr. Right. You really don’t know?”


  “We do not.”


  “Phoo. Ark’s . . . Ark.” Pedj releases a
second nervous laugh. “How do you explain it to someone what don’t
know? Hm . . .” Pedj taps his lip. “Oka. Ark isn’t a man, I don’t
think. He’s a being, if anything. And he’s been around a
LONG time. And he’s got all – excepting yours and whatever other
‘good’ ones you’ve met – the naefaeries bound to him. And they go
around suckerin’ casters of their power.”


  It is not possible for a person to have more
than one naefaerie. The weight of multiple pacts would crush a
person, no matter what their color. Even so, I refrain from
mentioning so. I wish to know more of Pedj’s thinking first.


  “Why?” questions Awyer.


  “Don’t matter if you’re Bloődite or Azurian,
if Ark thinks you got more power than the rest, his agents’ll find
you and sucker you dry. Not that everyday folks get on worryin’
about it. Just the prodigies. Like kippers born with lots of
potential. They’re the ones he comes for when their magick comes of
age.”


  Awyer locks eyes with me.


  Aye, if it is true, it is a concerning thing
indeed.


  “What is his goal?” I ask via Awyer.


  “That’s the scary part. Since the days my
grandmar and granddar were kippers, Ark’s been tryin’ to crack open
the Eternity Vessel. What for, no one knows.”


  Madness. Cracking the Eternity Vessel is not
possible, and even if it were, there would be no sense in it.
Without the vessel, all of nature would unbalance and power would
be rendered useless.


  I am relieved.


  “There is nothing more to ask, my ward. The
things he speaks of are not possible. Ark is a storytale, birthed
in the thousand years of Eldrade’s peace.”


  Of this I am certain.


  “All right,” Awyer says. He studies my
silvery face. “Do you want to rest?”


  I shake my head. “We should make haste. They
know I am here.”


  His forehead shows inquiry.


  “Never mind,” I say; and because I do not
yet wish to tell him the truth of my past, I distract, “I am proud
of you for using your power.”


  “You know I did not mean to.”


  “You will again if you truly wish to save
the zombie’s cousin. And it starts now. Without allowing your color
to slip through, pick something from the Faded Enchants to spell.
Be sure it is dead. Nothing good will come from enchanting
something twitching with the memory of another color. There is an
entrance into the mountain’s depths on the northern side, roughly
halfway up the mount. That is where you will spell it to go.”


  I continue to give instruction. Meanwhile,
Pedj watches Awyer carry on a conversation lacking the other side.
“She mad at me?” the zombie asks when he deems it appropriate,
attempting a nod in my direction.


  Awyer’s glance shifts from me to him and
again to me. And then he shrugs. “She adores you,” he says.


  “I do not!”


  Awyer’s mouth gives a twitch.


  “Har. Har,” says Pedj. “Get on with it.
What’s she been tellin’ you?”


  “She knows a way in. I will take us
there.”


  Such strong initiative from my ward. Has he
finally accepted that he must freely use the power within himself?
No. I know it is not the case. The truth of the matter is that he
can see the weakness I try to hide. He knows I do not, at present,
contain enough strength to get us there. He knows it is up to him,
and he wishes to be done with it swiftly so that I may
recuperate.


  Our relationship – it is not as it should
be.


  I do not care.


  Our time runs short.


  And I will selfishly allow him to concern
for me.


  Lost in my thoughts, I do not notice that
Awyer has begun his spell. He stands firmly, jaw stern, eyes
closed, and focuses on this task he must perform. Awyer’s Amethyst,
I feel it in my own nonmaterial body. I feel it flushing from his
obsidian shard to me. I feel it before I see it – this power of his
– and once I feel it, I begin to watch it unfold. Alike a brilliant
fresco coming into existence stroke by stroke, Awyer’s enchant
forms from the depths of his center. Were his arms showing, free
from the tawny knit, they would pulse their full color. His veins
beneath would writhe and twist the darkest purple.


  “That is it, Awyer!”


  As he stands with feet planted and fists
tight, the physical world bends to his will. From within the
chaotic pile rises a large curved piece of wood. It is a portion of
a boat.


  “Crank,” swears Pedj, open-mouthed. “You
are strong.”


  The boat’s side flies into the air and then
comes crashing to the ground between Awyer and Pedj, where it
breaks into tiny pieces that go showering all around


  “ACK!” Pedj cries, turning from the flying
splinters.


  Awyer studies the result with a frown.


  “Try again,” I tell him. “And do not use so
much power.”


  Again he takes sorcerer’s stance. Beneath
the pile, a large piece of debris begins to tremor.


  “Focus, Awyer! Control it!”


  The second attempt, a long table missing two
of its legs, is considerably better. While the furniture hits the
ground hard, it does not break – though I cannot say whether Awyer
has actually exerted restraint or if the wood there is simply
sturdier. Awyer steps onto what has become an Amethyst-fueled
platform and motions that Pedj should do the same; but with the
memory of the crashing boat piece fresh on the zombie’s mind, he is
not eager to follow Awyer’s instruction, lest he, too, crash to the
ground and break upon impact.


  But he has no other choice. This he knows.
And eventually he gains the courage to venture onto my ward’s
makeshift lift.


  At Awyer’s will, the enchanted vehicle
elevates into the air – much more vigorously than it was meant to,
I am sure – and begins a bolt toward the mountain. Pedj gives a
yell and hugs the edges as Awyer wills the raft over the sea of
half-enchanted artifacts, several of which spark when they sense
his untamed power, shooting particles of magick after us. At my
urging, Awyer spells the table higher, away from their reach, and
to the northern side where we will find the entrance.


  But we are not so lucky, for the entrance I
had in mind has long since been blocked by shifted rock. Were I at
full strength, I would fly around the mount and scout out a new
entrance. Alas, Pedj’s stunt has put us at a disadvantage. I cannot
fly high or long, and so Awyer is forced to circle the mount while
Pedj and I keep watch for possible openings. It is a tiresome task,
indeed, as the lift continually gains speed, causing the very image
of the mountain to blur and blend in with the darkness of the
night. Even more tiresome is that we do not find entrance near the
base of the rise, nor in the middle. Only after climbing the
entirety of the mount do we find what we seek. There, on the peak,
is a break in the growth, a cleared dark hole. It is Pedj who first
spots it.


  “I found one! THERE!”


  A mistake on his part is to carelessly
excite my ward.


  Because Awyer does not have whole control
over his will, our course is altered at only the slightest inkling.
Thus, on Pedj’s haphazard insinuation, we are directed toward the
mount at bursting speed.


  “Careful, Awyer!”


  Regrettably, his power is volatile. Slowing
is not an option. The table shoots through the air in the bearing
of the hole. Rapider. Rapider! RAPIDER!


  I hop to block my ward from impact, though I
know it will not do an ounce of good. Our ride zooms at the
mountain, through what is indeed an opening, and –


  KRRRSH!


  It ceases to move. Pedj and Awyer are flung
from the table and to the ground, where they skid to a halt against
a cavern wall. We have passed through a barrier. Alike the one of
Eldrade, this barrier is made to keep things out. It is not,
however, meant to detain intruder. Its job is to keep out
enchants. Awyer’s spell is returned to him. The table is
dead.


  And we are in.


  Within the lair of a pair of witch
sisters.




  Chapter VII: Secret


   



  The lair has changed little in a thousand
years.


  Our point of entry is a cragged indentation,
swarmed with knotted vines that creep inward where they may from
the outer greens of the mount. The servants of the earth. The
serpents of the rock. Their arms extend, crawling, through the
mouth of the cave, along the floor and walls, deep into the
darkness that is the throat of Ensecré. An uneven floor of stone
and dirt holds the table, now in pieces, in the aftershock of the
collision.


  Pedj and Awyer stir. They dust from their
clothes the dirt accumulated in the crash. I, who had no actual
reason to fear for myself in the impact, flit to where they have
ended. “Are you harmed, my ward?”


  Awyer rubs his arm.


  “Your shoulder is injured?” I say.


  Awyer shakes his head. “Not enough for
concern,” he says. He nods to Pedj, who immediately after standing,
has slumped against a trunk-sized vine in a display of fatigue. “He
landed between my fall.”


  I turn attention to the zombie to discover
that, in contrast to Awyer, he has truly not fared well at all. The
thigh of his pants is quickly becoming stained with a line of black
liquid, drawn forth from one particularly vengeful piece of
rock.


  “Aye, he leaks,” I say.


  At the proclamation, Awyer’s eyes widen.
“Pedj.” He leans to find the pale boy’s eyes. “Are you all
right?”


  “Not really. I’s bleedin’.” Pedj pushes his
hand against the line of liquid. “It’s crankin’ tough for a zombie
to get on bleedin’, but when we do, our flesh goes soft. Supposin’
I don’t rest, I’ll come into a slop.”


  Awyer’s nose flares. “As in . . . you will
melt?” he says.


  “‘Fraid so.”


  Awyer looks to me.


  My answer is harsh: “He cannot rest.” For
the same reason we could not allow my recuperation. The witches
know I am here. The longer we do not confront them, the more time
they will have to prepare. A witch’s spell is a powerful, terrible
thing, but there is a price. For a great power, sequences of
incantations are required. A single incantation worthy of note
lasts a half of an hour or more. If they are given time to incant
more than twice . . .


  Even Awyer’s power will be rivaled.


  But I know we will make it through this.
Because I have seen Awyer’s future, I know we will not be stopped
here.


  And the same is true of Pedj,
apparently.


   



  “He’s doing it for you, faerie. Just ask
the necromancer.”


   



  As of now, I have not deciphered the
forememory. I have yet to determine who speaks the words, how they
are able to respond to my actions when they cannot see my actions,
and what is meant by Awyer’s motion being ‘for me’.


  I do not have time to think on it now. What
is important is that we will all make it past whatever the mountain
has planned.


  “Tell him to stand still. I will help his
wound to close.”


  Awyer shows concern for my weakened state.
“Are you sure?” he says.


  “Yes,” I tell him. “I have enough strength
for that at least. Besides, if we were to leave it to you . .
.”


   





 
  
  




   



  The image of Pedj’s leg exploding into
black-blooded bits invades my thought.


  Likewise does it invade Awyer’s. “All
right,” he says, eyeing the blackened stain with an apprehensive
frown. He instructs the injured boy to be still. Pale as moonlight,
the skin showing through the tear in Pedj’s clothes is interrupted
by a wide gash of wetted flesh.


  I put a hand to it, and my fingers pass
straight through. There are none I can touch in the absence of
enchants. None but Awyer.


  With my nonmaterial fingers upon him, Pedj
shivers. “What’d you do? I got a chill,” he says.


  “It was Grim.”


  “Eh?!”


  “Mm.” Awyer shows a trace of amusement over
Pedj’s alarmed reaction.


  Meanwhile, I concentrate on the liquid
coming forth from the injured boy’s skin. I concentrate on
reversing the flow and closing the flesh. Because Pedj’s body’s
will to bleed is not strong, and because zombie flesh is far easier
to manipulate than human flesh, righting the gash is much simpler
than when I closed Awyer’s wounds. It is a good thing, too. Since I
do not care for Pedj the way I care for Awyer, it would be
difficult to muster enough will that he should survive.


   



  The way I care for Awyer.


   



  Mere days ago, the thought would not have
voiced itself in that way.


  Pedj’s wound heals. His eyes widen. His
airflow ceases. And then –


  “Hah? Huh? Hoo?!” he shouts. He pokes the
former gash. “Your dark agent sewed me up?!”


  “Grim healed you,” says Awyer, tone
even.


  “But how?! How’d she do that?!”


  A peculiar question indeed. “Do not answer
him, Awyer,” I instruct. “It may be so that the powers of Bloőd and
Azure are not capable of healing.”


  But my disobedient ward takes it upon
himself to answer anyway. “She is an all-powerful being of
darkness. Be kind to her. She could also rip your eyes from your
head.”


  Pedj scampers backward.


  Awyer smirks.


  He jests? Unnatural.


  “Hey! Uncalled for!” says Pedj. He smacks my
ward on the back of the shoulder.


  Then again, an interaction like this may be
wholly natural to my ward. To be truthful, I have limited
experience regarding his communication with peers. Naefaeries are
not allowed to enter the classroom, lest we give our pactors an
unfair advantage. After academy, he did not bring others around. He
did not form outings. It was always us. Warden and ward. And he did
not speak of classmates. He did not speak much at all.


  For all I know, he is this way . . . when in
the presence of friends.


  “Awyer?”


  “Mm?”


  “No. Nothing.” I cannot bring myself to
ask.


  Pedj continues to marvel over his sealed
flesh. “Hoop! Tell your agent I’m right grateful, even if a skosh
freaked.”


  “Tell her yourself,” says Awyer, eyes
agleam.


  “Urrrm. Yeah. Oka.” Pedj guesses at my
location. “So . . . thanks, uh . . .”


  “Mistress,” says Awyer.


  Mistress. The proper name to speak of
another’s naefaerie. But to hear it from Awyer’s mouth . . . my
skin, which is not fully real, turns flush. Though I cannot see it,
I can feel it. The silvery palette has undoubtedly become tainted
with pink. This Awyer notices, and he eyes my face with
reflection.


  The best thing is to ignore it.


  Pedj has just completed his statement of
gratitude. “Tell him it was nothing,” I say, not matching Awyer’s
gaze.


  “She says that next time she will do
nothing. Naefaeries feed off of zombie leakage.”


  Leakage? I shake my head. And because he is
yet watching my tinted cheeks with suspicion – “Come on, Awyer! To
the witches!”


  I take off through the hole leading into the
belly of the mount. The boys make haste to follow. I have many
things to think on, yet I think on none of them. There is not good
that may be done from picking my mind just now. Instead, I focus.
On remembering the paths kept in this mountain. On remembering the
inlets and obstructions and tricks. The darkness swallows us. No
sooner it does, than I enchant a hanged torch to light. And then a
subsequent torch to light. My shadow disfigures into several, as
along a narrow stone passageway flooded by dim amber glow, we
travel. The boys’ brisk footsteps make echo against the formerly
dead walls. Outwards from us, along the passage, their foot patter
does sound.


  I remember this. Coming up on the left will
be an opening in the wall, but because of the way the rocks have
formed, it will not be visible until we have passed. No matter.
That leads to a necropolis of deceased beings worthy enough to be
kept by the witches. Worthy . . . as well as unfortunate, for the
witches have also honed the powers of necromancy, and they hoard
not only magicks alone within their shrine. One never knows when a
deceased sorcerer may be needed.


  In a few more strides, the path will branch.
Taking the right will loop us, and we will be caught in a spelled
hallway without end. Thus, the left is our route.


  But when the fork comes, I find I am wrong.
At some point over the centuries, the looping spell has been broken
– perhaps by one of the unlucky skeletons now held within the
necropolis. Neither path reeks of dark magicks. We still take the
left.


  For good measure.


  The left path begins straightaway to slope
and wind ferally. It dips and bows and slithers and bends around
the innards of the mount. It circles around itself in a gut-choking
way. Ensecré wishes to strangle itself. It is the will of the rock,
once pure, now corrupted by the darkest magicks from beyond the
Vessel. Its will is to die.


  We pass a door wedged sideways in the tunnel
wall. Without trying the knob, I know we may not enter. The force
surrounding the door emits a warning too ominous to ignore.


  A helping of minutes later, another such
door, this one with cracked red paint, comes into view. We pass
that one too and keep on, and Pedj begins to grumble.


  Not yet.


  We are not yet where we must go.


  And the deeper we travel, the thicker the
air becomes. Not only from the stagnancy of the suppressed space,
but also from powerful incantations now being called by the
witches. Somewhere ahead, the twin witches gather, chanting an
enchant they think strong enough to destroy my ward. We must hurry
so that it does not reach that potency.


  Awyer’s fate is not to be destroyed in this
place.


  Rocked impasse after rocked impasse,
boulders block the branches I used to know. Spelled doors aside,
there is only one way we may go. The way we must go. The way that
leads to their centrum. My shadow fills the majority of the hall
with unrecognizable moving spots of shadow. Pedj, clearly
disturbed, glances at them from time to time from over his hobbling
shoulder.


  The fault is Awyer’s. He has done little to
curb Pedj’s terrifying view of me.


  At the end of our pass, I enchant the final
hanging lantern and stop. Pedj continues a few steps, because he
cannot see me, until Awyer instructs, “Wait,” and the zombie skids
to a halt.


  The end of the hallway is adorned with no
less than seven doors lit by the basking glow of the final lantern.
Four are to the left, two the right, and one straight ahead. The
six lesser doors are painted with dull colors of moss and tan and
sienna, but the door straight ahead . . .


  A deepest, darkest onyx coats that door. A
door without knob or crook. A door which from beneath blackened
mist rolls outward at us.


  “Step back, Awyer!”


  Awyer nudges Pedj’s side, and together the
boys backpedal away from the incantation’s product.


  “What’s it?!” Pedj cries.


  I smell at it. I am not certain, but the
mist stenches of hair from a mutt. If it is so, I know the witches’
plan of attack.


  I turn to one of the left-hand doors, one of
sickly pale color, and place a finger to it. The magic of this door
is weaker than the rest, though it is not intentional. The powers
here are reinforced in cycle.


  “Come, my fief.”


  Awyer obediently stands before the door.


  “You must will this barrier to open,” I
say.


  Awyer looks tepidly to the tunnel’s shallow
ceiling.


  “Do not fear your power in this instance.
There is powerful magick sealing the door; use as much as you need
to counter it. The mountain will not crumble.” I steal a squint at
Pedj who waits for Awyer to act. “Instruct the boy to look away,
lest you reveal your Amethyst.”


  “Look away, Pedj.”


  “Hoo?”


  Awyer’s eyes slit. “Look away.”


  With a grumble Pedj turns his back to my
ward.


  “Grim will not be happy if you look,” Awyer
says dully. Or maybe it is not so dull. Upon his lips comes another
smirk.


  Ah! He is making me out to be a villain!
Regardless, there is work to be done.


  “Put your hand before the door and picture
it erupting.”


  Awyer stiffens.


  “It will not actually erupt. As I told you,
it is protected by powerful magicks. Forcing eruption will not so
much as ding it. You must will something much more terrible than
that if you hope to pass.”


  Still he does nothing but stare and
brood.


  “You resolved to use enchants to save the
girl, did you not?” I say. “If I had strength enough, I would do it
myself.”


  Awyer is caught. Eyes on the door, he
finally gives a nod. “I will do it.” Tipping forward his head so
that his hair falls over his eyes, he takes preparatory stance. He
makes tight his jaw, and so begins his casting. Beneath his
sleeves, the Amethyst of his veins bubbles and writhes. His
concentration is unbroken. His power is riled.


  “Focus, my ward.”


  But upon activation, the power in him runs
hot. He starts at once to huff tortured huffs through his nostrils.
His torso begins to jerk. His arms begin to twitch.


  He will collapse before ever releasing the
spell if he does not gain control!


  A cooling catalyst is needed.


  From behind, I place my hands upon his
shoulders and lean my mouth to his ear. “Breathe and gain control
of the burn, my fief. Delight in the burn.”


  Awyer continues to huff, but it is not in
vain. From the bottom of his sleeves comes a release of purple
smoke. A cloud forms around each of his hands. I look to make sure
Pedj has not broken order. He continues to kick at the ground and
grumble with his back safely turned toward us.


  “That is it, Awyer,” I whisper. “Continue on
like that, and when you feel your enchant grow stronger than the
one already in existence, will the door to break.”


  He shakes and jerks and from his sleeves
more smoke rises. It travels to the floor and mingles with dark
mist yet seeping in. Purple and black enchants paw at our feet.


  Make haste! Make haste, my ward!


  He presses the enchant stronger . . .


  Hotter . . .


  Fiercer . . .


  “YAHHHHHHH!”


  And then he folds. Awyer folds, and the
Amethyst in the room dissipates. And it is good that it is so, for
Pedj has just spun to find the source of Awyer’s cry.


  “My ward!” I flit to catch him. But he is
also being caught by the zombie.


  “I am all right,” says Awyer, rising without
our help. It is no lie. However much power he has just exerted, an
abundance more exists within his person. He looks little worse for
the wear.


  He eyes the door. “Did it work?”


  “Aye. Can you feel it? The power is dead.
Try the knob.”


  Awyer does. At his touch, the pallid
blockade swings open.


  We enter one of the many storehouses of the
mount. Within, I will find what I need to combat the hair of the
beast presently being conjured. The room is small and lit by a sole
everglowing crystal situated in the center of a worn wooden table
containing innumerable cut marks leftover from butchery. Needing no
charge or prompt, the light the crystal gives is a natural glow.
Its power will never deplete, and so it is a useful thing indeed.
Even more than useful, are they rare, found only in the deepest
waters of the world, where the most treacherous creatures
inhabit.


  The treasure is just one of the many hoarded
by the witches.


  It is another I will need to combat
them.


  The circular room is lined with curved
shelves of inconsistent width and length, holding jars of vibrant
liquid and books of ageless wear. From the ceiling hang bouts of
dried weed and flesh, feather and burr, each adding to the stenchy
odor of the room. A carcass, a tail, a thorned branch. But none of
those are the thing I need to contest the incantation.


  The back part of the room is lined, floor to
ceiling, with miniature drawers embedded into the wall. Dark-faced,
each is marked by an ancient text Awyer and Pedj cannot read. My
soul, however, is as ancient as the text itself. I can make it
out.


  This


  That


  Odds


  Ends


  Drips


  Drops


  Parts


  Tidbits


  Tripe


  Each drawer is marked with an emblazoned
label, and not all of them are so obscure.


  Feathers


  Strings


  Teeth


  Pins


  Mites


  Words


  Secrets


  Secrets. A witch will always trade a spell
for a secret kept in shame. And their traded secrets are many, for
the greed of the world is great. Not one room in this mountain is
without keep for secrets. It is what I was counting on, and it is
what I have gratefully found.


  I enchant open the drawer marked ‘secrets’
and rummage around within.


  “Ho!” Pedj sees the action and gives a
shout. To him, the drawer has just opened on its own.


  Ignoring his cry, I mill about in the drawer
– which upon being opened, shines with green light – searching for
a secret containing only dim energy within. Secrets fade over time
as they are forgotten. If I can find one nearly dead, I may use it
as leverage.


  I sift past the bright confession of a
killer, around an admission of a cheat, and there, in the back
corner of the drawer, is a confession from a favored son secretly
glad to see his father die.


  I enchant the secret to rest in my hand
before I pull it out.


  To Pedj, a small glowing ball flies from the
drawer and hovers before him. To Awyer, I have just pulled said
ball from the drawer.


  “What is it?” says the sphinx.


  “A secret kept in shame,” I answer. “A dying
one.”


  The green shining thing rests upon my
silvery palm, reflecting against my skin. A brighter secret would
have been impossible for me to handle, capricious things they are,
but one this aged . . .


  I bring my hand to my face and allow the
ball to drop into my mouth. Down my throat it slides.


  “It disappeared!” Pedj says, spooked.


  Yes, I have just ingested the secret – a
secret that does not belong to me – and there will be
repercussions.


  “KYYYAAAAAAAAHHHH!” From within the deepest
part of the mountain comes an agonized shriek.


  Good. They have felt it. And they are
temporarily distracted from their chanting.


  “Stay here,” I instruct of my ward and his
companion while I make way for the door, secret in gut.


  Awyer runs to block my exit. “Wait,” he
orders with a frown.


  “I will return once I have dealt with them.
Do not be hesitant to use enchants if you must.”


  But when I attempt to carry on around him,
Awyer takes my wrist. “Grim.” He is stern. “Stop.”


  I cannot allow him to come. The hair of the
beast will cut through his material body with ease.


  “Very well,” I lie. “Tell Pedj to turn
away.”


  I do not wish for what is about to happen,
but it must be so. I cannot allow Awyer to meet the witches’
conjuring.


  “Pedj. Turn.”


  The necromancer does so with reluctance.


  My ward holds far more power than I. He
holds far more power than any Azurian or Bloődite. I am weak from
what the zombie put me through, and I have exerted much of my
remaining power on the lanterns and his healing. Compared to Awyer,
I am a flea. But I know that he will not anticipate an attack from
me no matter what, and so it is with confidence that I raise my
hand and blast him with as much Amethyst as I can spare. Under the
attack of a blast of purple smoke, Awyer is sent backward into Pedj
and the two of them topple.


  “You must stay here, my sphinx. Beyond is
too much danger.”


  I flee from the room, into the corridor, and
to the knobless door before they can recover.


  “Eyrrmoto.”


  Open.


  I speak in the tongue of the witches, the
same tongue labeling the many miniature drawers of hoarded goods, a
tongue I know from my countless days spent in this place. Unlike
the storehouse doors, the onyx door is not spelled. The witches
want me to enter. It accepts the sacred word and obeys by
clicking open.


  I float into the belly of the mountain – a
vast space filled with heaps of trunk-sized vines crawling the
ground and walls, strong enough that they have burst straight
through the foundation of the mount and overrun the hole that is
the witches’ den. Interwoven in the ensnarling plants are the
witches’ effects, suspended at various heights. Chairs and tables
and wardrobes and mirrors. This is the living chamber of a pair of
beings as ancient as the mount itself. This is the living space of
my former ward and her corrupt counterpart.


  “Hamira.” Because our pact was never fully
broken, she may still hear my voice. She may still see a vague
image of me.


  They are in this room, and they are waiting
for me, holding onto whatever percentage of the spell they have
managed to conjure.


  A whisper fills the air, the croaky voice of
my former ward:


  “Haarnon, ochana ii gelg?”


  Pest, you came here for what?


  In their tongue, I return this to them:


  “I have come for a trade. I have stolen a
secret, but I will give you a better one. A stronger one. A
forbidden one. And in exchange, you will give aid, as well as the
release of a prisoner in your hold.”


  “Shim haarnon! Perana totan? Acka,
haarnon weeana!”


  Foolish pest! You think to trade? You belong
to me!


  “I do not belong to you. A naefaerie is
bound to their pactor for only as long as their pactor should live.
You cheated your death. Simply because your body continues to live,
it does not mean your soul does. I am not yours.”


  “Acka, weeana rii!”


  Belong to me again!


  I skim carefully around the weaving vines,
settling near a dark corner of the massive room, near a wooden
ladder that has been pinned to the wall by one of the plants. It is
my intention to discern the witches’ hiding space from here. To
which crook in the darkness do they cling? “I cannot make pact with
you,” I say, scanning a limb connecting fauteuil and bedframe. “I
have a new ward. Until his fated time, I am untouchable.” A
dangling shelf wrapped by an arm of vine holds several hooks from
which bells and scarves are hung. It gives a jingle to signal that
the witches have just shifted somewhere. I go on, “But you may keep
a piece of me. My greatest secret shall be yours if you wish for
it.”


  Alas, the plea does not work.


  I see only a flash of Hamira’s decrepit
silhouette before her spell is released.


  FWWWUP!


  Like a whip, something cuts through the air
and takes hold of me. Around my body a dark, stringy substance
wraps itself, binding my arms to my sides. I was correct. The spell
they have conjured is a spell of compression. Using the hair of the
hellbeast, they will bind me up until I am small enough to fit
within one of their drawers. For me, it will only compress; but for
a physical being like Awyer, it would tear right through his flesh,
and he would be left in pieces without time to react.


  I was wise to attack my ward.


  The witches have no intention of letting me
leave this place, and for the first time since entering, I am
afraid. But I have a plan. Bound by hellbeast hair in the corner of
a vine-infested lair, I release an invisible giggle that resounds
over the pieces of suspended furniture. The giggle bounces off of
the clutter of the room. Lo, it is only a distraction, for with it
comes a dimly glowing green ball.


  The stolen secret hovers before my lips.


  I will tempt the witches with one brighter
and more taboo – one befitting of their foul tastes. I open my
mouth and whisper into the secret a secret of my own; the secret
kept closest to my heart and admitted to no one – not even to
myself, fully.


  Upon receiving my most powerful secret, the
small ball flares to the size of a bush and turns from dim to
brightest, gleaming green. At once, the whip of hair surrounding me
releases, and I fall into a hover above the ground, weak but not
defeated.


  “This is my secret! If you wish for its
power, you will agree to my terms!”


  And before the ball can be snatched, I suck
it back into my mouth and swallow it into the core of me.


  “KYYYAAAAAAAAHHHH!”


  A second shriek is released into the belly
of the mount.


  “Shim haarnon! Perana lolan?”


  Foolish pest! You think to use trickery?


  “It is not trickery. It is a trade. I have
something you wish for, and you have something I wish for. Trade,
Hamira. Trade, and let me leave.”


  Hamira says nothing. She is a bitter,
possessive, vengeful crone, and she will not let me go without much
confliction.


  However –


  “Acka, totana,” a second voice
says.


  Trade with me.


  It is the deeper, rustier voice of Gorma,
who, feeling no attachment to me, understands the power of the
secret I have offered.


  But it makes not sense.


  “Gorma, how is it that you hear me?” I call.
Not counted among my pactors, she has never been able to hear me
nor to see me.


  I am not given time to ponder how she does
so now. While Groma may be willing to strike a deal, Hamira is not
so ready to let me from her knobbed grasp. FWWWUP! The whip
of hellbeast hair strikes again through the air as the sound of
arguing crones fills Ensecré’s belly.


  With the wrap binding me, squeezing me,
attempting to compress me, I am limp. Positioned beside the pinned
ladder, I cannot struggle. I cannot move. My only hope is that
Gorma may overcome her possessive sister. But the louder Hamira
screeches, and the tighter the mutt hair coils, the less of the
room I am able to distinguish. All of it begins to turn to
unrecognizable mush. Reason with her, Gorma. Reason with . . .


  My only hope . . .


  BAM!


  A blast of purple smoke erupts from the
direction of the onyx door. The hair binding me falls. I look from
the ground in time to see several of the suspended pieces come
crashing to the ground as their vines are shredded and torn from
the impact of the blast. Pieces of vine and debris are sent hurling
through the air – while in unison, the witches let out a
shriek.


  “KYYYAAAAAAAAHHHH!”


  Both of their witchy silhouettes flash into
view for but a second before they dart to find new hiding places
along the crannies of the room. They are alike lizards blending
into warm rock or cool crevasse. Just as quickly as they are seen,
they are again unseen. The room is still, but for the settling
Amethyst smoke, through which a boy of seventeen is visible, fists
balled and stare deadly.


  “Awyer.”


  From a low hover over the ground, I speak
his name. I am upset with him that he has entered this place. I am
upset that his Amethyst is clearly visible for Hamira, Gorma, and
Pedj to see. I am upset that my plan did not work.


  But I am glad that he stands with conviction
unlike any I have seen on him previously.


  My powerful sphinx.


  As the smoke settles, into view comes
skeletal Pedj. He is cowering with arms over his head beyond a mass
of destroyed living chamber. To either side are piles of blasted
away plant-bound furniture. There is no trace of the witches, who
blend into darkness better than most. There is not a word from
either.


  Yet they are not afraid, merely biding their
time in hopes of discovering how to steal Awyer’s power.


  “Grim?” The boy responsible for the mess
calls to me softly.


  “I am here, my fief.”


  He comes to me, crawling over cabinet and
limb, dipping low upon seeing my fallen status; and when he reaches
the place where I lie, he crouches above my body and looks me over
with an unamused mouth. “You assaulted me,” he says.


  Though I am glad to see him unharmed, I
suppress it. “I did not think it was wise to bring you into their
presence,” I say.


  “They are here?” he asks, not taking his
eyes from mine.


  I nod. “They are. Be wary.”


  He places a hand to my neck, where the
hellbeast’s influence lingers in a red line of blisters. “You are
not well.”


  “I will be fine. Do not try to move me.”


  “What can I do?”


  I do not know the answer. I look from Awyer
to Pedj, who is yet cowering, and then to the torn up center of the
chamber.


  It comes to me.


  “The deal has changed,” I speak in the
witches’ tongue.


  Awyer, who does not understand the language,
cocks his head.


  I continue, “Three secrets for three favors.
A secret from the hybrid, in exchange for his cousin’s release. A
secret from the sphinx, in exchange for the path to the Golden
Lands. And a secret from me, in exchange for whatever spell has
allowed Gorma to hear my voice. It is three or none. Take them or
leave them!”


  Hamira, not without fury, responds,
“Eppitt la finma? Eppitt, corana!”


  The sphinx is your pactor? I will kill
him!


  But no retaliation comes. If Hamira wishes
to lash with anything more than threat, she is stopped in the
shadows by her sister.


  I answer her, “If you try, you will not
succeed, for I have seen his future, and his death is not here. He
possesses the strength of thousands, and although you, too, are
strong, your incantation is spent. If you fight him, you will
lose.”


  The whispers of the unseen witches flood the
cavern as they deliberate my offer. Fodder for despair, their
squabbling weighs heavily upon the air. I do not miss the troubling
thoughts it brings.


  But there is a light in the midst of their
corruption.


  They know it is the truth that I speak. For
them, it is all or it is nothing. If they do not agree, they will
be forced to test my ward’s unsteady powers, whose strength they
can undoubtedly feel clashing with their own, and my most powerful
secret may slip through their fingers.


  Their decision comes.


  An urn, painted with golden symbols from an
era before man, floats from somewhere within the rubble, to the
place where I hover.


  “Acka, totana.”


  Trade with me.


  And this time it is Hamira’s order.


  I bid my ward to leave my side before
speaking my compromising secret into the urn. Along with it goes
the first stolen secret. Together they make the urn glow a
brilliant green. It will glow even brighter by the time we are
finished.


  I call Awyer to return to me. I explain what
must be done. “Speak into this vessel your deepest secret,” I tell
him with my eyes uncompromisingly on his. “It can be anything, but
it must be meaningful. A thing not even I know. A thing that should
not be known by any. Have you a secret like that?”


  Awyer’s dark-lined eyes appear almost to
darken. He nods and takes from me the vessel without delay.


  It is a response I find surprising. Though
my expectation was for him to search his mind for suitable secret,
this one came easily. As though he was already thinking of it.
Easily, he pulled it from his soul. Effortlessly, it flowed to his
lips.


  Like mine.


  Like . . . mine?


  I shake it away.


  Once finished, Awyer brings the urn to Pedj
and instructs him to do the same, but Pedj is not so eager. Because
Awyer’s true identity has since officially been revealed, Pedj
backs away when my ward approaches.


  “You already knew,” says Awyer, without
interest. “You saw it outside the Faded Enchants. Nothing has
changed.”


  “Well, yeah! But I didn’t know for
sure, for sure! Up till now, I could kinda pretend! Twig
it?”


  “Grim says that if you want to save your
cousin, you have to give them a secret.” Awyer extends the urn
toward Pedj. “Make it good.”


  Pedj snatches the glowing jar. “Ugh! Fine!
But after this, we’re gettin’ on separate ways, oka!?”


  Awyer nods. Pedj squints his eyes and
swishes his mouth in search of a secret to spare. Once found, he
rubs the back of his head sheepishly, presses his mouth to the
mouth of the urn, and whispers into it. The urn responds by
searing green.


  Whatever confession his is, it is a powerful
one.


  “Now wha–?” starts Pedj. “Waaaaaaaah!”


  Upon receipt of the final secret, the urn
shoots from the zombie’s unanticipating palm. Zipping past a bureau
hung on its side, the urn flies into the air, disappearing into a
folded part of space – a small, enchanted pocket used to
temporarily hold precious things.


  Now it is the witches’ turn to deliver.
Those symbols on the urn – they are correlated to the golden power
inherently within my ward’s veins. From a time before man. From the
time of the sphinxes. The urn’s terms are goldenly absolute. The
deal is bound; Hamira and Gorma may not go back on their word.


  From within the shadows of the room, Gorma’s
voice speaks:


  “Viilma reeana. Viilma eppitt-o-dailo
rieana.”


  The girl is released. She holds the sphinx’s
artifact.


  “And what of my spell?”


  “Haarnon-o-niija la caivana polana
looi.”


  The pest’s voice is heard by drinking
void.


  A cabinet yet suspended high in the center
of the room makes a creak as it opens. From its topmost shelf
floats a tiny vial of dark substance.


  Void? To hear my voice, one must drink from
the darkness beyond the Eternity Vessel. Had I known so, I would
not have made the deal. But it is too late now. I take the vial
when it comes, enchanted to allow my reception, and tuck it into my
smock.


  Hamira’s voice sounds furiously from the top
of the chamber. “Mirrosho!”


  Now leave!


  And with that, we are falling, falling,
falling, through a floor that has just opened, alongside the debris
of furniture and vines – anything no longer suspended by the
remaining wood-like stalks.


  For a second time, I have escaped
Ensecré.




  Chapter VIII: Bird


   



  We, intermingled with debris, fall into a
space where there is nothing but air.


  I am weak, unable to pull myself out of
hover, and so I, too, fall with the rest. I should not be moved in
my state. If I reach the ground, I will be pushed through it, and
my components will disalign. I will become more vague than ever,
detached from this world, and it will take more than mere rest for
me to gain form again.


  But worse will come of my ward and his
friend if we reach the ground. And the ground is soon coming.


  “Awyer!” I shout into darkness and my voice
is taken by the fall. Again I cry, “Awyer! Enchant us to slow!
Enchant–”


  I am caught from beneath by some invisible
force – possibly the wind. Catching the small of my back, it pushes
me from below; it slows my plummet into a light drift alike the
descent of a leaf. Daintily, I rock back and forth, back and
forth.


  My ward? Is it your power beneath me? Are
you harnessing the stolen color? Are you . . .?


   



  . . .


   



  “No. We cannot move her.”


  “You’re crankin’ crazy! The longer we stay
here, the better’s the chance those hags’ll come after us!”


  “Then leave, Pedj. I will stay with
her.”


  Voices. I hear voices. Pedj’s voice and
Awyer’s voice, and they are arguing.


  “Fine by me! Let’s go, Mael. Night’s
a-wastin’. We’ll charge up one of these junks and sail smack outta
here.”


  “Uh-uh,” answers a new voice – a girl’s
voice, “I’ll stay.”


  “Mael!” the voice of Pedj retorts. “I told
you, you don’t owe him nothin’!”


  My thoughts are confused. Mael? I do not
recall traveling with a person named Mael.


   



  The girl is released. She holds the sphinx’s
artifact.


   



  Ah. Pedj’s cousin, the prisoner. SHE is
Mael.


  If she is released from the snare of the
mount, does that mean we are also released? I am victim to this
hover. Unable to lift. Unable to make full sense of anything.


  “Shup, Pedjram,” says the girl called Mael.
“I’ll stay with Ower.”


  “Oh yeah, Mael? And why in the heck would
you stay with the likes of him!? You saw what he is, didn’t you?
He’s one of the whores! AND he’s paired himself up with an
agent! It senses to say she’ll sniff up your power the minute she
comes outta it, and right then get on suckerin’ your magick!
‘Sides, you went on Secret Mountain for my account, and I made up
for it by savin’ you, so let me SAVE you! Twig it?!”


  “I came on Ower’s behalf. Not yours.” The
girl’s voice is airy. “And his agent’s not dark. It’s light . . . I
see her light.”


  “Eh? You’re crankin’ off, you are. The
witches went and spelled you.”


  The girl taken captive for her cousin’s sake
. . . for the sake of my ward? I do not understand. Where are we?
In the bottom of the mount, beneath the mount, or have we found a
way outside? My vision is blurred. I can make out naught.


  Focus.


  Focus.


  “My . . . wa . . .”


  Words are difficult to arouse at the moment.
All the same, the one connected to me hears them in their
half-formed state.


  “Grim?” Awyer’s voice, low and soft, calls
to me in the midst of my struggle, and before I can answer, I feel
weight. His weight. Hands have been placed upon my shoulders. His
hands. “You are becoming solid, Grim.” His tone is relieved.


  In a flicker, my vision returns to me. From
vagueness to clarity, it comes. Dirty-cheeked, my ward’s face is
over mine, back-dropped by a dawn sky of stars. We are outside.


  “Wh . . . where?” I voice.


  “I opened the wall,” he says.


  I make pains to lift my neck, battling the
lead that has become my skull. After a helping of attempts, I
manage. Awyer and I are situated on a platform jutting low from the
side of Ensecré. The vastness of sparking, twitching Faded Enchants
spreads below us like a sea of dying.


  “You caught us?” I say when my words
unstick. “You enchanted our fall?”


  Awyer nods and says nothing more. He merely
stares at me with eyes difficult to read.


  “You have saved us,” I say.


  Still, Awyer says naught.


  “I am proud,” I admit. But more than proud,
I am . . .


  Without my coaching, Awyer opened the side
of Ensecré. Without my instruction, he stood guard while I
recovered. He . . . protected me. I have been at his mercy, and so
I do not feel like his warden at all. I feel like . . .


  Awyer keeps his stare over me, waiting for
me to speak, but before I am able to do any such thing –


  “Oka, if the agent’s up now, what’s say we
get on outta this hell heap!?” Pedj steps into view. Alike my fief,
his cheeks and clothes are dirtied with the soot of the mount.


  Awyer does not take his eyes from mine. “Can
you be moved?” he asks.


  Yes. With each passing moment, I am becoming
more and more stable. To answer him, I rise out of hover, which,
though a delicate process, brings him a glimmer of relief.


  I turn so that I might witness the hole he
made in the mount, and am not disappointed. It is no mere cleft; an
enormous wedge has been taken clear off the side. What is more,
Awyer does not appear fatigued in the least by what has certainly
been a great bout of exertion. The power of my ward is terrible. I
delight in the knowing that it is so.


  In fact, I am about to release an invisible
giggle of glee, when I notice something move from the side of the
mountain. Camouflaged in the boulders, a small form arises.


  That is right – there was another person
talking with Pedj and Awyer, was there not?


  “The prisoner,” says Awyer, as if to read my
thoughts. “Mael.”


  As the so-called prisoner comes forth from
the wreckage, I see that its form belongs to a girl. The girl, of
small waist and full hips, sports nothing on her top but a fitted
piece of fabric around the bust. Upon her hips drapes a flowing
skirt with shredded ends that have become dirtied by the rubble.
Needless to say, her middle is entirely exposed, allowing for a
glimpse of something . . . peculiar. Along her ribs, dark
horizontal stripes run. Tattoos? Or perhaps a mixture of paint.
Either way, it is a cultural marking that I do not recognize.


  The freed prisoner is a pretty girl, if one
overlooks the vagueness of her expression, which now stares in a
disconnected way up toward the heavens. Her hair is dark and tied
back high at the crown of her head; her bottom lip is full and
pouted; and her wide-set eyes are darkened with a black powder that
has been dusted over the top of her eyelids.


  “She is the cousin of Pedj?” I ask of
Awyer.


  “Mm.”


  And while I am inspecting her, a thing
happens that I do not anticipate. The girl moves her gaze from the
sky, directly to me, and speaks with a voice that does not sound
attached to her mind, “Hullo, agent.”


  The fact that she looks at me without fail
is a lucky guess on her part.


  “Mistress,” Awyer instructs.


  Mael nods, and her hair swings with her
head. “Mistress is bright,” she says, yet gazing at me. It is an
unusual thing indeed, as her eyes follow me without fail even
though I have since shifted position a ways to the right.


  I am bright? How so? It is not as though she
can SEE me.


  Pedj is impatient. “Oka, oka. If you’re
about ready, let’s get–”


  “I saw,” Mael interrupts, tone foggy. “I saw
in the water.”


  “She saw?” I ask Awyer.


  He shakes his head, for he does not know any
more than I. Mael looks from my direction to Awyer and then again
to me. Meanwhile, Pedj is anxiously eyeing the mount looming at our
backs.


  “I saw Ower in the water,” continues Mael
without prompt. “I saw what’s needed. I saw.”


  “What is she speaking of, my fief?” What did
I miss while in my vague state?


  But again, Awyer shakes his head.


  “I saw you needed me, Ower. I saw the dead
bird. I’ll stay with you.”


  “You saw?” Pedj’s arms are folded in
cynicism. “Means you saw in one of your dreams?” His sunken
eyes roll. “Since a kipper, Mael ‘sees’ things in the water. She’s
. . . not . . .”


  “All there,” Awyer finishes.


  “Er– right,” says Pedj, scowling.


  “The witches had the bird, Ower. And only I
can follow him. The dead won’t listen to Pedjram. Pedj is
half.”


  “She believes that we need her because she
is a full necromancer?” I ask of no one. I merely seek to make
clarity of the girl’s babble.


  “The bird leads Ower to gold. I follow the
bird. Is why the witches gave the bird to me. Is why I went to the
witches in the first place. Is why I called for Pedjram. Knew he’d
come if I said not to.”


  “What?” Pedj rubs the whole of his face.
“You sayin’ you went to Secret Mountain ‘cause the water told you
to help him? What means, you were caught on PURPOSE!?”


  Mael nods. “I saw you’d find Ower. I sent
the letter on the wind so you’d bring him.”


  Pedj smacks his forehead. The corner of
Awyer’s mouth twitches.


  A dead bird? I see nothing of the sort on or
around her person. However, if I know the witches – and I do – the
spell may come in a variety of forms. If the witches chose to give
the artifact to Mael, when they willingly gave the vial of void to
me, perhaps it is with reason that they bestowed the relic in such
a way.


  “Urgh!” Pedj gives off a low, exasperated
grumble. “True or not, we need to get outta this place before those
hags come racin’.”


  Awyer looks to me.


  “Aye, we should,” I say. “I have jeopardized
our safety. Ask the girl the location of this ‘bird’.”


  Turning to Mael, Awyer inquires, “Where is
the dead bird?”


  Slowly, Pedj’s cousin raises her dainty
wrist, upon which a thin line of silver dangles. A charmed band.
“That isn’t no bird!” cries the zombie. “It’s a bracelet,
Mael!”


  Not simply a bracelet. “Can it be taken
off?” I ask via Awyer, to which Mael shakes her head. As suspected,
the piece has been branded to her. “Very well,” I say. “Let us
leave this place.”


  Yes, let us leave forever. Let us never
return to this rock stenching of voided black magicks. Let us never
lay eyes upon the nest of the twin witches again.


  With Awyer’s go say, Pedj and Mael set about
enchanting a board to carry us again over the sea of Faded
Enchants. With a new caster among us, my reluctant ward will not
bother to dirty his hands with Amethyst. It is a shame. The raft
putters upward from the pile, less steadily than when Amethyst was
in charge.


  Awyer takes no remorse, and looks shrewdly
at Mael’s swinging ponytail. “What do you think?” he asks me in
confidence.


  “Of the girl? She said she would lead you to
gold. Did you or Pedj speak it to her?”


  Awyer shakes his head.


  Unsettling.


  “Whether her story about seeing you in the
water is true or not, she knows that our destination is the Golden
Lands. As far as the witches gifting her with the key to your
homeland . . .” I continue, “It is true that there are magicks in
this world which may only be used by specific persons. It is also
true that the witches quite possibly possess multiple ways to your
homeland. They would surely pick the route that would cause me the
most strife.”


  “They branded the key to her to slow us
down,” Awyer assumes.


  “It could be so.”


  “Grim.” He lowers his voice even lower. “Can
she really see you?” A very many questions from the boy who has
slowly become accustomed to speaking – but still only when he
must.


  “I do not know,” I tell him. “Until today, I
did not think it possible that any but you could hear me.
However, there are a great many strange things in this world. The
possibility exists. Either way, we should make haste to find out
for certain. If she has swallowed void, we will have a new mess of
issues with which to deal.”


  The enchanted board reaches the edge of our
dais. Awyer, who because he does not understand the language of the
witches, does not know what I mean by ‘swallowed void’, steps onto
the Bloőd-fueled thing without enthusiasm. He disapproves of my
vagueness.


  Pedj and Mael spell the craft to move.


  “What do them two hags look like, anyhoop?”
Pedj asks Mael as we drift over the popping sea. Theirs is a ride
much less lively than Awyer’s, for their power is nowhere near as
great.


  Mael shrugs. It is likely she did not lay
eyes upon the crones. “A witch holds a wrinkle for every spell
known to him or her,” I tell through Awyer.


  “For real?!” Pedj perks. “How many do they
know?”


  “Thousands upon thousands.”


  The zombie makes no attempt to conceal his
disgust. A large shudder runs through his bony shoulders. “Pew,” he
says.


  The raft continues lazily, spelled by
nonvolatile enchants, until we four land on the opposite bank of
the Faded Enchants. Though we are tired, we will not stop for rest
here; we must continue on the move, in the know that we should be
far gone, lest the witches decide to take pursuit.


  From the mountain, the mood is
off-putting.


  Pedj insists that he does not wish to know
how or why my sphinx came to hold the power of Amethyst, though by
this time, he certainly understands that Awyer is no mere Azurian.
For now, he assumes my ward one of the escaped ‘whores’, and he
believes the rest to be hiding somewhere in the wilds, waiting to
attack unsuspecting Bloődites who may come to know their secret. He
fears Awyer’s power enough to keep without gaining additional
unnecessary knowledge. He understands that such knowledge would be
detrimental to his wellbeing. Mael, on the contrary, does not
appear concerned over the issue. And it is good. We would not be
able to tell her, even if she were to inquire.


  Instead, the girl takes it upon herself to
lead us away from the mountain, while Pedj takes it upon himself to
chip away at her resolve. Through the dawn, he whispers at her ear
as Awyer trails behind – and as I skim around the traveling group,
attempting to find the truth behind Mael’s ability to accurately
speak toward me.


  I flit to the right of her, and she follows
my form like a distracted child. Pedj grows annoyed. “Pay
attention, Mael!”


  I float above her, and she looks upward,
too. I drift behind her, whispering in a small voice,


  “Can you hear me?”


  But to that, she does not react. So she
cannot hear my voice. Awyer watches my behavior with amusement.


  I must know for sure.


  “Fine!” I cry when I am exhausted of ideas.
“A test!” I zip right in front of Mael to cut off her movements,
and rather than move through me, she halts and tips her head to the
side, cooing,


  “Hmmm?”


  How rare! Making my face to be ferocious, I
lunge at her, but she does not react with any amount of surprise.
She continues to stare at me with vacant curiosity.


  “Grim is trying to figure out if you can
really see her,” explains Awyer the betrayer, concealing a very,
very small laugh.


  “Do not tell her!” I lash.


  It is for naught.


  “I can’t see her,” says Mael flatly.


  “Oh?” says Pedj, who is now even more
annoyed that Mael has apparently decided to halt for no discernable
reason. “So you can’t see her after all? Knew it. Didn’t take long
for you to–”


  “I see her light. Not her. Only her light,”
says Mael.


  “Her light?” says Pedj.


  “She’s there.” Mael points at me. Pedj
hurries to wave his hand through the space where I am. Because I do
not wish for his hand to move through me, I swiftly flit away.
“There.” Mael points to my new position. I flit again away.
“There.” She points and I move. “There. There. There.”


  Each time she accurately points out my
location!


  Awyer is convinced. “Mael, what do you mean
by light?” he asks.


  “Mistress glows. I see the glow.”


  It is not usual. The girl possesses some
ability that allows for that which should not be? Abilities like
those are not to be taken lightly.


  “By the hoo,” she goes on, not seeing the
peculiarity of her revelation, “been meanin’ to ask – what’s
Mistress look like, Ower?”


  Awyer does not take even the shortest moment
to think on the question. Eyes set upon my face, he says plainly,
“She is fair.”


  Pedj shakes his head, then angrily mutters
to no one in particular, “Like I said, it’s he thinks she’s a real
girl or somethin’! Loonsie!”


  Whatever progress may have been made by my
healing of him, it is gone now that he knows Awyer’s true color. No
matter. There are more important things to be concerned over. Awyer
has just spoken of my fairness to another, and my face has become
flush in response. It becomes flush even easier this time than the
first! How, when embarrassment should not be possible on a being
such as I!?


  These days I am feeling less naefaerie, and
more . . .


  “It’s now. Now I kill the bird.” Mael speaks
the words just as the sun begins to peer from the edge of the earth
and just as my heart is beginning to race. ‘Kill the bird’ is a
startling thing to hear from a mouth so listless. Rightly, Pedj
exclaims,


  “Kill?! What bird are you gonna kill,
Mael?!”


  Mael gestures to her wrist, where a small
silhouette has just appeared. It is not a bird, but the shadow of a
bird. “See? Can only see it by day,” she says.


  “It’s a shade bird?” Pedj leans in to
inspect the appeared creature. “Thought them was supposed to be
extinct.” He taps the shadow’s head delicately, and the shadow
responds by rustling its wings. Pedj’s eyes grow wide, shining,
intrigued. “Whoa!” But his wonder is soon squashed by the
recollection of Mael’s declaration: kill. “But why do you
gotta kill it? Is it even alive to begin with?”


  Mael shakes her head.


  “Then why?” Pedj pleads, turning
desperate. He holds a soft spot for the shadowed creature. Ironic,
when he cares not for my shadowed existence at all.


  “Won’t obey till I kill it again,” says
Mael.


  A shade bird. I have heard of them. Long
ago, they were kept as pets by the necromancers. Of course, that
was before – when necromancers were still the holders of Amethyst.
After the last color war, and the bequeathment unto Eldrade, many
things were lost to the dead-raising people. It is likely few of
their pets made it through the attack.


  “It’s time,” says Mael. And while Pedj
stands in horror, grinding his teeth sickly, she wraps her hand
around the shadow perched on her wrist and squeezes without mercy.
There is no sound from the creature, for the song and cry of a
shade bird cannot be heard by sphinx nor man nor zombie. When Mael
removes her hand, the shadow, previously lively, falls into a
motionless ball.


  Awyer looks at me sidelong.


  “It was not alive to begin with,” I explain.
“Rekilling it is alike when you and I made pact. The bird will be
reborn and Mael will be its master.”


  With the shade bird’s corpse lying on her
arm, Mael raises her wrist to her face and makes a clicking noise
through her teeth. The dead bird responds by lifting from Mael’s
arm and into the air. The dark mass does not make it far. The
bangle on Mael’s arm serves as a hold on the bird’s invisible
leash. Mael may now use its pull to direct her to wherever it may
fly.


  “To the Golden Place,” the girl whispers to
her pet. In response, her wrist is drawn westward. She turns toward
her cousin. “I’m takin’ Ower to gold. You comin’?”


  So casually she presents the offer.


  With tight teeth, Pedj eyes up my fief.
“Well, I can’t leave you alone with him, can I?” Mumbling,
he adds, “Shifty crankin’ cutthroat.”


  Mael tips her head. “Can you?”


  “Argh! That’s it! Grandmar’s resting soul
would never forgive me if I let you off alone. Guess I’m going
where you go, Mael.”


  So he says. Though it is more likely he
plans to dissuade her from the task altogether.


  In this way, we four set off to the west,
where the Golden Lands supposedly lie. Much has happened in a day.
At the first chance I get, I touch my hand to my sphinx’s. I do not
expect much.


  I am rewarded.


   



  Awyer stands atop a pillar, encompassed in a
funnel of Amethyst smoke. Soundless, the air around him rises,
pushing the cloud higher and higher until there is nothing less
than a direct line to the heavens.


  From below him, a golden light shines,
through which stoic faces are visible. One rises above the rest.
Part man, part lion, the being offers a token to the deliverer that
is Awyer.


  But Awyer does not take the token. Instead,
he instructs a person in the shadows to step forth.


  I give a start.


  That is not how it is meant to be. It is
all, ALL wrong! Alas, when I try to cry out to him, a garbled voice
at my back interrupts,


  “He’s doing it for you, faerie. Just ask
the necromancer.”


  I look down the wall, where stands a girl of
disconnected gaze. Mael, the true necromancer, has been warning me
of this all along. Why did I not listen to her!? Now, because of
me, Awyer will be . . .


  The voice at my back begins to whistle.


   



  I am pulled from the memory, but not from
Awyer’s hand. I fear what is coming. I fear the whistling person at
my back for whom my distress serves as entertainment. And because I
fear these things, I find my hand clinging to Awyer’s. He holds
mine as I hold him.


  A shadow of some creature crosses over our
path.


  “Grim.” Awyer’s voice is grave. “What is
it?”


  I cannot tell him.


  “It is nothing.”


  But these denials do nothing but put
distance between us. Frowning, Awyer releases my hand.


  He says not a thing more to me the remainder
of the day.


  Over highland and brush we roam. By midday,
the travelers are weary; by lateday, they are exhausted. Without
consulting my ward, Pedj tells Mael that they should make camp.


  “Not until Ower says,” is her reply. At
least she deems my ward the leader of their troupe.


  Because Awyer, upset over my
divulgelessness, is not speaking to me, he gives answer on his own.
“We will stop at dusk.”


  Mael nods and continues through the wild.
Eventually, she begins to veer north, for the bird is altering
course. This is apparent by the angle of her wrist. As the sun has
faded, the creature has become less and less visible to the eye.
Northward we trek, through stout tree and bush, until happening
upon a sheltering cave tucked into the base of a dry-grass
hill.


  It is here that the mortals make camp. Pedj
does not trust Awyer; hence, he instructs Mael that the pair will
take turns keeping watch under star cover. As before, I will look
over my ward. I will make sure nothing gets him in the night. He
may sleep with ease.


  Seemingly agreeing to the arrangement, the
necromancer offers to keep first lookout for her cousin – a lie
revealed once the zombie’s breathing turns heavy – at which point,
she looks to me, saying, “You’ll wake Ower if anything comes, won’t
you?”


  I bob to show my agreement. Satisfied, Mael
settles into a curled ball, where she drifts quickly asleep.


  She trusts us wholly.


  Did she really gather visions of us in the
water? Necromancers gain power from water, so if she were to have a
forememory, it makes sense that it would arise in the presence of
water, but . . . Do prophets truly exist in this day? I have not
personally come across one before. Any who claimed such turned out
to be fraudulent. Even so, I know firsthand that foresight is
possible. Mael’s knowledge and fearlessness of our situation are
convincing. She allowed herself to be nabbed by the witches,
trusting that we would save her.


  For now, I will observe the girl as she
quietly babbles in her sleep.




  Chapter IX: Rustics


   



  In the morning, Pedj stirs with fury. Due to
exhaustion, he did not wake in the night on his own, and because
Mael failed to trigger his shift, both were left at my mercy
throughout the night.


  “Shup, Pedjram,” Mael responds to his
complaining.


  A new day, we head northwestern. Through
rock and crystal and tree, my ward traverses.


  “We keep on that way, we’ll run smack into
Pallkeep. That what you want, Mael?”


  She nods.


  “What is Pallkeep?” I ask through Awyer, who
would not have otherwise asked.


  “Town in Bloődite territory ‘bout a day from
here,” says Pedj gruffly. His irritable attitude continues to grow.
“So’s to warn you, if anyone sees what you got hid under your
sleeves, you’ll be crankin’ toast.”


  “So to warn you,” Awyer lies, “turn us in
and Grim will attach herself to you.”


  The thought turns Pedj even gaunter.


  As we continue forth, Mael hums to herself a
melancholy song, which serves to match the overcast sky of the day.
Rain may very well be in our future. If only touching Awyer’s arm
would allow for near forecast; alas, the future is as vague as it
is certain.


  In the afternoon, shrouded by gray, we reach
the first signs of civilization since leaving Eldrade, witch’s lair
aside. In an area where the land begins to flatten, we stumble
across our first settlement – a sole hut in the center of a fence.
The home is made with little more than wood and mortar and
processed slabs of crystal wall. Yet as we pass, Awyer eyes it with
covetous intent. Aye, to a simple person like him, a simple abode
most certainly looks appealing.


  Unassuming structures have long been his
preference.


  In the corner of the yard, there is a tree
overbearing with brown fruit.


  “Finally!” Pedj releases. “Been wonderin’
when we’d start comin’ across some myst trees! We can eat these for
sure!” Temporarily forgetting his animosity toward my ward, Pedj
turns to Awyer with a wide smile – though after setting eyes upon
the boy of Amethyst, Pedj’s grin falls into a new set of
grumbles.


  “Myst trees?” inquires Awyer.


  Pedj, who has already set off in a trot
toward the gate, thinks not to answer. It is the less energetic of
his kin who speaks up. “They’re maintained by Bloőd or Azure,”
lists Mael. “Growin’ without magick’s possible in the wild, but
most everybody uses spells to help food sprout.”


  Awyer frowns at the idea.


  “And ‘cause there’s always so much, it’s
fine to help yourself. Least in Bloődite territory.”


  “Ask her if they contain added nutrients,” I
say.


  Awyer is silent.


  “Ask, my fief, please.”


  His dark eyes slide over my face. “Are there
added nutrients?” he says dully.


  “Yeah. Energy, too. It’ll make you full and
healthy,” says Mael, and then to me, “Make him eat, Mistress. He’ll
get tired if he don’t.”


  “You heard her, Awyer. Do not refrain from
eating.”


  His stony expression says otherwise.


  “I do not see how this is much different
than eating the zombie’s ‘preserves’. If you wish to maintain the
strength to finish this journey quickly, you will put your
stubbornness aside and eat the fruit.”


  I feel a pang in my chest. To finish this
journey quickly – when who knows what will transpire at the
journey’s end? Should it not be my wish that his journey drag? No,
rightfully it should not be my wish.


  But it is.


  “HEY! Here!” With little warning, Pedj lobs
one of the fruit at my fief’s head. Awyer catches it easily in one
hand.


  “Stubbornness?” He takes a bite of the hard,
round food. “If I am never stubborn, you will dominate me,
Mistress.”


  He has not spoken much since gaining the
necromancer into our party, and he has not spoken a thing like
that to me ever. Not only referring to me as ‘Mistress’, but
directly calling me such? I am left to stutter:


  “W-what?”


  Awyer swallows and catches my stare so that
I am powerless to look aside. “Do not dominate me, Grim.” The
fierceness underlying his monotonous statement is striking. It has
never before happened that a ward has striven to become my equal.
Unable to think of a suitable response, I abscond to the top of one
of the fence posts. Alone, I wait for the mortals to finish
eating.


  When the meal has passed, Pedj shoves a
fruit into each pocket of his loose-fitting pants – which because
of the mugginess of the day, he has rolled to the calf – before
giving the signal to move on. Skirt and ponytail swaying, Mael
follows close behind, wrist extended to feel the guide of the shade
bird’s pull.


  I am last to move out. Feet trailing the
ground, I tail the others, lost in thoughts that should not be.
Eventually, Awyer falls back.


  “You are angry,” he assumes.


  “No,” I say, “merely confused.” The
confession escapes on its own. As has happened in the past, I did
not mean for Awyer to hear it.


  “Things are changed,” Awyer says, staring
ahead and keeping with my pace.


  “Aye.”


  “Since the cavern,” he says.


  “For me it was sooner,” my tongue
admits.


  “For me it could not be sooner.”


  “What do you mean?” I say, caught
unaware.


  He shakes his head. “I do not know. I cannot
explain.”


  Inexplicable. It is an accurate term to
describe what has happened to us.


  Through the rest of the gray day, we march,
while Mael continues to hum her tune. Pedj assures that if we
travel until dusk and wake with the dawn, we will reach the
Bloődite town of Pallkeep in the morrow.


  By the frequency of the settlements
beginning to dot the landscape, it would seem he is correct. At
first, there is a half an hour or more between dwellings, each of
which reflects the first hut, though some are larger than others,
and some even have outbuildings made of similar crystal and grout.
As we go, the dwellings become closer and closer together until
there is a grouping of two or more every ten minutes. The land in
these places has been cleared to allow gardening and leisure space,
and several of the homes are coated with crawling vines and ivies.
They are nowhere near as lavish as the rising condominiums of
Eldrade, but I did not expect them to be. Life without constant
enchant is not so glamorous.


  It is a life befitting of my stooped
ward.


  Although, now that I think of it, he has not
stooped in days.


  The folk of these residences, who are simple
and rugged when compared to the opulent Eldradeans – my modest ward
aside – take no notice of us as we pass, other than an occasional
head nod here and there. All are on edge due to the chaotic outcome
of Eldrade’s attack and the missing Amethyst, so it is no wonder
that they are wary of strange passers. That is fine as far as I am
concerned. It is better that they take caution than if they were to
show burdensome interest.


  In the early eve, we find a fence to settle
within. Neighbored by several other dwellings, the yard is without
structure of its own, though there are the fallen remains of where
one once stood. Dirtied crystal meets crumbled mortar. How it came
to be in such a state, when surrounded by wielders, is a mystery.
Albeit, there is a working water pump at the yard’s side, in
addition to bouts of tree cover, making it a perfect waypoint for
weary Awyer, Pedj and Mael.


  The zombie and necromancer occupy one side
of the pen while my sphinx takes the other, busying himself over
patching a tear in his sleeve. Looping a tiny thread through a
needle from his satchel, he begins to stitch with a boy’s
crudeness.


  Pedj watches with prudence. He wonders why
the Amethyst sorcerer would not simply enchant the tear to mend
itself.


  He does not yet know my fief well at
all.


  “So any idea on how long this little jaunt
of ours’ll take?” he asks, looking away so that Awyer will not know
he was watching.


  “I do not know.” Awyer defers to me.
“Grim?”


  But I do not know either. And Mael has
nothing more to add but a new crescendo to her song.


  “That’s nice.” Pedj’s arms fold in a grumpy,
bony stance. “Could take a year, for all you know.”


  I would be glad if it were so.


  With that, Pedj falls silent and only Mael’s
hum fills the dusked air of our borrowed space. Her song grows
fainter when she travels to the opposite side of the fallen home to
rinse in water from the pump.


   



  And then it halts completely.


   



  So abruptly that even Awyer takes notice. He
looks up from his work, searching through the twilight for the
reason behind Mael’s sudden silence.


  Pedj calls, “Mael?”


  He is responded by an, “Uh-oh! Uh-oh!
Uh-oh!”


  Sprinting from the pump, the girl veers to
avoid my light. To Pedj she runs, while Awyer hops to his feet in
preparation for whatever evil she has seen from the pump.


  But when I fly to inspect said pump, there
is not evil to be found. There is nothing that I can –


  Ah!


  I feel it.


  As I felt just before the Bloődite attack on
Eldrade, I feel something amiss in the air.


  “Awyer!”


  My shout comes too late. It is overpowered
by a loud blast of dark-colored smoke that has just landed upon one
of the neighboring dimly lit houses:


  BOOM!


  I swiftly return to Awyer, who now leaps to
dodge a second blast of smoke that has just landed at the edge of
the yard:


  BOOM!


  “Azure!?” shouts Pedj.


  And he is not alone; the Bloődite
inhabitants of the surrounding dwellings are running from their
houses, fists balled for enchant, and asserting similar
accusations.


  An angry rabble fills the air, but it is
overcome by two more blasts of what are presumably Azure
enchants.


  BOOM! BOOM!


  “Awyer! This way!” I pull at the edge of
Awyer’s tunic. To the far side of the yard, I force him. Likewise,
Mael is tugging at Pedj.


  “Away!” she yells. “Away, Pedjram!”


  “That’s Azure! Plain’s day!” It is with open
mouth that the zombie watches the crystal homes destruct one after
another. “But there’s no chance of that happenin’!”


  “Why?” Awyer asks, rooting himself beside
Pedj and attempting to see through the blue-fogged air.


  “We got a pact! A treaty! They’re never
supposed to use magick against us, and we ain’t either! It ain’t
been done since–”


  “The Kerr Attack,” says Mael, continuing to
pull on her cousin.


  “Kerr?” I ask via Awyer while also still
pulling at him.


  “Fifty years ago!” answers Pedj. “But we’ll
get on talkin’ ‘bout that later! We gotta fight back!”


  “No,” says Mael. “Let’s go, Pedjram.
There’s lots!”


  Awyer’s glance sidles at her. “Of?”


  “Lots and lots of power!”


  “But we gotta fight back!” says Pedj again.
“It’s low, what they’ve done! Azurians know the strongest sorcerers
went to Káol to attack the whores! Hell! It was Azure’s plan, even!
They know none of these outer villages got any defense! But neither
do they got anything worth takin’! What gives?!” His fists are
already beginning to form a cloud of red smoke.


  The matter does not concern us.


  The only thing that is important is getting
Awyer to the sphinxes.


  Awyer, however, does not see it that
way.


  “I will help,” he says.


  I stop tugging at him, for I do not believe
what I have heard. “Truly!?”


  “I will help Pedj.”


  “Do not! It is foolish for you to reveal the
stolen color to more than you already have!” I say.


  Why would he . . .?


   



  I did not mind his acquaintance.


   



  I look at Awyer’s eyes, so full of
unexpected resolution, and understand that it is his ever-growing
merit that is responsible for this decision. He seeks to protect a
newborn friendship with a boy that no longer even wishes anything
to do with him.


  “My fief! You do not want to use your power!
That is what you claimed!”


  “Grim, do not stop me.”


  What is he thinking? Besides friendship,
what could be driving him to needlessly use his power? To
willingly use his power? If Pedj stays, Mael will stay. We
need Mael’s guidance to reach the Golden Lands, that is true; but .
. .


   



  I am proud of you for using your power.


   



  Why did I ever say such a thing?!


  It is too late. Awyer and Pedj have already
each sent a blast of smoke in the direction of the attackers, whom
we have yet to even see. While Pedj’s enchant is small and
fluctuating, Awyer’s is larger than five Azure blasts combined.
There is no chance the purple will go undetected. There is nothing
to be done but to join them. I must add to the confusion so that
Awyer will avoid detection.


  Flying a distance away from my fief, I
release a series of smaller, heavier purple balls at the attackers,
then zip to avoid a retaliating blast of blue. Meanwhile, Mael has
raced to the water pump and is drawing from its power to send a
blast of red that is much stronger than Pedj’s.


  Shrieks from both sides, attackers and
villagers, flood the smoke as the villagers join in the fight, some
releasing balls as feeble as Pedj’s. None as strong as Mael’s.


  Boom! Boom! BOOM!


  Blast after blast, colors fly hither and
yon. When red meets blue, they do not intermingle; they retract,
destroying whatever tree or structure unfortunate enough to be
their spot of collision.


  After bouncing off of a bomb of blue, a
blast of Mael’s rebounds and heads directly for one of the trees
shielding the yard, one with a split trunk. Bouted tree cover is no
longer a welcome thing. In the midst of volatile, whizzing
enchants, it poses even more of a threat. With Mael’s rebounded
blast, the longest of the split tree’s branches is struck, and the
force bids the wood to fall. Though Pedj makes haste to roll away,
he is not swift enough. The branch falls over him, serrated base
pointing downward sharp as a dagger.


  “Yah!”


  Awyer catches it in a net of purple. The
sphinx’s reflexes are surprisingly sharp. Battle is surprisingly
natural for him – a gift passed down from his mother’s father.


  Hands over his head, Pedj swivels to meet
his savior, but his savior has already moved on to shipping out a
cannonball-sized blast of compacted enchant. “Phoo.” Pedj shakes
his head, recuperates, and ships out his own fizzles of red.


  Through it all, Amethyst settles heavily
over everything, like an ominous miasma.


  We are utterly compromised.


  The stolen color is found.


  The fighting continues. The colors wage.


  Until –


  “Stop,” says a melodic voice, which, though
soft, has been enchanted to reach our ears.


  Despite the order, we continue to fire until
the blue smoke begins to clear. That is when anxiety finds me. The
clearing of smoke means greater possibility of my ward’s
detection.


  “Wait!” I cry. “They have stopped. They may
be surrendering! Take cover, my fief! They cannot find out from
whom the Amethyst came!”


  Awyer relays my message to Pedj and Mael. In
a fury, Pedj releases a few more puny spouts of red before heeding.
As the three visible of our party duck behind the pile of destroyed
house, I float high so that I might take survey of the Azurian
attackers.


  Seeing that the assaults have ceased, so too
do the remaining Bloődite villagers eventually let up their
retaliations, but they do so with confusion and rage. They now cry
foul, for they have seen the purple in the air, and they assume the
Azurians to have been aided by Amethyst wielders.


  Awyer’s involvement in the skirmish is a
compromising thing, indeed.


  In the middle of rabble, the air is a
mixture of purple and red with lingering hints of blue for several
seconds before it begins to clear . . .


  And I begin to distinguish.


  A fair-haired man of princely stature stands
before an army numbering several dozen men and women armored in
brilliant silver-blue mail, each of their chests marked by a
swirled sigil of deep blue. Azurians, yes. But . . .


  There are others among them.


  And the others . . .


  They are dressed in the street garb of the
Amethyst City.


  It is unmistakable: This army consists not
only of Azurians, but of depleted Eldradeans, as well.


  This truth, Awyer recognizes too. “Grim?”
His voice is a mutter. “They are . . .”


  It gets worse. As the smoke clears, I begin
to discern faces. Specific parts of faces. Eyes, cheeks, noses. One
face stands out. One, belonging to a woman of wide girth and thick
chin, I have seen before. She is the Pate woman from the fount, the
gnat of wit that was victim to my craft.


  A drained Pate aiding the Azurians? It does
not make sense.


  And there are others – other Pate gnats
mixed within the legion, most of which Eldrade’s only sphinx has
before riddled into submission.


  It stands to say that Awyer has at least a
few enemies among this group.


  But that is not even the most troubling of
the truths revealed by the settling enchants. Standing beside the
fair-haired man is another man of influence. One in a long, draping
cloak of plum. One crowned with swooping black hair. One possessing
dangerous knowledge.


  The most dangerous knowledge.


  “Do not let him lay eyes upon you!” I
reiterate with urgency.


  The only person who was actually witness to
Awyer’s Amethyst-ingesting act stands before us with an expression
snide. When Awyer sees him, his jaw sets and he tucks further
behind the pile.


  What in the Eternity Vessel is an elder of
Eldrade doing amongst an Azurian army!?


  “What did I tell you?” says Count Bexwin of
Eldrade. Though his voice is light, it seems to have been enchanted
by a comrade to be audible to everyone within hearing distance.
“The Bloődites are hoarding Amethyst,” he says.


  A sneaking claim he makes knowing it is a
lie.


  A trailing claim he makes to arouse
confusion.


  A hissing claim which ignites a cloud of
rants from the Azurians and a muddle of protests from the
Bloődites.


  “It is you who’re hoardin’ the Amethyst!”
shouts one of the Bloődite villagers. But his voice is easily
swallowed by the angry cries of the Azurian army.


  “Silence!” The princely man at the army’s
front raises a fist.


  Instantly, his portion of the crowd
obeys.


  “Hear me now, Bloődite scum!” bellows this
commander. “Run and tell your nation: I, Maestro Feligo, have
sanctioned the Second Kerr Crusade! The Azurians are coming to
reclaim what is ours! Enjoy your stolen color while you can, for we
have seen proof with our eyes, and neither babe nor sow will be
spared from our wrath!”


  He ends his proclamation with a new blast of
blue that is hastily followed by second wave of assaults.


  The air lights with cries of war and rage
and fear.


  “It is pointless to stay!” I plead with
Awyer. “They are many, and although your power is greatest, we
cannot let Count Bexwin lay sight on you!”


  Awyer realizes I speak the truth. “Pedj.” He
nods at the now exhausted zombie. “Come.”


  Mael is in full agreement. Wrist extended,
she gathers her skirt as together we flee.


  We do not stop even after the blasts are
nothing more than pops in the distance.


  “That was the count from Terrlgard,” Awyer
whispers at me between panted breaths. “And others.”


  “It was always rumored that he secretly led
the Pates in their rebellion,” I say.


  Awyer’s mouth becomes tense. “He knows.”


  “That you have the Amethyst?” I say. “Yes,
he surely knows.”


  “But he kindles war? Why?”


  Yes, why?


  Why would the leader of a defeated country –
a man without magicks, no less – place himself at the start of a
war between two enemy countries?


  Aside from taking the blame from himself,
there is only one reason I can think of:


  “To find you, my ward. To fish you out. And
he has already done so.” New urgency fills me. We cannot chance
moving on to Pallkeep or any other Bloődite city now. “We must flee
fast and far!”


  Fast and far. Fast and far. To wherever
Mael’s shade bird guides us.


   



  By gold we were placed in the shadows, and
by shadow we will be guided to the land of gold.




  Chapter X: Azure


   



  At first light and first rest, Awyer
explains the situation to Pedj and Mael. Eldrade, Count Bexwin, the
king’s throne. Despite my protests, he tells them everything. That
is, everything as told by a boy of few words. In his way, he
explains how he came upon the stolen color. With aversion, he
admits that he is destined to deliver it to his homeland.


  “Meaning . . . neither of us gets it?” Pedj
is first downtrodden. And then he is angry: “After squirrelin’ away
Amethyst for hundreds of years, you’re really gonna take it to
where neither Azurians or Bloődites gets it!? That’s low!”


  It is a difficult thing to take for a boy
taught to seek Amethyst’s retrieval above all else.


  Awyer nods soberly. “If there was another
way, I would do it. I do not want this power. It was not my
choice.” He shoots me an accusatory look.


  “Do not look at me!” I protest. “I am merely
doing as I must!”


  Pedj chews on what he has learned. “Amethyst
is bequeafed to the victors, right? So’s if I defeat you . . .”


  “You can try,” says Awyer. And he does not
answer with threat. He is earnest.


  Pedj reconsiders. “Tch. Like anyone could
defeat the likes of you, being super sphinx and all.”


  Awyer looks to his lap. Per usual, he does
not delight in his power.


  “Don’t, Pedjram,” pipes up Mael.


  “‘Scuse me?”


  “Destiny. You help him. You don’t
fight.”


  “Oka, oka, more of your water visions,
eh?”


  “I saw,” insists Mael. “Ower does go
to gold. He makes it there. And so do you. And me. And Mistress.
And him. We all go to gold.”


  “Him?” says Pedj. “Who’s him?”


  Mael shakes her head. “Just saw. Don’t know
his name.”


  Awyer catches my eye. Furtive, his gaze
slips into mine.


  Yes. The admission of a new person is worthy
of interest. Though there is a chance the girl speaks only
delusional babble, a truth remains:


  I, too, have witnessed an unknown man in
Awyer’s future. Could Mael’s ‘him’ be the same him at my back in
the forememory? The whistler who can somehow see me? The whistler
who delights in my pain? I remain silent. Awyer has yet to learn of
my forememories. He has yet to learn of what comes after the Golden
Lands.


  The pang returns.


  Awyer’s dark-lined eyes flick from me to
Pedj. “It is my fault your country is going to war. Your country is
blamed for my action.”


  Pedj contorts his face. He mulls over things
too heavy to be easily tossed about. He wrestles over what to say
next. When he settles on his verdict, he exhales and rubs the back
of his spiked head. “Naw,” he says. “You jumped smack in to defend
those Bloőd rustics. Senses to say you’re a goodie, after all.”


  Although the words are not born with ease,
what is important is that they are born. Awyer accepts them with a
gentleman’s nod. So straightforwardly their friendship is
mended.


  It is easy for boys to mend when cut by
other boys.


  It is only difficult when cut by a girl.


  “But that croop next to the knight Feligo
was from your city, eh? Phooooo.” Pedj exhales a second time.
“What’s is, is he’s startin’ up big trouble. Stuff’s been fragile
since the first Kerr Attack. Workin’ together to get the whores–”
He stops to rethink his wording. “Sorry. Workin’ together to
kapooey Amethyst was a big step. Thanks to that Amethyst
freak, our king, Quild the Sovereign, will get on thinkin’ the
Azurians only used us necromancers to break into your city.
There’ll be . . .”


  “Worldwide war,” says Awyer.


  “Zactly! You don’t understand how it is
between us and them! In ancient times, Amethyst had to keep Bloőd
and Azure from warrin’ ‘cause it’s right like it’s in our nature to
fight with them. We’re housin’ opposite powers inside our bodies,
you see. And with Amethyst clammed away for the past thousand
years, it was near impossible to maintain peace between us
Bloődites and them blue-smokers. Now that there’s a reason to fight
. . .”


  “It’ll be worser,” says Mael.


  “Much worser,” agrees Pedj.


  “We are to assume that you two are not to
enter Azure territory,” I say via Awyer. “So, too, is it unsafe for
us to enter Bloődite territory.”


  “Hoo?” Pedj cocks his head. “Lil late for
that, Mistress. You’re already IN Bloődite territory.”


  I do not overlook that he addresses me
respectfully again.


  “I mean that we should refrain from entering
cities,” I say through my ward. “The wilds are vast. Surely we can
alter our path to avoid unnecessary conflict.”


  “Oka, oka. That’s probably true . . . Mael,
you’re in charge of keepin’ to the wilds. Whenever that bird of
yours tugs, you gotta anticipate where it’s headin’. Oka?”


  Mael nods. “Oka.”


  “And I,” Pedj goes on, “will use my
expertise to–”


  “Wait.” Awyer shows a shred of startlement.
“You are coming with?” he says.


  “Who me?” Pedj points to his chest. “Doy.
Told you before, can’t leave Mael alone. Plus, I gotta find out
what those sphinxes are plannin’ on doing with the Amethyst, don’t
I? Figure Bloőd needs a representative around, case the sphinxes
are figurin’ on handing the Amethyst out to the first lot they see.
Personally, I wouldn’t turn down charity.” He winks. “Twig it?”


  While Awyer stands stricken by Pedj’s
camaraderie, the zombie holds forth his fist as he has done several
times before. Mael, versed in the practice, responds by tapping her
fist twice atop his. This, Awyer watches and when she is finished,
he stretches out his fist and does the same.


  My ward’s effort is truly remarkable.


  It pleases the others in our company.


  “There you go!” hollers Pedj. And like that,
the chipper conversationalist is back.


  But now is not the time for conversation. It
is time for respite. Hours they have run. And hours they must
sleep. In a space of dry woodland, the fatigued sorcerers settle.
Mael wastes not time relaxing into her ball – using Pedj’s pack as
a pillow, for she did not escape Ensecré with a bag of her own –
and begins her sleep babble. Pedj, in contrast, leans against a
tree and stares through the squat trunks with tired eyes that are
even darker-bagged now that he is deprived of sleep. He thinks to
keep first watch.


  “Pedj.” Awyer nods forward his head
assuredly. “Rest. Grim will wake me if anything comes.”


  Pedj eyes my shadow lit by first light. “She
don’t need sleep?”


  No, I am unlike them. I am not real enough
to require slumber each night.


  Awyer knows this better than any. He shakes
his head.


  With a sore groan, Pedj wiggles down the
rawing bark of the tree and lies awkwardly with arms flat against
his sides. “Head’s throbbin’. Must’ve sniffed up some of the
Azure,” he says. “Yours hurt at all? Don’t know ‘zactly how
Amethyst takes to the other colors . . .”


  Not bothering to answer, Awyer extends his
own satchel, which is cushioned because of its contents. “Put your
head on this,” he says.


  “Naw,” Pedj declines. “I couldn’t–”


  “It will help,” says Awyer.
“Here.”


  The beguiling of my sphinx’s ancestors slips
through. Pedj looks a moment before taking the bag from Awyer’s
hand. “A thanks your way.” He is sheepish as, giving in, he wedges
the bag beneath his neck.


  In turn, Awyer, left without pillow, rests
his head against the dirty ground. Because it does not appear
comfortable or suitable for the destroyer of Eldrade, I fall into a
sit beside him, tucking my feet beneath my bottom. “My fief?” I
say.


  He opens one eye. “Mm?”


  I pat my lap. “You may lean here.”


  The corner of his mouth twitches; then,
without a word, he shifts over and places his head upon my thigh.
His head is warm and heavy, and the fact that I am able to hold it
up, makes me feel . . . solid.


  “Spooky. Your head’s a-floatin’,” interjects
Pedj. It is stifled by a wide yawn as the zombie quickly falls into
trusting slumber.


  Awyer stares up at me a minute, and a second
minute, and on the third minute, slowly, keeping his eyes on mine
until the last second, he rolls so that his cheek is flush against
my leg. Skin matching skin. Bronze and silver. I place a hand at
the side of his head and strum his hair around his ear, and elate
in the forbidden stillness of the air contrasted against my livened
chest.


  On his side, Awyer pretends to sleep awhile.
His inconsistent breathing gives him away. It is fine. I enjoy
knowing that he pretends as much as I.


  At some point his sleep becomes genuine, but
my hand continues to stroke his hair. I place the rebellious locks
around his ear and do not refrain from touching his lobe along the
way.


  I am protective of him.


  What am I? Caregiver? Mother?


  No.


  It is apparent in the way my fingers
eventually move from his hair, down his neck and to his strong
chest and shoulders. Selfishly, I trail my hands along them. Along
the pieces of muscle that distinguish man from boy.


  My chest kicks a thud.


  I do not feel like a warden.


  I feel like a girl.


  I feel as though I would delight in resting
upon his lap the way he is resting upon mine. I feel as though I
would delight in him running his fingers through my hair. Mine
which is short. Mine which has always been short.


   



  While they continue to sleep, I will my
dawn-whitened locks to grow.


   



  . . .


   



  “That way, Mael? You sure?” says Pedj.


  Mael gives a nod.


  “You know what’s that way, don’t you?
There’s the Gated Rise,” says Pedj, voice lowered.


  Mael leans forward and clicks her tongue at
the shadow on her wrist, waits a moment, and . . . “That’s the
way,” she says, nodding with new determination.


  “Crank.” Pedj swears under his breath.


  The Gated Rise. It has been many, many years
since I last set eyes upon that great wall of linked chain. If we
are expected to cross it, the non-fliers of our company will have a
difficult time indeed. From the sound of it, Mael is convinced and
Pedj is alarmed. But then . . . I am not as interested in their
conversation as I appear to be.


  I feel it. At the back of my neck, I feel an
ogle.


  The ogle has been there for several minutes
now. Two eyes that drill. They are suddenly accompanied by a puff
of air.


  Stiffening, I release an eek of surprise,
and turn to see my ward, whose eyes are still upon me and whose
rounded lips have just blown at my hair.


  “W-what is it?” I say, blurting in a way
uncharacteristic for my kind.


  Awyer’s answer comes in the form of a
squint. Because it is not a suitable response, again I say,


  “What?”


  He squints further. Still there is silence.
Only when I turn away again does he think to speak at all:


  “Your hair is different.” His words come
close to my ear – so close that his breath is also pushed against
the pointed tip of my ear.


  “It . . . grew,” I say.


  “It has never grown before,” he says with
suspicion.


  That is truth. I can think of nothing to
answer. It is my turn to arouse silence. I am awkward. Sensing
such, Awyer makes his way around me to catch up with the squalling
cousins.


  I would be able handle the action were it
purely that.


  Alas, it is not.


  As he passes, he says monotonously, “I like
it,” before slinking onward.


  Compromising!


  To be fair, however, we are already far
beyond compromised.


  I shoot into the air.


  The terrain has been changing as we have
fled, and now that we are deep into Bloődite territory, water
begins to run more freely. Wide lakes separate the grassy fits of
land, within which, glowing white fish skim along the top of the
water, breaking the sheen with their curved dorsal fins.


  Pedj wastes no time rolling the bottom of
his cropped pants even higher and jumping into the water with a
splash. “Hey, Awyer!” he calls, waving. “You’re hungry, ain’t
you?”


  Awyer, becoming accustomed to the words of
the necromancers, pats his stomach. “I am starving,” he says, and
his mouth not only twitches this time; it grins fully.


  Cheeky.


  “Hoop! Then, let me introduce you to LUNCH!”
Pedj leaps at one of the skimming fins, misses terribly, and falls
into submergence. When he comes out again, he is sputtering and
flailing. Mael’s approach is not so rash. Gathering up her skirt,
she ties the garment through her legs like a child’s cloth, before
wading surreptitiously into the shallows.


  “‘Ere fishy fishy fishy,” she coos.


  Looking on, Awyer settles on the bank, arms
around his knees, nearly in a stoop. He does not plan to
enter the water. But . . . diversion is good for a boy turned man.
Let him not cast away his boyishness completely, lest he become
old-souled.


  It is my duty to push him from behind. “Let
us go, Awyer!”


  Despite my prodding, he remains rooted,
though his shoulders give some. So I skate around him, and into the
water, which receives me without enchants.


  “Ho! What was that?!” says Pedj, who has
only witnessed the water’s reaction to me.


  “Mistress,” says Mael. She stares at the
water as though there is nothing but space within her head. “It’s
Mistress.”


  Pedj resumes a crouch in the water. “Don’t
get on splashin’ around too much. The slippers’ll get spooked.”


  Because HIS splash did nothing to scare them
away. Tawdry boy.


  An idea comes to me. A morsel of retribution
for the way he has treated my ward.


  I dip quietly below the surface, breaching
and traveling low into wetness. I am a snake skidding the shallows
of the lake, leaving not even a ripple in my wake. Pedj’s toes are
yonder, buried into the sand. Skinny little things. I glide to
where they are, and when I reach them –


  SPLASH!


  I erupt from the water before where Pedj
stands.


  “HAAAAAAA!”


  With a bawl, the zombie falls onto his
derrière. Once more he finds himself submerged. When he comes up
for air, he shouts, “Hey! That was her, weren’t it?! Hey! You two
don’t go laughin’!”


  Mael and Awyer are indeed laughing, and I am
satisfied.


  “Get in here and get a handle on your agent,
would you!? I’s tryin’ to catch lunch!” Pedj makes charge of
Awyer.


  And, surprisingly, Awyer responds. “I will
discipline her,” he says. Then he removes the knit covering his
arms and tosses it aside, rolls up the pants beneath his tunic, and
begins to trudge into the water.


  He is exposed. For the first time, Pedj and
Mael are subjected to the true color of his veins. While Mael takes
no notice, Pedj stares blatantly, mouth copiously open in a hang. I
do not blame him. My sphinx’s arms blare Amethyst, and it is a
sight to behold for those unaccustomed.


  “It is not safe,” I speak at once, “that you
should expose yourself in this way!”


  “I will be fine,” he says calmly.


  And he comes right to me. He does not care
that the bottom of his rolled pants are being wetted by the water –
nor does he care when the bottom of his tunic is befallen of the
same fate. His goal is set. When he reaches me, he cuts his hand
through the water and sends a splashing of water into my face.


  He turns to Pedj. “There. I have disciplined
her.”


  But he has started a thing he is not
prepared for. The splash he landed upon me was measly; the one I
send back will be tenfold, for I will enchant mine to soar at him,
leaving not even the slightest trail of purple indication.


  Awyer, who is looking at Pedj while I
prepare the spell, does not ready.


  SPLASH!


  Instantly, he is drenched from head to foot
in water. Not an inch of him is spared. Pedj and Mael, victims to
the oversplash, are not spared, either.


  “Oka, that does it! Mael!” Giving a great
battle cry, – “HOOOOO!” – Pedj declares war upon me, and
consequently, upon Awyer, who is caught between the zombie’s water
attack and his target. The already-soaked sphinx gets a second
helping of water to the face.


  Thus starts our grand water clash.


   



  Alas, necromancers are masters of water. And
Awyer’s resistance to using his Amethyst for something as trivial
as diversion does not aid our cause.


  My ward and I lose the battle.


  By the time we surrender, the cousins are
worn from play. Siding with ease, Mael opts to enchant the water to
strangle a shark for her – more efficient than if Pedj were to
straddle one. Onto the shore the gleaming fish plops, and Pedj sets
out readily to prepare it over a fire, which I have offered to
light in the knowing that my ward must be fed and dried.


  But once the flame is lit, Awyer does not go
near it for feeding nor drying. He wishes to remain in the water,
at my side, while the cousins fuss over gutting their meal.


  In fact, he treads deeper.


  In fact, he removes his tunic and tosses it
in a wad at Pedj.


  In fact, his whole back, obsidian shard
included, is visible for all to see.


  Pedj wrinkles his bony nose at the wet roll
of tunic. “Fixin’ on bathin’?” he says. “Take care you don’t drown
or nothin’. Guess this is probably different from the baths what
you’re used to.”


  Awyer nods. “Eldrade has automated
showers.”


  Pedj cocks his head.


  “Water that falls from the ceiling,”
explains Awyer.


  “Hoop! In your bedroom?!”


  “In a stall.”


  “Oh. Gotcha . . .” Pedj takes a moment to
visualize. “In the Bloőd cities, we got somethin’ like that. A
stall, guess you’d call it. Just ‘stead of water fallin’ from the
ceiling, the water whirlwinds all around the box. Swishes smack
into all the dirty crooks and washes you clean! Ain’t that right,
Mael?”


  Whatever ‘dirty crooks’ aside, I am
surprised by their claim.


  “Your cities are modern?” I inquire via
Awyer.


  Pedj looks up from the shark that is now
split down the belly. “Modern? What, you reckon we’re all like the
rustics livin’ on the land? Naw. Them’s just one lot.”


  Interesting. The world has changed since I
was last free. Then again, a millennium is a great many years.


  “Does everyone in your country take to the
wilderness as well as you do?” I ask through my ward, speaking of
their willingness to camp beneath the stars and fish amongst the
lakes.


  “Eh? Naw. Probably no. We spent some time
growin’ up with the rustics – part of our family lives out there –
so’s we’re more used to it than most of the city people.”


  I see.


  I prod Awyer to speak for me again: “Ask
them if–”


  “Grim,” he interrupts. “Enough.” Without
leaving me time to finish, he dips his head beneath the water. My
reluctant ward evades me.


  Very well, I will stay above the water. I
will keep watch. I will make certain none see his Amethyst-infused
arms. I will –


  From below, something grabs my ankle,
neither shark nor weed nor crab, and I am forced beneath the
water.


  So much for keeping watch. Upon submergence,
Awyer, the clear culprit, smirks through the transparent lake at
me.


  He has initiated diversion. I am glad.


  My hair, grown longer since yesterday,
drifts from my face. Dark white. Tinting. It is somewhere between
dawn and midnight. Awyer looks at it through ancient eyes as it
suspends in the water. Sporting only rolled-up pants, his chest is
bare. I have seen him this way countless times before, but never
have I thought to look away so badly. Never have I become
embarrassed at the sight of his nakedness.


  Naefaeries do not become embarrassed.


  But I am.


  He extends his fingertips to my drifting
strands of hair. Below the water, time is still for him, as it is
for me. I am held from all sides by a powerful force that can touch
me without will. Awyer also wishes to touch me without will. His
fingers find the ends of my hair, and they do not stop. They
continue on until they are at the side of my face.


  He peers at me with an expression I have
seen on many previous wards.


  Yes, I have seen this face.


  Never once has it been directed at me.


  SPASH!


  I make haste to rise from the water. Into
the sky, I shoot. I shall keep going until I remember my place. I
shall . . .


  “I’m just getting some water. Understand?”
An unfamiliar, dialectal voice is speaking somewhere near the
ground below. “I think we can resolve this without going barbarian
on each other, don’t you?” It is the raspy voice of a man with
soul. I scramble to find the man to whom the voice belongs. It does
not take any great effort.


  Pedj is standing lunged, with hands balled
in preparation of casting enchants, beside a Mael who does not seem
to notice or care. His to-be target is a man several years older
than my ward, standing opposite the fire from the pair of
contrasting cousins. Donned in fur and leather – and across his
chest a half-plate of tarnished armor – the man appears to be
holding a most peculiar scythe-like weapon. A polished cane, the
length of an outstretched arm, has been attached to a piece of thin
metal resembling, of all things, the webbed foot of a toad. But to
grow a foot of that size would require a toad most ancient
indeed.


  My eyes skim over him and his weapon
quickly.


  More important than the rest of his
appearance, I find, is the man’s face. The warning signs strike me.
Gentle eyes, so bright they are visibly blue at even a distance,
drill through whatever they pursue. Likewise is his hair a
noteworthy blue, faded in some parts to slate, darkened in others
to navy.


  Yes, the warning signs do strike. Hot and
quick.


  Azurian. Those holding the power of Azure
have been known to tint blue upon over-usage.


  Dread. How rapidly I become filled with
dread!


  Awyer! He is below the water, but will soon
come up for air, and when he does, the Azurian stranger will be
witness to his Amethyst! I cannot let that happen. Not after
experiencing what transpired the previous eve! The Azurians cannot
be trusted!


  I can let my ward’s vulnerability come to no
one.


  I shoot below the lake, hoping the stranger
is too preoccupied to notice the rippling reaction it brings, and
that if he does notice, he will deem it the splash of a shark.


  Alas, I am too late. Awyer breaks the
surface just as I do.


  “No, my fief!” Not inclined to give him up,
I wrap my arms around him and force him back under. He, who does
not know what I am doing and is not anticipating of me, responds by
kicking and resisting.


  The man surely sees.


  Holding Awyer below as best as I can, I
steal a glimpse above the water and hear the man –


  “That guy’s drowning over there!”


  And with that, the Azurian throws his weapon
aside and goes galloping into the water, splashing over to my ward,
who is indeed drowning because of my rashness. With strong arm
movements, the man fights to pull my fief from my grip. I fight,
too. But Awyer is not better for wear. He will drown if I do not
give him up. Heavy-hearted, I release him.


  The man tugs Awyer through the water and to
the shore while I follow behind, defeated.


  Awyer is not defeated.


  He is furious. It is a rare glimpse of his
rage.


  “Grim! What are you thinking?! I almost
drowned!”


  “I could not let the Azurian see your
Amethyst! You are wholly exposed! You were foolish to take off your
clothes!” I am frustrated. On the verge of something that should
not be. Tears are finding their way to my eyes once more.


  When Awyer sees them, his rage softens. “It
is all right,” he says, placing a hand atop my wet hair. “Do not
cry.”


  It is no use. There is naught to be done now
that the man has clearly seen Awyer’s color.


  But though he has seen it, he does not make
note. He merely goes about removing the wet fur clothing from his
arms and waist and placing it near the fire to dry. I see now that
in each of his ears, a chunk of lobe has been removed and replaced
by a black plug; and that his chin, beneath the lip, is donned with
a patch of slate hair.


  “Hey!” Pedj is yet in a fighting stance.
“Didn’t say you could help yourself, did I?!”


  “Shup, Pedjram,” says Mael, still in the
same place as she was. “He’s fine.”


  The Azurian looks to her with a kind smile.
“Thanks, Lady,” he rasps. Then he looks at Awyer – directly at him
in all of his Amethyst glory, yet does not react to Awyer’s purple
arms. “Are you okay? You must have done something to make her
cross.” He chuckles. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, never
anger a woman, especially if they can fly.”


  “You can see Mistress?” says Mael, voicing
the impossible thing, I, too, am thinking.


  The man removes the wet leather gloves from
his hands. “You can’t ever see them unless they’re yours, can
you?”


  “I can,” says Mael, disappointed. “I see her
light.”


  “Do you, now?” The man scratches at his
patch of chin hair. “I’ve never heard of that before.”


  How casually they discuss my
nonexistence.


  “Oka, oka.” Pedj, equally as suspicious as
I, holds up his hands. “You aren’t the least bit cautious of his
agent? Not to mention you ain’t seemed to pick up on the fact that
the sorcerer you just saved is, oh I dunno, AN AMETHYST USER?!”
Pedj glares a gaunt glare. “What’s your game?! What’s is?! Come
waltzin’ in here, smack into Bloőd territory, knowin’ well your
people are fightin’ ours!”


  The man goes about his business, pulling a
change of clothing from his large knee-length rucksack. “Are they?
I hadn’t heard.”


  It might not be all that farfetched,
considering war was only declared yesterday. Things may travel
quickly on the wind, but the chance is they do not travel THAT
quickly. Pedj seems not to consider this.


  “Start talkin’!” he orders.


  “Ummmm. Sure then. I’m not cautious of his
‘agent’ because why should I be? I’ve met plenty of good ones
before. Frankly, there are quite a few good ones where I’m
from.”


  “In Azure,” says Pedj, eyes
slitted.


  “No. Well, yes. But no. I was born Azurian,
but I gave it up. Enchants . . . spells . . . the whole thing.”


  “Don’t look that way to me,” says Pedj. He
judges the man’s hair with suspicion.


  The man sighs. “It’s leftover,” he says. “My
emergence came way before I was seventeen, if you can believe that.
It’s rare, but happens, I promise. Unfortunately, since I was
exposed to the blue blaze so early, I went in deep. I got hooked.
The only way for me to get control again was to give it up
completely, so I did. I’ve been enchant-free for over three years
now.”


  “In Azure territory, they let sorcerers just
‘give it up’?” Pedj is swiftly becoming surly. “Thought both sides
were puttin’ us all to good use tryin’ to defeat the Amethyst
whores,” he mumbles at the fire. He is bitter over his forced
necromancy.


  The man shrugs. “I ran away. I took myself
out of their affairs.”


  “Where to?” pipes Mael.


  “The Reck.”


  “The Reck?!” gasps Pedj.


  Aye, it is a strong claim indeed. The Reck
lies beyond the Gated Rise.


  “I live there,” says the man.


  “You’re sayin’ you go back and forth across
the Gated Rise? What, whenever you feel like gettin’ out?” Pedj is
skeptical. “Not buyin’ it so hot. Sorry.”


  The man shrugs.


  “That is where there are other good
naefaeries.” The voice of my ward, so steady that it is
intimidating, enters the conversation for the first time.


  “Yep,” says the man.


  “There are good ones where I am from, too,”
says Awyer.


  “The great Amethyst City?” offers the
man.


  Pedj and I stiffen together.


  The man chuckles. “I do NOT care. Trust me.
The last thing I want is to get mixed up in Amethyst-Bloőd
business. Plus, there’s that whole thing about Amethyst rumored to
be a million times more powerful than Azure, anyway. I kind of feel
like making a big deal of it wouldn’t be a good choice for me in
this situation.”


  He is correct about that.


  The man nods to Pedj. “I’ll help you fix
that shark if you give me a plateful when it’s finished.”


  Pedj is reserved. His cousin, in contrast,
is eager. “Great! Then I won’t get on messyin’ my hands!” she
says.


  The man smiles at her. “Well, you’re a cute
little thing, aren’t you?”


  Such a compliment affects no one positively.
Mael is too detached to accept, and Pedj’s scowl only grows
deeper.


  “By the way,” the Azurian goes on. “My name
is Techton. Where are you all headed? I’ve been everywhere. Maybe I
can tell you a shortcut in exchange for the grub.”


  “None of your–” starts Pedj, but he is cut
off by Mael.


  “That way!” She points in the direction her
wrist is currently being pulled by the shade bird.


  “DO NOT TELL THIS STRANGER!” I cry a cry
only Awyer can hear. It makes him jolt.


  In some instances, it is vexing to go
unheard.


  “Really?” says Techton. “Straight that
way?”


  Mael nods a bobbed nod.


  “The Rise is through there, you know.”


  “So?” says Pedj, haughty.


  “You know the secret to crossing it?”
Techton asks.


  “We’ll manage.”


  But it is a lie, as was made obvious a
moment ago when Pedj cried foul over Techton’s admission of the
very same thing. The zombie does not know the secret any more than
I know the secret. I have seen men climb the Gated Rise. So too,
have I seen men fall, entrapped by the scarabs that scuttle the
chain.


  “You,” Pedj, seeking to move away from the
topic, makes order of Techton, “clip the fin.”


  In response, the Azurian pulls a knife from
his belt.


  “Careful,” says Pedj sinisterly. “Slippers
are known for the poison what’s held in their fins.”


  “Actually, if you boil the fin, it turns
from poison to salve. It’s useful if you get scraped up.”


  Pedj frowns.


  Meanwhile, Mael has shifted around the fire
to where Awyer and I are. “Need to talk to Mistress,” she says.
“Not here.” She motions to a stretch of grassland a ways away.


  The events of the noon have been full. I
feel guilted over drowning my ward, and I feel guilted that I feel
guilted over drowning my ward. My mixture of compromises aside,
Awyer’s secret is known to yet another.


  We make our way to the grassy stretch.


  “That’s him, Mistress,” Mael says
when we are suitably away from the boys. “He comes, too.”


  “Him?” I say and Awyer voices. “It is the
other person you saw in the water?”


  Mael nods a swinging ponytail nod.


  “He is to accompany us all the way to the
Golden Lands?” I say. “Why?”


  Mael shakes her head. “Dunno.”


  I have not seen the man in any of my
visions. My visions are not so clear. Awyer. The sphinxes. Mael.
And that whistling person behind me.


  I touch a hand to Awyer’s hot wrist, but am
rewarded with nothing new.


  “Is there something more you wish to tell
me?” I ask.


  “Just you. Not Ower.”


  “Leave us, Awyer.”


  “You have used me and now you are finished
with me,” says Awyer. “I understand.”


  “Ah?” It comes as a shock that he is
offended over his dismissal. When I lay eyes upon his face,
however, I see that he is jesting. With me, he is jesting.


  I shake my head at him in scolding, and he
rubs the backside of his neck and goes to meet the other men. Mael
peers into my light.


  “Mistress Grim?”


  I bob to show that I am listening. She
continues,


  “You gotta be careful. You can’t get in the
way. I seen different ones. Endings. There’s two ‘cause of you.
That’s why you gotta be careful. Ower goes to gold for
destiny.”


  I attempt to decipher the necromancer’s
riddle. She is saying in her way that she has seen two possible
futures? And that the fault is mine for which comes to
fruition?


  I must know more from her. Crouching to the
sand, I enchant the dirt to accept my fingers that would otherwise
pass through. I scrawl a message into the ground:


   



  What do the two futures entail?


   



  But to my message, Mael only squints.
“Mmmmmmm,” she hums a moment, and then clicks her tongue. “Nope,”
she says when she is finished with examination. “Don’t know those
letters.”


  Of course not. The necromancers have long
had their own secret written language. It is a fact I had
forgotten.


  She puffs out her bottom lip. “Sorry,
Mistress. Tell you this, though. No matter what you do, don’t go on
KISSIN’ Ower, m’kay? S’long as you don’t, you should be fine.”


  With that, she leaves, trotting away through
the grass that swishes over her bare feet.


  She leaves me to stew.


  Were I a proper naefaerie, I would shrug
away her advice. I, however, am far from proper. I have already
done it, this thing she forbids. I have kissed him. In the cavern,
upon his forehead, I placed my lips.


  The way the airy girl spoke the directive
was serious. Curt. Foreboding. Never have I heard of a rule against
kissing one’s ward, but then, never have I thought to kiss a ward
before.


  Never before now.


  I have already kissed him once.


  And I have thought to do so again.


  It is with deeper guilt than I have ever
known, that I return to the others. I look on while they enjoy
their fish. I contemplate while they converse. I stare at Awyer
while he stares at the fire. And when he stops staring at the fire
and looks to me?


  I yet stare at him.


  “What is it, Grim?”


  “It is . . . nothing.” But I cannot hide
from him forever. “It is something,” I admit.


  “You cannot tell me,” he assumes.


  “I cannot.”


  Stern, he puts both hands on my shoulders.
“Tell me.”


  I shake my head.


  His eyes bore into mine. “Tell.
Me.”


  Instead of speaking, I set my forehead to
his. If he cannot see into my eyes, he cannot tempt my eyes. Taken
aback, he ceases his demands. The others around the fire watch us
with curiosity. Awyer looks to be having a discussion with himself.
He looks to be holding on to something that is not there.


  Aye, I am not here. Not really.


  I lift from Awyer.


  “You don’t mind if I boil up this fin, then,
do you?” Techton is the one to break through the silent atmosphere.
He gestures to the rucksack at his side. “I have a pot.”


  “Do what you like,” sniffs Pedj.


  Although he is bothered, it is clear the two
worked well side by side. The shark is scaled, gutted, cooked
finely. Though I do not eat, the smell reaches me. Infused with
water and fire and material life lost, the smell is desirable.


  At our sides, shallow in the bank, there is
a plopping noise.


  Pedj perks. “You hear that?”


  It was most likely a hopping bullyfrog.


  Mael ignores him and spits a clear, pointed
bone into her palm. “Techton,” she says, “you’re on your way home,
right?”


  “I am,” he says, nodding. “Why?”


  “Think you can help us cross the Gated
Rise?” she says – to which her disinclined cousin chokes upon the
fishy flesh between his teeth.


  “You need help, after all,” Techton replies,
paying the zombie no mind. “I suspected as much.”


  “We’re o-KA!” Pedj sputters, sending a
tidbit of shark meat from his mouth.


  “Apologies, Lady. I don’t think your brother
wants me along.”


  “Cousin,” corrects Mael. “Doesn’t matter
what he thinks.”


  Ah. Mael seeks to help her forememory along.
Whether such a thing is right or wrong, one thing is certain:
Crossing the Gated Rise is no easy task. If anything, we may use
this man for his knowledge.


  “Awyer,” I say. “Ask him to assist you.”


  Flat-out, I am responded:


  “No.”


  “No?”


  “Tell me what is causing you stress;” he
says, “then I will.”


  “Later. It is important that we obtain the
Azurian’s aid. If you wish to reach your homeland – if you wish to
be released of this power – you must ask his assistance.”


  Awyer releases a defeated grumble. “Techton,
I also request your help.”


  “Hey!” Pedj cries. “Takin’ their side?
Thought you was better than that!”


  Awyer is even. “Be realistic, Pedj. We need
him.” He nods to Techton. “Will you?”


  “Well, yeah. I mean, it doesn’t affect me at
all. I have to go that way anyway. I’ll even take you as far as
Fetra’s Nerve. My motto is: Heloõs brolee, aquis brolee.
‘Help a brother, gain a brother.’ Keep up with my pace, and I have
no problem showing you the secret to crossing the Rise.”


  . . . So he says.


  But his pace . . .


  Is nothing great to speak of.


  Leisurely. It is foremost leisurely.


  Techton is a pleasure traveler, without time
constraint and without life care. He stops frequently to collect
things that catch his eye. He takes many breaks, and eats at least
three meals in a day. Mael’s dreamy pace is befitting of his.


  Together they walk and make comment on the
flowers and the birds and the shapes spelled in the clouds.


  “That one’s a feline, for sure,” notes
Techton. “By the way, Lady, you haven’t mentioned where you got
your stripes.” He points to her waist.


  “I’m half tiger. Rrrrrr.” Mael forms her
hands into claws.


  She is rewarded by a laugh and a pat to the
head. “Good kitty.”


   





  
  
  




   



  Pleasant, they are. Annoyed, Pedj is. And
indifferent, my ward remains. Only I skim with haste. Though by all
right means, I should be the last to do so. I know most what
hurrying means.


  Why, then, do I run?


  So that Awyer will not keep up with me.


  So that I may outrun the guilt I feel.


  So that I will not fall to temptation again.
Temptation that pulls at me in the night when he sleeps with
vulnerability; and in the day when he walks with a man’s gait.


  I distract myself with Mael and Techton’s
jabber that fills the wild air.


  “That one’s a chipperpillar,” explains
Techton of a worm crawling the trunk of a tree. He points it out
with his toad-webbed weapon.


  “Chipperpillar,” says Mael. And then,
pointing at a low-to-the-ground fowl fleeing our path: “Bird
runner.”


  Techton chuckles at her.


  They carry on this way, over land and
stream, into night, and in the morning they rise and start
again.


   



  Until, at one point, their jabber changes to
excitement.


   



  A gleam in the distance alerts that the
Gated Rise draws near, and a change in the air alerts that my
Amethyst is stifling.


  Troublesome.


  “Get ready, all.” Techton stops to throw a
piece of advice over his shoulder: “Today will not be counted among
your best days.”




  Chapter XI: Scarabs


   



  Lakes clutter the terrain, broken by slim
crosses of rocky, short-grassed land. It is like a maze, a maze of
land strips holding their ground against the water’s will to take
over. Mael leads us through the maze toward the gleaming obstacle
we are to pass; and the nearer we get, the more slowly the Amethyst
runs in my nonexistent veins. Across a river called ‘Sister’ we go.
A wide river, too wide to swim, Sister fights alongside her brother
for dominance over this land. She passes rapidly beneath our
bridge, kicking her spray up at us as if to taunt our dry
state.


  “Shoo,” Mael bids her. “Shoo, hoo, hoo!”


  Techton laughs over her response, though he
is the only one to do so.


  Into clear view comes the wall. The impasse.
The obstruction of obstructions.


  “That is the Gated Rise?” When Awyer
inspects the wonder for the first time, stopping at the far banks
of Sister River where the last of the land bridges has led us, he
is not impressed.


  Sandwiched between the two bottomless,
eastward-flowing rivers, there is a wide strip of land stretching
west. Where it leads is a region not many have seen, for separating
that strip from the rest of the world is a great wall running north
to south, stopping midway through each of the two vast sibling
rivers, and rising high into the sky. But it is not just any wall,
nor is it one of ordinary construction; it is a wall comprised
entirely of chain. Glimmering hot in the midday sun, metal has been
sewn through metal to form a massive fence, its purpose to keep the
forested region of ‘Reck’ from the rest of civilization. By whom,
even I do not know. The Gated Rise is held by magicks old enough to
last even without master.


  But though it is without master, it is not
without guardian.


  All along the wall, infant-sized scarabs
crawl, the gold of their hard bodies contrasted against the silver
of the stiff chain. Their pincers clip any birds unfortunate enough
to get too close.


  “Aye,” I tell him. “That is the Rise. When I
was last here, the northern river was called Brother, and the
southern river, that which we just crossed, was called Sister. The
land between them, west of the Gated Rise, is the Reck. That is
where Mael thinks to lead us.”


  Still unimpressed, my ward’s ignorance is
about to be made clear. “Why can we not backtrack over the river,
tread west along the bank until we are past the Rise, and swim
through the water to reach the land beyond?”


  The fault is mine, for I have refrained from
telling him of the marvels of the world.


  Techton releases a laugh. “Well, that would
be nice, wouldn’t it? On top of being too wide and fast for a
normal man to swim, the waters don’t have bottoms. Both rivers are
infested with throngs of merbabes. I’ll tell you right now, you
won’t make it more than a few strokes. Their caves are deep
underwater, and they’ll pull you all the way down with them before
making a meal of you.”


  Pedj shudders. “They’ll eat the flesh smack
off your bones.”


  True, it is a frightening idea, but my ward
is not affected. His thoughts move quickly. “Why do we not use
enchants to carry us over?” he says.


  “Is that an offer?” I jest. “So eagerly you
wish to enchant? Might it be that you are beginning to
delight in your power?”


  It is not the case, of course, and I am
answered by a wayward eye roll.


  “Like what we did at the Faded Enchants?”
says Pedj. “Won’t work.”


  “Feel that?” says Mael in agreement. “The
air is voided. The rivers keep goin’ and goin’. They go out, out,
out through the Eternity Vessel. Enchants don’t work here.”


  “They’re erratic at best,” agrees Techton.
“It’s actually the water that’s responsible. Corrupted maybe, more
than ‘voided’. A spell could get you into the air. But it
could also blow off your foot. And even if you were to get into the
air, the chances are you’d ticker out halfway through and drop into
the current. You just never know, so around here, it’s best not to
use them at all.”


  It is a paradise for my ward. He glances at
his wrists, which have undoubtedly cooled in the last hour. “So we
climb. All right.” He takes a step toward the gate and is
straightaway stopped by two arms: one skeletal, one invisible.


  “Hoo! You crazy?” says Pedj.


  “See higher on up?” Techton says as he
points to one of the golden scarabs. “If the beetles feel the chain
jiggle, they’ll scurry down. Those pincers are sharper than the
sharpest knives. In fact, I’d like to get my hands on a set . . .”
He shakes his head to shake away the impossible notion. “I’ve seen
a man’s hand get snipped off.”


  “I have seen the same fate befall a man’s
head,” I tell Awyer.


  It is not a pleasant memory.


  Folding his arms, my ward stares down the
wall before us as though it is a tangible enemy that would cower
under his glare. “What about farther west along the banks of the
rivers? Does the land never cross? Has no one ever constructed a
bridge?”


  Pedj rubs his face, tiring of Awyer’s
unawareness. “Sure, they tried to make bridges before. The
Reck IS just plopped in the middle of Bloődite territory like a
crankin’ blemish. What’s is, is the banks get farther and farther
apart – being the rivers get wider – and in the past, whatever they
tried buildin’ was done in by the merbabes. There was the First,
Second, and Third Waterbridge Massacres.” Pedj counts them on his
fingers. “We’ve learned our lesson by now. Twig it?”


  “If there are people living beyond this
gate, can they not assist in constructing something?” says
Awyer.


  “Supposedly there’s people livin’
there.” Pedj raises a brow in Techton’s direction to show his
doubt. “There’s a bunch of forest on the inside banks of the
rivers, so even with a telescope, it’s not like we can see what
it’s like in the Reck from across the water. And there ain’t crews
of people on the inside wavin’ their hands and offerin’ to grab the
other end of a rope or nothin’ – not that a rope would make it past
the merbabes, anyhoop.”


  Awyer frowns. “The rivers run west
forever?”


  “S’far as I know,” says Pedj.


  “And enchants cannot be safely used along
them?”


  “Nuh-uh,” says Mael.


  “And this is the way we must go?”


  The shadow pulls Mael’s wrist directly at
the center of the Rise, as it has been since arriving. “Uh-huh,”
she says unquestioningly.


  “Mm.” A closing sound from the sphinx to
alert that he is finished ridiculing their methods.


  “Now that that is settled, inquire of the
Azurian his technique of passing,” I instruct.


  Obedient, Awyer opens his mouth, but Pedj
beats him to it. “SO, what’s your big, secret plan, Techie?” he
says, arms folded and brow raised in a stance that is both
skeptical and annoyed.


  “I thought you’d never ask.” Smiling coyly,
Techton drops his rucksack onto the ground and sets off undoing the
front pocket. “Step one,” he says, pulling from the bag a
melon-sized ball. “Tinkers.”


  “Tinklers?” says Pedj.


  “Tinkers.” Techton pushes a button on
the outside of the ball, and the ball responds by splitting in
half. I look on with interest. Whatever he is doing, I have never
seen it done before.


  Within each shell of the ball, there is a
winding-key and a two-pronged hook. “First, a demonstration,” says
Techton. He begins to wind the key. Once around, twice around, and
when he releases, the half-ball responds by vibrating furiously –
so much so that it is difficult for the Azurian to hold on to.


  “A child’s toy,” coos Mael.


  “Yy-y-ou’re c-c-close,” says Techton, arms
and voice shaking frantically under the influence of the so-called
tinker. “W-w-what’s going to h-happen is this: I’ll wind up this
t-t-tinker–” He raises the jiggling half-ball – “And I’ll h-hook it
to the R-R-Rise. The m-movement from it will c-cause all of the
beetles to come sc-scurrying. While they’re d-d-distracted, we,
v-very carefully, will scale the w-wall. The k-k-key is to make
steady m-movements. If the tinker j-j-j-jiggles more than us, the
b-beetles will leave us alone.”


  “How long?” says Mael.


  “T-t-tinkers run a m-minute for each time
they’re w-wound, up to fifteen t-t-turns. That gives us f-fifteen
minutes. P-p-plenty of time to reach the t-top.”


  “Oh, really? And the beetles on the
other side?” questions Pedj.


  “Th-that’s what the other h-half of the
b-b-ball is for. When we g-get over to the other s-side, I’ll
w-wind it up and throw it d-down. With any l-luck, it’ll hook.”


  “WITH ANY LUCK?!” Pedj lashes. “You’re a
ripe nut! A loonsie! And full of crank, at that!”


  Aye, the plan does not seem sound at
all.


  “Grim would like to know how many times you
have done this,” Awyer voices my concern.


  “Um, a d-d-dozen, give or take. K-keep in
mind, I usually do this alone, b-but if everyone is quick and
l-l-light on their feet, we’ll m-make it just fine.”


  He is calm. Both he and Mael. And even
Awyer, considering. Though not yet convinced, my ward is collected.
Only Pedj shares in my grief. His teeth grind in guarded
protest.


  “No, no, NO! Not a crankin’ chance I’s
crawlin’ up there! Mael, time to abandon your birdie!”


  Mael drifts gaze from her cousin to her
wrist, where lies the bangle that is the shade bird’s grounding.
She gives it a shake. “Won’t come off. See?” She points to the
gate. “Gotta go up, Pedj.”


  “Right, right, ‘cause the water told
you so. ‘Cause a pair of witches gave you a bird and called
it a map. We ain’t doing this! It’s a punk plan is what it is! Tell
them, Awyer!”


  But Awyer is too busy catering to me and my
paranoia.


  “Then what would you have me do, Grim? Do
you know of another way?”


  It is fuel for the skeletal boy’s spasms.
“SEE! Even the agent doesn’t agree! She knows! Talk some sense into
him, Mistress!”


  But I am not so sure. I know that my ward
does not die here. I know that he cannot. What I do not know is if
it is because he makes it over the wall, or because we will find
another way around.


  It is a moment of consequence.


  “Please.” I whisper a prayer to Bloőd and
Azure. “Show me.”


  Though nothing has been revealed to me in
days, now is the time when it must. Our destiny cannot move
forward if I do not know for certain. I place my hand to Awyer’s. I
wind my fingers through his, ignoring the joy found in the act
alone, and slip my thumb to his wrist. There is nothing. Naught but
the here and now. But I need there to be more.


  I caress his skin with my silvery thumb and
attempt to connect to his veins. Meanwhile, he, wondering why I
have made contact with him, watches my mouth with peculiarity.


  “Please.” A breath, a prayer, a cry. The
word is all three.


  And it is answered. The future flashes at
the front of my mind, hazed like a dream yet certain as death:


   



  “I suppose I should thank you for your
role in this act,” I say to the man directly beside me, a man who
is able to hear my words even in the absence of my preoccupied
pactor.


  To be heard and seen by everyone – the Land
of Gold is truly a miraculous place.


  “Don’t bother. You know why I agreed,”
the Azurian responds, stroking his chin. “What can I say? When it
comes down to it, there are only a few things a man really cares
about.”


  I wonder, is the same true of Awyer? There
was once a time when I believed he cared for nothing.


  But now is not the time to be wondering
that. To the Azurian at my side, I bid,


  “Whatever your motives, you are
appreciated, Techton. You have my gratitude. Were it not for you,
we would not even have made it beyond the Rise.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that. I’m sure
your Amethyst boy would have found a way. Just look at him,
Mistress. He is remarkable.”


  With that, the smitten one slips away to
join his lady.


  I turn my attention to the center of the
arena, where Awyer stands atop a pillar, encompassed in a funnel of
Amethyst smoke. Soundless, the air around him rises, pushing the
cloud higher and higher until there is nothing less than a direct
line to the heavens.


  From below him, a golden light shines,
through which stoic faces are visible. One rises above the rest.
Part man, part lion, the being offers a token to the deliverer that
is Awyer.


  But Awyer does not take the token. Instead,
he instructs a person in the shadows to step forth.


  I give a start.


  That is not how it is meant to be. It is
all, ALL wrong! Alas, when I try to cry out to him, a garbled voice
at my back interrupts,


  “He’s doing it for you, faerie. Just ask
the necromancer.”


  I look down the wall, where stands a girl of
disconnected gaze. Mael, the true necromancer, has been warning me
of this all along. Why did I not listen to her!? Now, because of
me, Awyer will be . . .


  The voice at my back begins to whistle.


   



  I am pulled into the present.


  I am dawned by understanding.


  It is not by drinking the void that the
whistling person at my back is able to see me. In the Golden Lands,
it is such that I will be visible to all!


  “Grim.” Awyer knows that something has just
happened to me, and his jaw is set. “Where did you go?”


  “It will be fine.” I draw a deep breath over
the excitement the revelation has caused me. “All will be
fine.” I give his fingers a squeeze before I release them. “I need
you to ask a few more things of the Azurian.”


  Awyer is not gladdened by my request. He
does not delight in being my mouthpiece. Regardless, I tell my
questions to him.


  “Techton, why are there no remains of the
tinkers you left behind?” he asks.


  Techton motions to the wall. “There are,
along the ground. For the most part, though, the beetles keep on
them until there’s nothing left.”


  Awyer continues, “Have any of the scarabs
ever come after you?”


  “One or two.” Techton wiggles his scythe.
“That’s what this is for.”


  Not the answer I had hoped for. Again, Pedj
shares in my reaction. From the look of it, his soul nearly leaves
his body as, hopping rabidly, he begins to tug at his hair and
mutter a string of curses at Techton, the wall, and the
scarabs.


  Truthfully, I would like to do the same, and
indeed I would, had I not the future on my side.


  “Do you know of any other way?” I say
through Awyer.


  “Not a one,” says Techton.


  Still frantic, Pedj interjects, “This is how
everybody gets across?!”


  “Probably not.” Techton chuckles. “But this
is how I do, so . . .”


  “Very well,” I tell Awyer. “Then let us
climb.”


  “Grim gives her consent.”


  “HOOP!?” Pedj, who had been hoping that the
wise warden would rescue him from this task, is sorely disappointed
by my decision, though there is naught he may do to change it.


  With our permission, Techton readies the
first half of the tinker, which is to be set in the center of the
wall. The mortals are to climb in pairs. Mael and Techton will
climb up one side, and Pedj and my ward will tackle the other, in
the hopes of equally distributing their weight. And I? I will fly
easily over and offer support, though I will be able to do little
more. It is as the others said; my power is unreliable here.


  Techton digs around in his rucksack. He
pulls out a second webbed scythe that is far more worn than the one
he usually holds. “Which of you is going up first?”


  Awyer raises a hand. “I will.”


  Techton tosses the scythe to him. “Just in
case,” he says.


  The zombie is mistrustful of Techton, the
wall, and the weapon. He cowers near my ward in a way most
unadmirable while staring upward at the climb they are to ascend.
He does not lower his head nor his cower even after they have taken
their place near the bank of Sister River.


  “Ready?” Techton calls from the center of
the wall with a voice not well served for yelling. Its raspiness
piques in an inaudible range. Nevertheless, the idea is
communicated – to which my ward shouts a positive response. The
necromancer is too far off for me to discern her reaction, but it
serves to say that she is faring well. Better than her cousin, at
least.


  Holding the half-ball in his hand, Techton
turns the key once, twice, fifteen times.


  Here we go!


  But before setting the hook onto the wall,
Techton grabs a mass of chain into his hand and begins rattling
back and forth in deep thrusts. “To get it started!” he shouts.


  It works. In an instant, the golden scarabs
begin scuttling toward the source of the disturbance. Even those
high up, too distant to be seen, gleam in the sunlight. Miniscule
pricks of golden shine begin to move downward at an alarming rate.
Pincers lashing, the swarm comes at Techton, but bravely – or
mayhap foolishly – Techton waits until the lowest of them are
nearly upon him before releasing the ball’s key, latching it into
place, and sprinting to join Mael near the bank of Brother
River.


  “Go!” he yells along the way.


  And Awyer does go. Rapidly, with tight, even
movements, he begins to scale the wall. My ward is a spider. He
will be upon his prey without their slightest inkling. Not that he
has ever had prey to speak of.


  Pedj, on the other hand, is not a
spider.


  Pedj is afraid, and because he is afraid,
his motions are jerking. For now, there is room for error, but the
moment the chain settles from Techton’s initial rattling, Pedj’s
movement may very well be detected.


  Two stories, four stories. Awyer climbs
quickly. I flit to where he is.


  “Awyer! You must give the zombie
encouragement! He is struggling, and he will alert them to you if
he does not calm down!”


  Awyer looks over his shoulder to see of what
I speak. Distance is already beginning to form between the pair of
them.


  “Pedj, calm down. You will be all right. We
have time.” He utters a few unconvincing words of encouragement.
Surely, I think, there is not enough weight for them to be taken as
genuine, but here I find I am wrong.


  At Awyer’s instruction, Pedj draws in long
breaths and releases long breaths. He begins to make gain! Higher
and higher the pair of them climbs. Six stories. Eight stories. At
twelve, a few of the scarabs have lost interest in the tinker. At
twelve, a few of them have started to trail away.


  “Faster, my fief!”


  He obeys. Swiftly he climbs. So, too, do
Techton and Mael. But Pedj, who was foolish enough to glance behind
at the trailing scarabs, has begun to fumble once more. Quickly, he
falls behind.


  This time Awyer is paying attention. “Pedj!”
he shouts. “Come!”


  Alas, things grow worse. Pedj commences a
panic, and as such, he begins to fumble more forcefully. A triad of
the topmost bored scarabs set their sights on him. I watch them as
they alter their course. I understand what will happen if Pedj is
left to squander. What is more, I realize that have yet to see the
boy in any of my forememories. Despite what Mael has seen in the
water, even if she, Awyer and Techton are destined to make it
beyond the Rise, as far as my foresight is concerned, Pedj is
another story.


  Without thinking, I swoop toward the
zombie’s back to push him along. At the last minute, I remember
that I cannot enchant his skin to receive me, lest the magicks go
haywire and rip him to shreds, and so my attempt at helping ends
only in making him falter more.


  “WAH! Cold!”


  I am without enchants, and there is only one
I may touch in the absence of enchants, and that person is not
Pedj. Pedj squeals as I pass directly through him. I have not
improved his climb at all.


  “I am sorry!” I call out an apology he
cannot hear.


  Pincers clicking, the triad of scarabs
speed.


  In the greater picture, Pedj is unnecessary.
In the smaller picture, in the present, I do not wish for the
demise of one of Awyer’s comrades. When I think on how my sphinx
would react . . . Even so, I can do nothing. Any enchants I attempt
will carry the possibility of landing upon the wall and drawing the
guardians’ attention further.


  Techton and Mael do not know of Pedj’s
peril. They are intently climbing, scaling, nearly at the top of
the fifteenth story. And I cannot distract my ward, in fear that he
might get caught in the disaster unfurling.


  But though I do not wish for Awyer to stall
on account of Pedj, stall he does. Moreover, when he hears Pedj’s
cry, Awyer begins to crawl backward.


  Yards from the top of the fence, Awyer
descends.


  “AWYER! DO NOT!”


  Ignoring my plea, Awyer yells to Pedj, “Do
not panic!” while pulling Techton’s worn scythe from his belt. He
holds the weapon over his head in menacing. “I will get any that
come near!” This time, his encouragement is genuine. It reaches its
target in a way deeper than the first.


  Under the influence of mutuality, Pedj, no
longer fending alone, hooks his fingers around the fence and
steadies himself. Newly determined, the boy’s speed increases.


  Lo, the scarabs have already been disturbed.
And that threesome is nearly at the zombie’s ankles. Still, my
foolish ward does not climb an inch further. Pedj will reach him in
a helping of seconds, and the scarabs will reach them soon
after!


  “AWYER! GO! YOU CANNOT WAIT FOR HIM!” I cry
and scream, and the only person that is able to hear my words
disregards them. “MY WARD! THEY WILL SNAP YOUR WEAPON IN HALF! THEY
WILL–”


  I cease. For I am witnessing a man who has
complete confidence in his safety. Awyer’s expression is such that
he will not lose. I am reminded: Awyer will not die here. He will
climb the Rise, and he will go on to deliver the stolen color to
his ancestors.


  Only then, will he die.


  Now I wish to cry for a different
reason.


  Allowing Pedj to pass, my ward extends the
weapon to the chain. He is certain of himself, but how will he win?
As the first of the scarabs closes in, its pincers open in
anticipation of clipping the weapon, it comes to me.


  I know what he must do!


  I fly close beside the battle-ready sphinx
and speak with haste: “My fief! Scoop them off of the wall from
beneath their bellies!”


  Finally, he gives his attention. Locking
eyes with mine, he nods.


  The first of the scarabs does not make it to
Awyer’s ankle, for the first of the scarabs is flung from the Rise
with the aid of the toad-webbed scythe. To the ground the guardian
falls, where it is welcomed by the sick crack of an insect
breaking. The same fate befalls the second and third of its
comrades. There are others who have since become piqued by Pedj’s
floundering, but they are far enough that Awyer will reach the top
before they.


  My ward will make it.


  And he does.


  He makes it to the top with the rest.


  Lucky for my breath, the climb down is not
so dramatic.


  Apparently, the tinker’s two-pronged hook is
such that with only a little skill, it will catch – for Techton’s
practiced throw easily hooks a part of the chain a ways down. Also
caught are Pedj’s bearings. Lost they were, but now found; it is
with steady legs that the bony boy descends.


  Eventually, the four reach the ground.
Panting and wetted by sweat, they may be; but at least they are
unscathed. At least the scarabs have not claimed a new limb for
dinner.


  Awyer is not given a chance to relax.


  I throw myself upon my ward the moment his
feet meet earth.


  “You are a foolish sphinx!” I scold. “A
foolish, meritous boy!” I wrap my arms around his warm neck and my
voice quiets. “For your merit, you are foolish.”


  Lying flat on the ground like a starfish,
Pedj sobs to the heavens. He does not attempt to hide it; he simply
sobs in long, drawing, babe-like moans. “CRANK!” he belts.
“Crankin’ CRANK! That was the worst!”


  Mael, who was not witness to any of the
turmoil, cocks her head. “Pedj is a baby.”


  I move to release Awyer’s neck, for I do not
agree with the way the impulsive action has begun to excite my
nonexistent body, ticking here and thudding there; but though I
think to leave, Awyer does not release his hold on the small of my
back.


  If anything, he pulls me nearer.


  “You all did well,” Techton says, smiling
agreeably and brushing his hands together. “I’m impressed.
Particularly with you, Awyer. Nice job . . . It looks like your
mistress is proud of you, too.” He is referring to the way in which
Awyer’s arm is hanging around invisible space.


  “She cannot keep her hands from me,” says
Awyer in a way that is serious enough to be believable.


  “I-I very well can! Do not say things like
that when I cannot speak for myself!” I squirm to escape from his
grasp. Awyer preens. He thinks it funny that we are compromised. I
do not have the luxury of feeling humored. Our situation is far
from trivial.


  As is made clear when Techton, adjusting his
rucksack, comments offhandedly, “Oh? If that’s true then you two
have been naughty. They put a lock on that stuff, you know.”


  Offhanded or not, the statement catches both
of our interest and keeps it. “What? A lock? Of which ‘they’ does
he speak?” I say.


  But I will not find out now. No sooner does
Awyer release me, on the verge of asking Techton to expound, than
Mael lets out a cry.


  “Somethin’! There’s somethin’!”


  Squawking and hopping and flapping, she is
alike an upset partridge.


  But her reaction is not unwarranted. There
IS something. From Sister River, something has begun to stir.
Beneath the water, very near the shore, an unidentifiable black
thing is rising.


  Pedj scurries from his tantrum. “A
merbabe?!” he says.


  “No.” Techton’s eyes are keen. “That isn’t a
merbabe . . . Everyone! Get back from the shore! Run ahead into the
woods if you want. I’m going to stay and see what it is.”


  “We will also stay.” Awyer does not think to
ask my opinion. Gone are the days when he would thoughtlessly let
me lead him. It is a shame. I would have told him to run. Until we
reach a place where the voided rivers are grown apart, we are
without enchants to aid us. Essentially, I am useless.


  The mass coming from the water is dark and
shadowy and difficult to make out. It is as though I can see it,
but not comprehend it. Vagueness most extreme. Squinting does not
offer clarity. Straining does not, either. Focus will not come by
any means I might seek. Only the mass is master of its form, and
the more it is exposed from the water, the more recognizable
becomes its shape.


  When it is halfway out, I discern that it is
a man.


  The man’s ears are pointed. Like mine. Like
a naefaerie’s. But he is not a naefaerie. He is a race I have not
come into contact with before – with skin gray as fire’s coal and
hair dark as the hellbeast’s and eyes that show palest gray beneath
black lids.


  He rises higher until he is standing upon
the water.


  Awyer shifts his body in front of mine. That
is not right. It is I who should be shielding him! Yet I find that
I cannot move. In this moment, my sphinx is my prince, my knight,
and my warrior.


  The being birthed by Sister River is tall
and dressed in a shiny black garment that drapes to his feet and
comes up to his face. The garment does not stop at his neck; its
collar rises to his nose, cutting across his face so that, of his
features, only his pale eyes are exposed.


  How the man is able to rise without stable
enchants from a water infested with ravenous merbeasts is beyond my
comprehension.


  It is not beyond Pedj’s.


  “Ark.” The skeletal boy utters a single word
in the midst of his fear. And then he says it again: “He’s
Ark.”


  Techton, who does not appear afraid in the
least, waves the assertion aside. “Ark is a legend, told to keep
good little necromancers from raising their dead pets.”


  “No!” Sunken eyes wide, the zombie throws
his head side to side in disagreement. “Ark’s real as real can be,
and that’s him. That’s gotta be him! Mael, get here!” Together, the
pair of Bloődites sidles from the being. Step by step, they inch
toward the welcoming forest arms of the Reck.


  Awyer shows to me one of his sideways
glances.


  “I do not know, my ward. But I am fearful.
Our power does not work here. We would do well to flee!”


  Awyer holds his ground.


   



  And more importantly, do not be
cowardly.


   



  These words I choose to say! They will be my
ward’s downfall! I must phrase more carefully in the future.


  “Who are you?” Techton is first to
speak.


  The gray being does not respond. Wordless,
he steps onto the shore, raises his hand, and within his fingers, a
whip-like thread forms. The stench of hair fills the air. I smell
it and know:


  We cannot stay here!


  In a flash-like motion, my hands are around
Awyer’s elbow. “Hair of the hellbeast! Run, my ward, RUN!” But
although I draw him toward the tree line marking the entrance to
the Reck, Awyer remains rooted. His curiosity gets the best of
him.


  From the shore, the gray man approaches the
Gated Rise. He does not walk in strides as most men do; rather, the
bottom of his garment lingers just above the ground. He is as I am
in some ways.


  But he is not faerie. And he is not human.
And above all, if he possesses the hair of the hellbeast, he is not
to be trifled with.


  The man reaches the far side of the Rise.
Backward tilts his head as upward tilts his face. If there are
pupils to be found within those eerie gray eyes of his, I cannot
see them. I have again taken up the task of removing my fief from
this danger.


  By this time, Pedj and Mael are gone, safely
to the woodland that is the Reck. With the confidence of a caster,
magick-less Techton is not intimidated. Is there reason behind his
fearlessness? Does he possess a secret weapon that will combat the
hair of the beast? And my ward, though he shows no emotion, he is
thinking a great many things at the moment. What? What could they
be? I see them running behind his eyes, but I do know what they
entail.


  He should not be thinking. He should be
running!


  Surrounded by the full stench of the
hellworld, the man raises his whip into the air and gives a
flick.


  SNAP!


  Like thunder, the crack of the whip echoes
through the afternoon sky as its hair latches to a spot high up on
the chained wall. Upon contact, the scarabs begin to cluster the
point of impact. Hungry fiends or dutiful guardians. Roguish
crawlers or sacred beetles. Gold amasses around the blackness.


  Yes, blackness. A line of stringy blackness
connects the man’s gray hand to the Rise, and while we stand, or
float, watching this bizarre event unfold, something changes in the
blackness. It begins to golden. The end upon the wall turns gold.
Not only does it turn gold, it steals gold. From the
scarabs, gold is drawn, and once the first of the insects is
drained it falls to the ground with another sickly
crack!


  The scarab’s carcass, now a dull yellow,
remains upon the ground for but a moment before bursting to pieces
of dust.


  Immediately following, a second scarab
shares its fate. Likewise, a third. And a fourth.


  Techton steps forward again, perhaps to
inquire as to the man’s motives or identity, but he is stopped by
the most unlikely of individuals.


  Awyer shoots to meet him.


  “You will be killed,” my ward tells him. “We
are getting a head start. We should not waste it.”


  “Huh?” Techton looks from Awyer to the gray
man and again to Awyer. There is an amount of edge about the
sphinx.


  I glide to him. “What do you mean? How do
you know that?”


  “There is magick at work. I hear him. He
speaks.”


  “You hear him? But he says nothing.”


  “I know.” Awyer nods with a dark expression.
“He is speaking to my mind. Let us go, Grim. I will tell you once
we leave.”


  Despite the troubling confession, I cannot
agree more that we should leave this place.


  “Do not listen to him, Awyer. Block out
whatever words you he–”


  My order is cut short.


  “Don’t be a wretch, faerie.”


  Into my mind, a voice enters, but it is not
just a voice. It is the voice of a man with sighing intent and
intoxicating nature. My eyes are made wide. The voice tastes
sweetly of pollen.


  “Let the boy listen,” says the man. “I told
him things that are useful. You should be thanking me.”


  “You told him useful things? Why? Who are
you? And how is it that you cast enchants in a place of stifled
magicks?”


  “Enchants?” The man’s tongue clicks. “Silly,
faerie. Your aura is more woman than it ought to be. Is your wisdom
being clouded? I’m not casting enchants here. My power is
another power completely. One you will also know, in time.”


  All of this he says whilst keeping his back
to us, and continuing the task of draining the scarabs one by
one.


  “What are you called?” I ask.


  Awyer is now pulling on my arm, yet I do not
respond. I have failed to follow my own advice. I am allowing the
gray man’s words to flow freely through me. It reminisces of liquid
sugar.


  “I would listen to your pactor, faerie.
They’re coming, and you don’t want to be floating around when they
get here. I was to take care of this before you arrived; then,
thanks to that one, I was late. So sorry. It would seem you
managed just fine, though.”


  Who is coming? He was to take care of what,
exactly? And for what purpose? There are a great many things to
ask.


  But my ward, he is shaking me now. He is
tearing at me. His voice is distant, much more so than the gray
man’s.


  “Since you’re so willing, faerie, I
would take you as one of my own. It’s tempting, particularly
with your . . . unique condition. But sigh. Your pactor needs you.
The boy is hopeless by himself. Why don’t you join me when you find
yourself in need of pactor again? It shouldn’t be too much longer,
now, should–”


  “My mistress.”


  Into my ear speaks a voice sweeter tasting
than the intoxicating words of the gray man.


  “Come away with me.” Awyer’s words are
hushed, his lips against my ear, his hands upon my waist.


  I lean into him. “My ward, I . . . I fear I
may have become inebriated.”


  Techton’s call comes from someplace behind
us, “Did you get her, Awyer?”


  “Yes,” says my ward, mouth yet to my ear. “I
have gotten her. Come, Grim.”


  I am intoxicated, enticed by the gray man,
who has still to turn from the fence. Taking my hand, Awyer draws
me to the forest. Never once does he unlock his animalistic eyes
from mine. Never once does he release me from his golden stare.


  I focus on him as he leads me. I will fight
to block out anything more that the mysterious man at the gate may
wish to say.


   



  Even so, I hear it when we reach the
wood:


  The gray man has started to whistle.




  Chapter XII: Déjà Vu


   



  I am held by arms that writhe and flush with
color stolen. I have not been carried like a damsel in this
lifetime nor in any other . . .


  Not until today.


  I cannot say that the experience is
lackluster; rather, it is livening. My skin sings as Awyer
holds my drunken, feather-light form close to his chest and rips
through the forest alongside two breathless Bloődites and one
curious Azurian.


  “He spoke into your mind, huh?” Techton
questions Awyer’s story. “Without using his voice?”


  Awyer nods. “And into Grim’s mind.”


  “Funny, I didn’t hear a thing,” says Techton
– and he is not necessarily disappointed by the confession. “What
sorts of things did he say to you?”


  “He told me he was destroying the Gated
Rise,” says Awyer.


  Destroying it? The possibility of such a
thing eludes me.


  But while I am eluded, there are others in
our company who are upset by the news. The one least enjoying of
the climb is set off most by the thought of its destruction. “You
joshin’ me!?” spouts Pedj, swerving across Mael’s path to
scrutinize Awyer. “What the?! After we just got on crossin’ the
crankin’ thing?!” Mael gives him a delayed glare for his
action.


  “He claimed he was to get there before we
arrived,” I say. “He was stalled because of a person he did not
name.” Awyer repeats my mumbled statement and adds,


  “He was destroying it to make way for an
army.”


  I cannot be certain, but I believe I hear a
mumble from Techton. Something too low to discern. Something not
meant to be discerned.


  Pedj’s response is much more distinct. “You
mean that Azurian Army?” he says. “What was bein’ led by your man
Bexwin and his good buddy Feligo? Ha! Pretty wimpy army, you ask
me.”


  “Tell the zombie that he is daft to assume
that was the full army.”


  Awyer relays my message.


  “Daft, is I? You’re the one what’s daft!
What’s wrong with you, agent, anyhoop?”


  “Mistress is poisoned,” says Mael, huffing.
“Ark’s poison.”


  “Poison!?” says Awyer, alarmed. In the
middle of the widening wood, my ward halts to a stop, and the
others follow by slowing from run to trot. “Is there an
antidote?”


  “I would not call it poison,” I say to him.
“More it is like . . . seduction. It will wear away, as it has
already begun to do.” Awyer’s concern glimmers from behind his
straight-faced façade. Ancient gold cannot hide everything. Only
after inspecting my face to see that I speak the truth, does he
begin again to sprint.


  Meanwhile, Pedj sets his disdain upon
Techton. “What I’d like to know is why your people’d even want to
get on marchin’ the Reck,” the zombie says, accusation full on his
tongue.


  “I get the feeling you expect me to know?”
Techton’s forehead rises to allow his eyebrows to lift. “I told
you, didn’t I? I gave up their politics. I haven’t been to the
capital in over three years.”


  “Yeah, but I’m sure you’ve HEARD things,
eh?”


  To that, Techton says nothing.


  It is suspicious. Were I not already
inclined to trust him over what I saw in my forememory, I would
have Awyer belabor the issue.


  Not so inclined to trust the tightlipped
Azurian is Pedj. “Hmph,” he says. “Guess now we know for sure:
Azurians is EVIL as evil can be.”


  “Shup, Pedjram. Tech isn’t evil. Just look
at his eyes. Evil people don’t got eyes like those.”


  Mael’s skirt jiggles on her hips as she
runs. Techton jogs behind her so as to attain a decent view. “Well
thanks, Lady,” says so-called ‘Tech’, leering.


  Evil or not, he is still man.


  Under his breath, Pedj goes on, “Don’t know
about you, but workin’ with Ark’s enough to be called evil in my
book. Bet them blue smokers was in cahoots with him durin’ the
first Kerr Attack, too.” He grows in volume. “What do you know
about that, eh, Techie? Your former king never did admit what he
was doin’ by stampedin’ through our territory! And now your croops
gone and started a SECOND crusade? What GIVES?! Answer me, you blue
mongrel!” In a lightning move, Pedj has become heated.


  “Don’t listen to him, Tech. Pedj is
racist.”


  The three continue to squabble and speculate
and flirt far into the wilds of the Reck. Onward they run, beneath
bushy tree canopy and over weedy ground cover, until healthy
magicks return to their veins, signaling that the rivers Brother
and Sister have sufficiently separated from one another.


  When the writhing things below his skin are
turned hot once more, Awyer’s teeth begin to clench. “It would be
safe to stop,” I tell the pained sorcerer, who has since grown used
to coolness. “We are able to defend ourselves now.”


  Techton, who has proven himself expert at
building camp over the past few nights, begins, at Awyer’s
suggestion, to gather up wood and draw his tent, which is large
enough to provide shelter for all in our party.


  In the interim, my ward and I find a hill to
seclude ourselves upon. He and I have traded places: I am at full
strength again, while he is the one in need of respite.


  “We may use the air to tell our position.” I
give him useful advice. “If our power begins to stifle, we will
know we have treaded too far north or south, though it will become
less of an issue the wider the rivers spread and the wider the Reck
becomes. The Reck continually grows as Sister shifts south and
Brother veers north.”


  “Are the Golden Lands within the Reck?” he
asks.


  “I do not know. The easiest would be to
assume that they are, but it would be foolish not to be prepared
for other possibilities. I have not entered the Reck before.
However, I will share with you what I know of it.”


  Nodding, Awyer leans back against the hill
with one hand behind his head, the other rubbing his temple, and
stares upward through a break in the canopy that allows for a view
of the orange-painted sky. Unfiltered rays spread across his cheeks
and chin.


  And also his mouth, the corners of which are
downturned in relaxation.


  “There was once a time when the rivers,
though still very hard to cross, were not voided,” I begin. “A time
before the region was known as Reck. Thousands of years ago, it was
a place called Western Cross. And it was guarded by the very chain
wall that still exists today. I was long ago told the story of a
traveler who rode an enchanted air raft over Brother River into
Western Cross.”


  “By whom?” inquires Awyer.


  “By the very first Amethyst sphinx I ever
made pact with, your ancestor.”


  Awyer says nothing, so I continue,


  “In the traveler’s day, there were rumors
about the strange things that lay within Western Cross, and many
other men were not so brave as to willingly enter a land said to be
ruled by beasts.”


  “What manner of beasts?”


  “Men with horns. Girls with tails. And
people who were part human, part lion – a people marked by the
color gold.”


  Awyer’s eyes narrow. “Sphinx.”


  “Aye. Western Cross was said to be inhabited
by men with horns, girls with tails, and sphinxes.”


  For Awyer, it does not add up. “This story
was told to you by my ancestor, a FULL sphinx?” he says. “When you
said before that he did not tell you the location of the Golden
Lands?”


  “Let me finish, my ward.”


  “Grim.”


  “When the man landed upon the soil of
Western Cross, he first encountered a man with horns. The horned
man spoke a language unfamiliar to the traveler; his was the
language of the rivers and trees, and the traveler could do nothing
but throw the words of man upon deaf ears. Are there any here
who speak as I speak? Are there any who will understand me? the
traveler asked of the heavens. He asked it day after day, and on
the fifth day, he was answered by a young girl. The girl had a tail
of braided silk and eyes like the moon, and when she looked upon
the traveler, there was not need for words at all.”


  “A love story,” says Awyer in monotone.


  “No.” I shake my head. “A horror story. The
girl conceived a child, a child birthed of beast and man, and then
she retreated away into the folds of the wood, never to be heard
from again. The traveler cried in agony for his loss. He cried
month after month, and on the fifth month, he was answered by a
ball of gold. The golden ball offered the traveler a choice. He may
forget his love and his child once and for all, or he may live with
the anguish befallen him. Which, my fief, do you think he
chose?”


  “The man chose to forget.”


  “Yes. He chose to forget, and the golden
ball carried through on the promise. It took the traveler’s life
then and there, and along with it, his memory of the tailed
girl.”


  Awyer sits up on his elbows. “The traveler
was tricked by a sphinx.”


  “No, the traveler was tricked by a ball of
gold.”


  He blinks at me. “Were there sphinxes living
in Western Cross?”


  “When I asked the same of your ancestor, he
answered me this: We would never hide our homeland where it
could so easily be found.”


  Awyer hits his head against the hill and
sighs. “Then why are we here?”


  “Because, my ward, it is possible that your
homeland resides through the Reck. There are only legends,
myths, storytales about what lies within the Reck and how
its rivers came to be polluted; nothing about what lies
beyond. Did you know that only a mile east of the Gated Rise
the sibling rivers are no longer voided? So, too, do they become
bottomed. People yet refrain from drinking of their water, for it
is taboo to do so, but enchants can be freely used among them, and
crossing them is possible even in the absence of land bridge. It
would be insightful to suspect that the waters are only
cursed to repel intrusion, rather than being
corrupted because they flow out of the Eternity Vessel, as
the necromancers believe. It is my thought that the Reck ends, and
that beyond lies the path to the Golden Lands.”


  Awyer chews on what I have told him.


  “Was that man at the gate Ark?” he says.


  “I believe that if there is a being known as
‘Ark’, he is it. The zombie spoke that Ark has managed to pact
multiple naefaeries and turn them against their pactors. I am
ashamed to say that the gray man’s words were intoxicating for my
ears. I . . .” I cannot look at my ward’s eyes. “For a small
moment, I wished to join him. I-it would seem to match Pedj’s
description, would it not?”


  I am embarrassed. In the presence of my
ward, I am embarrassed. Looking at my toes, I distract,


  “If it IS Ark, and if he does indeed wish to
carry out the ludicrous notion of shattering the Eternity Vessel,
then he may be removing the Gated Rise in order to lead his army of
naefaeries and their deceived pactors to the Golden Lands. We do
not know if the army he spoke of was indeed the Azurian–”


  My words come no more.


  While I have been watching my toes, the ward
on the hill has been watching me. Without warning, he places a hand
atop my head. “Grim.” He commands my gaze be drawn to his. “Do not
leave me.”


  “N-no, my ward, I did not mean that I
wish to leave you, only that, in that moment–”


  Illuminated in twilit air, Awyer brings
close his face to mine. His eyes, dark-lined and cat-like, pin mine
in place. His mouth, full and relaxed, toys with the idea of
meeting mine. “I will give you more reasons to stay by my side,” he
says. And my pulse, meant to be even, speeds. I am a cornered
bunnaly, on the verge of capture. If my blood is to pump quicker, I
will end in heart failure.


  But pump quicker it does, as Awyer, without
so much as an ounce of hesitation, slips his hand to the back of my
head and pulls my face against his chest. “Do not leave me, my
mistress,” he says, with dominance, with possession, with
coveting.


  My ward has changed greatly in the days
since Eldrade.


  “My ward, I–”


  “Do not call me that.”


  “My fief–”


  “That either.”


  “A-Awyer,” I whisper the name of my sphinx
into his chest. It is my will that he should live. It is my will
that I should not be reborn. It is my wish that we should remain
together.


  They are secrets too selfish to utter aloud,
secrets that the witches would surely salivate over, and so I
remain silent, gripping the shirt upon the powerful sphinx’s
chest.


  “We should return,” I say into him. “It is
not polite that we do not aid the others.”


  “Techton refuses anytime I have asked. He
likes to do it alone,” says Awyer, as softly he fondles the crown
of my hair.


  True, but I fear that if we remain this way,
we will break more than we already have.


  He is a young man and I am a young woman
with a young soul. He is a boy and I am a girl. His girl.
This is the fantasy I allow into my mind. This is my first life. We
are not bound by contract. We are not on a life-ending task. We may
remain on this down for as long as we like, sweetly soaking up the
last rays of dying light.


  The fantasy ends with abruption. Awyer
releases me and pulls away. “Grim,” he says, and his tone is much
less certain than it was just a moment ago.


  “My wa–” Because he does not wish to be
called by title, I correct to: “Awyer?”


  The shadows of sunset play with his face.
“Were you . . . close with all of your pactors?” he asks, not as
casually as he pretends. His eyes search mine. Is there jealousy?
Some. Earnestness? Yes. Concern? Certainly.


  Close. By close he means the
forbidden, compromising things I have long felt for him.


  Though it is no small feat for a weak
creature like me, I attempt to maintain contact with his piercing
stare while giving him answer. I shake my head. “It is unheard
of.”


  A breath of relief comes from the sphinx of
few words.


  A moment of silent, sunset tension passes
before he speaks again.


  “You remember them all?” he says.


  “My wards?”


  “Your lives.”


  Ah. “It depends,” I tell him. “I may choose
to connect to them, or I may choose to experience the present
alone. It is difficult for me to explain.”


  Awyer’s mouth, which is still no great
distance from mine, twitches. “Stern Grim versus giddy Grim,” he
ascertains.


  I release one subdued, invisible giggle. “I
suppose, if that is how you see it. It used to be that I was nearly
always with them – with my past selves. Lately, however, more and
more . . .” I distract myself with the wind that tousles through
Awyer’s hair. “I allow myself to leave them where they lie. And I
feel young. Unwise. Foolish. Uncertain. A number of horrid
things.”


  Awyer’s mouth is turned smugly pleased.
“Present Grim is the best Grim,” he says indulgently.


  “You only say so because I am less strict on
you!”


  Guilty of grinning, Awyer shrugs in faux
blasé. But he and I both know that is not the true reason for his
preference.


  Given an inch, my imagination runs with the
breeze. If this fantasy were real, if he and I could be as I wish
for us to be . . . I would release my duty as warden. I would shrug
away all guardian tendencies. I would disconnect from my
immortality and simply become Grim, the girl of seventeen.


  Alas, I have become ensnared in delusions.
Sadness settles upon me just as surely as the night quashes the
sun.


  “My soul is old, Awyer,” I say sadly while
my eyes find a new place to hide – namely the tops of my own knees.
“I am not suited for a mortal like . . .” I cannot finish.


  Lo, I do not need to.


  Relaxing his stance, Awyer leans again into
the hill. “Mine is too,” he says in confession. “My soul is
old.”


  I am hit with surprise. Never before has he
made such a claim. “What do you mean?” I say. I am more than
curious; I am eager.


  Head upon the hill, Awyer yawns. “Sometimes,
Grim, only elusively, I see you and remember that I have seen you
before.”


  “A memory?”


  “A feeling like we have done
something already, as different people. My soul remembers.”


  It is all too familiar.


  “Déjà vu,” I say. “Encountering a situation
you have encountered in a previous life and remembering.”


  I did not consider it before, but it is
wholly possible that Awyer’s soul has hopped along his family line
of sphinxes. Not all of them, of course, as son and father and
grandfather may be alive at the same time. But some. After all, all
have been connected by Thyst.


  “None of your ancestors ever mentioned being
reborn, Awyer,” I say, contemplating the possibility.


  And as I contemplate, a long shadow, one of
the last for the day, passes over the hill. Again Awyer shrugs. And
then he stands to let me know he is finished with the
conversation.


  Just like that, he is through.


  I am not.


  I continue to wonder:


   



  Can an old soul truly become unfettered from
its past?




  Chapter XIII: Lock


   



  When we return to camp, Techton has
accomplished a great many things. The tent is pitched, the fire is
roared, and a stew of squirrely meat and pine is boiling in a pot –
a pot which Pedj eyes with doubt.


  “You’re SURE that broth’s okay for eatin’?
Don’t even think of tryin’ to force-feed us merbabe poo water.”


  Techton sits ringing a root between his
hands over the pot. He is amused by the zombie’s concern. “Merbabe
poo, huh?” He lets out a deep chuckle. “There’s nothing to worry
about. The resources found inside the Reck are pure. Only the two
rivers are iffy, and I fetched the water for the broth just over
there.” He points through the trees. “Go check for excrement if you
want.”


  “The soup smells good,” says Mael. The
skirted girl has climbed to a low branch of a tree extended over
the campsite, where she sits and swings her legs and hums. “Not
like poo.”


  Techton tips his head at her. “Glad to hear
it, Lady.”


  Pedj is frazzled from everything that has
happened in the past days. The witches, the army, the climb, and
the supposed Ark. It has all taken its toll on his hair, which has
become even wilder than when we first met. When Awyer sits, the
zombie scoots directly beside him, hair in full extension like an
upset porcapee.


  “Hoo!” Pedj pats the place he has just sat.
“Didn’t smoosh her, did I?”


  Awyer’s mouth curls, amused over the thought
of me being accidentally sat upon. “You did not,” he says.


  “I am pleased that you delight in my
circumstance,” I say dryly.


  Sarcasm?


  Sarcasm escaping my tongue is something
new.


  Awyer smirks over the slip. His beguiling
gaze follows me as I fly into the air. Above the canopy I go. Far
into the sky I flee, as high as I may before feeling the weight of
Awyer’s bond below me. We are connected, and I cannot allow any
great distance between us. If I did, I would begin to ache.


  I fly to the limit. I wish to see the course
of the rivers.


  From what I can tell through the dusk,
Brother reaches a point where it steeply changes into an almost
northward flow. Likewise, does Sister mirror him. Her southwestern
flow continues to veer until it is almost southward. After
convening at the Rise, the sibling rivers repel from each other,
quarrelsome things, and the Reck expands. Miles upon miles of
uncharted land awaits us. How far does it go? What lies at the
end?


  I look behind us. I see no large movement
through the wetlands. No army of Azurians, at least. Though if my
suspicion is correct, and it is instead an army of subdued pactors
coming behind us, their influence would not hold the magnitude of
an army’s anyway. And as to their ‘darkened naefaeries’ . . . I
would not be able to see them at all.


  Not that I have fully committed to the idea
that Ark can command multiple naefaeries at once.


  Still, whatever power the gray man was using
at the Rise, it was neither Azure nor Bloőd nor Amethyst. If
anything, it was alike the dark magicks used by the witches. The
witches? Yes, the gray man also possessed the hair of the
hellbeast, did he not? I knew they would follow after me in some
way, the witches Hamira and Gorma. Is this their retribution?
Passing the hellbeast hair unto Ark?


  The tension of the distance between my ward
and me tightens. I must return to him. His names cross over my
thought: My ward. My fief.


  No. My Awyer. My sphinx. My . . .


  It is peaceful in the sky. I wish that he
would join me up here, away from the others. With his power, he
could do most anything. Although an enchant so boundless would not
be wise for a sorcerer with untapped, uncontrolled power to
attempt. He would likely shoot high into the heavens, leaving a
crater in his wake.


  Invisibly, I giggle to myself. And then my
joy quickly falls.


  I start a feather-like descent. Down, down,
I glide toward the cozy, firelit group of travelers, whose voices
drift into the sky. Whose warmth stains the air I cannot fully
feel. Downward to them I fall, and the nearer I get, the heavier
sets a feeling of contempt upon my shoulders.


  I land upon the end of Mael’s branch.


  “Hullo, Mistress.” Mael halts her song to
wave at me. I cannot respond. Because I do not fully exist, I
cannot return her greeting. For some reason, it bitters me more
than usual. It pains me that she sits there, visible to all, while
I stand here, nothing more than a figment of life.


  My frustration swells.


  I come before her face and peer into her
vacant eyes, in the hopes of connecting with the prophetic parts of
her . . . if they even exist. What more can she tell me about what
is coming? Anything? Does she have anything more to reveal?


  With my light before her face, Mael swipes
her hand through me. It passes without so much as a stutter.


  Feeling violated, I hop from the branch and
to the ground. Awyer watches with interest as I begin a saunter
around the group. Coming first to Techton, who drinks from his stew
bowl, I put my hands above his shoulders and lean forward. Into his
ear, I speak, “I have seen the way you watch her. I wonder how the
zombie would feel if he learned that an Azurian fancies his
cousin?” Of course, Techton takes no notice of my presence, so I
skim over to Pedj as he sits complaining to the others about his
sore joints. “BOO!” I shout into his face, and then into his ear,
“Coward.”


  “Grim.” Stern, Awyer shakes his head at me.
“Stop.”


  “It is not as though any of them can hear
me,” I scoff.


  Yes, I am unsightly. How quickly I have
become unsightly.


  Why?


  Because I am not one of them. Not really. I
will never effortlessly whine to others as Pedj does, nor will I
ever sip stew as Techton does. None but Awyer will ever hear me if
I begin to hum. Not until we reach the Golden Lands, at least, and
by that time it will be too late. Awyer and I will never together
enjoy the company of others.


   



  Truthfully, all that matters is that HE
can see me.


   



  Yes, I still feel that way. My bitterness
comes with the understanding that Awyer is suited to be surrounded
by others like him, and that I will never share in his existence.
With that in mind, I punish myself further by proving the point. I
make way for the fire’s licking flames. Having boiled Techton’s
stew, they now wish to feast themselves.


  I walk into them. Into the fire, I move. But
I do not burn. My skin does not boil. My Hair does not melt. The
flames surrounding me do nothing to consume my nonmaterial
body.


  Awyer shoots to his feet. “Stop.”


  “No. I will not burn. I will remain as I
have always been,” I say with spite.


  “Grim.” Awyer walks to the fire and extends
his hand. “Come out of there.”


  “Why?” I lash, in the true nature of a girl
on the verge of tears.


  “Because you are fair, Grim. And I am fond
of you. And I do not want you to be hostile.”


  Thump!


  With a future at stake, catalyzed by my
kiss, apparently, Mael hops down from her branch abruptly. So, too,
do Pedj and Techton take notice of the statement Awyer has just
uttered. Both of them make motion in their seats. Uncomfortable
shifting all around.


  “Knew it,” Pedj says under his breath.


  Awyer is fond of me. Fond. I feel movement,
like a thousand tiny ants, crawling over my arms.


  At the edge of the fire, Awyer’s hand yet
reaches for me. He will not be long for the heat. Shall I see how
long he can endure? Shall I see how long it will take him to pull
away?


  But cruelty is a thing a naefaerie should
never feel for her ward.


  I take Awyer’s hand. Strong and warm his
clasps mine. He draws me from the flames and into his arms, and he
wraps his embrace around me for but a few seconds. Fleeting, the
seconds pass without remorse, and then Awyer releases me without a
word. Turning his back, he sets out into the surrounding wood.


  He is angry because I was acting a fool.


  “A-Awyer?” I call feebly after him.


  “Stay,” he orders. “I need to think.”


  And with that, he is gone. I will not follow
him now, for I know where he will go.


  “Phoooo.” Pedj lets out a long exhale once
Awyer’s footsteps fade. “That’s messed up, ain’t it? When he says
fond, he means . . .” Pedj shakes his mane of pointed hair from
side to side. “Don’t know what he’s thinkin’ getting wrapped up in
an agent. Not like they could get on having kippers and–”


  “Pedjram!” Mael slaps her cousin on the back
of the head. “Mistress is there.” She points in my direction.


  Pedj’s eyes widen to enormous, fearful
circles. “Woop! Joshin’! Just a skosh of funny business to get the
night a-rollin’!”


  “No, no. It is fine for you to go on. You
are right, after all. Our relationship is not as it should be,” I
say to no one, for none remain here who can hear me. At least there
is one who can see me, if only a little. I feel the weight of
Mael’s stare before I observe it.


  “No matter what he says, fond or fair or
what, don’t go on kissin’ him,” she instructs. “Even if you want to
real bad.”


  Ah! In front of the others she thinks to say
something to that extent!? And she even dares to go on,


  “You’ll be fine s’long as you don’t kiss him
and his sweet sphinxy lips.” She finishes with a determined
nod.


  I am lucky that the others cannot see my
mortification.


  “You serious?!” says Pedj. “Stay out of it,
Mael. What you even know regardin’ kisses from agents?!”


  Techton takes a different approach to Mael’s
directive. He sets his bowl sloshing onto the ground, pats his
gloved hands to his thighs, and then offers, “Now, that’s a fine
piece of advice, Lady. The only problem is that it’s too late. Now,
I’m no expert, but if he’s feeling that way, it means they’re
already undone.”


  “What do you mean?!” I shout, zooming to
where he is. “Undone?! You cannot say that without expounding
anything more!”


  Alas, useless is my voice. Will not someone
else inquire further? I jump up and down to gain Mael’s attention.
She, however, has become completely crestfallen over Techton’s
news. Her lip is stuck outward in a pout, her arms are crossed, and
she appears to be lost in thought while intently staring into the
space just to the left of where she stands.


  Pedj looks on with utter confusion.


  Trying another tactic, I crouch to the dirt
near Techton’s boots and enchant the granules of the earth to
receive me. Necromancers may not share a common written language
with the rest of the world, but there is a chance that the Azurians
yet use the symbols of old. I scrawl a message:


   



  Does this have to do with the lock you spoke
of?


   



  I finish and wait for him to answer. But it
is a pointless endeavor. Techton does not notice the dirt shifting
at his feet.


  I am desperate.


  Enough to do something I would otherwise not
do.


  Concentrating a mass of Amethyst to my hand,
I enchant the skin of his to receive me. I place my palm upon his
knuckles and will that his skin and flesh would accept it.


  When it finally becomes solid against mine,
Techton’s hand gives a flinch. He assumes it the wind or some
amount of his imagination at work. More convincing is
necessary.


  I loop my fingers through his and begin to
tug his hand from his knee. He squints at it.


  “Ummm, okay? Hey, Mael.” Techton draws the
vacant girl from her thoughts. “Is Awyer’s mistress right here?” He
shakes the hand being pulled by mine.


  “Yeah. It’s Mistress.” Mael’s tone is dim
and disheartened.


  Techton gives a start. “She can touch
people?!”


  “She’s Amethyst,” explains Mael. “Only
agents what got Amethyst are strong enough to touch people. But
only sometimes ‘cause it’s hard.”


  I wonder how she came upon such
knowledge.


  “Yeah, she healed me before, too,” adds
Pedj, as I work to lower Techton’s hand to the ground. “Put her
hand on my skin and sewed my gaper smack up!”


  Techton is marveled. “Even if you’re more
powerful, Mistress,” he says into the air near my shoulder, “I
imagine it’s pretty difficult for you to become tangible, though,
huh?”


  An understatement. Even so, I persist.


  “Okay, then.” After that, the Azurian lets
me easily bring his hand to the ground, where waits the
message.


  “Oh, this is what you want?” Techton scans
it. “Oh boy. You’re going to make me work, are you? I haven’t
studied the Ancient Set since University. Let’s see if I can figure
it out . . .”


  I will make it easier for him.


  While he pours over the message in the dirt,
I erase most of it with a wave of air, so that all that remains is
a single word: Lock.


  “Lock?” he reads. “Lock . . .”


  I happily move his hand up and down as well
as I can.


  “You’re a dainty, bubbly thing, aren’t you?”
He chuckles. “I expect that didn’t help Awyer’s process at
all.”


  But I am no closer to understanding what he
means by ‘process’.


  “Why’re you so sore, Mael?” Pedj has been
watching Techton being led by an invisible creature for too long.
He seeks to distract himself with his pouting cousin, whose mood
continues to worsen.


  “Lock, lock, lock . . . Um, what are you
trying to say?” Techton does not recall when he referred to it as a
‘lock’ placed upon us?


  I scrawl a second helpful word:
Kiss.


  It is helpful enough.


  “Oh! You want to know about THAT lock.” He
tilts his head. “You don’t know, Mistress? I thought that was one
of your commandments. Huh. I have only ever dealt with
Azurian contractors. Maybe it was different in the Amethyst
City.”


  Aye, and it was different a thousand years
before I ever entered Eldrade, apparently. Techton rubs his chin
with his free hand in preparation of divulging.


  “Okay,” he rasps, “remember that I said
there are lots of good faeries in the Reck? That’s because when
faeries started turning rogue way back when, a bunch of Azurians
escaped to the Reck with their faeries in order to keep them safe.
I know the necromancers seem to think it was Ark’s doing that
turned the faeries sick, but personally, I don’t believe in Ark. I
think it was environmental factors that drove the faeries mad.
Chock it up to overuse of magick. People don’t realize just how
much magick pollutes.”


  Exactly what I would expect to hear from a
man who is anti-enchants.


  “The idea was that the Reck would somehow
keep the faeries pure since it was on virgin land that had never
seen the Color Wars. Whether that’s true or not, it seems to be
doing the trick so far. All of the faeries in the Reck are good
ones. From what I’ve heard from the contractors I’ve met, there’s a
whole list of commandments they have to follow. For instance, a
master can’t ever have intimate feelings for his faerie.”


  Cannot ever. Should not ever. The very
fabric of our pact.


  Techton continues, “Now, I don’t know the
specifics, and I might get some of the details wrong, but as I
understand it, there’s a metaphysical lock put in place when a
boy and a faerie form a new contract. The lock ensures that
even if a master starts to have feelings for his faerie, the
feelings can never develop beyond a certain point.” Techton smiles
lewdly. “They say faeries are exceedingly lovely, so the lock is
there to keep the contractors from getting distracted. It’s
protection for the poor dupes.” Techton’s expression becomes
dreamy. “To be constantly near a beautiful girl who only worries
about you . . . No wonder none of them ever get married . . . not
that the female contractors usually have the same problem. Anyway,
the only way to unlock the lock is with a faerie’s kiss.”


   



  “Things are changed.”


  “Aye.”


  “Since the cavern.”


  “For me it was sooner.”


  “For me it could not be sooner.”


   



  So it is all my fault? I knew it was, but I
had been indulging in ignorance. At the cavern, in that one moment
of weakness, I slipped and Awyer . . .


  But that does not make sense. Awyer called
me ‘fair’ before I ever kissed his forehead!


  Techton is still speaking. “I can’t say that
any of the contractors I’ve talked to have actually ever
received one from their faeries; though I’m sure many of
them would like to. The way I took it, the kiss is pretty
much just giving permission for the contractor to feel that way if
he wants to. It isn’t forcing him to pine for you or
anything like that. If your Amethyst boy is ‘fond’ of you, it means
he was predisposed to thinking those things, even though he
couldn’t access them. He probably saw your beauty, enjoyed your
company, but only at your kiss were those deeper emotions allowed
to come to head.”


  Saw my beauty? Enjoyed my company? So if not
for the lock, he would have felt this way even without my kiss?


  It makes me feel a bit better. Selfishly
so.


  Are we wrong in our emotions? Am I a corrupt
warden? And why was I, a naefaerie of ancient descent, not made
aware of this ‘commandment’ in the first place? Is it a secret
known only to the Azurians?


  Into the sand I scratch:


   



  More.


   



  Techton reads it and wrinkles his nose. “You
know, I admit I took particular interest in those stories. I mean,
wow! Beautiful invisible women? But that’s kind of the extent of my
faerie knowledge. When we reach Fetra’s Nerve, I’ll hook you up
with someone that can tell you more. Deal?”


  Yes, it is a deal. And the Azurian has been
surprisingly helpful. More helpful than the cryptic necromancer, at
least. Even now, she is cocking her head and humming to herself and
looking annoyed while Pedj fights to cater to her.


  I have learned things, but I cannot say I
have reached clarity; and Awyer has yet to return to camp. But I
know where I will find him. It is the reason I did not follow him
immediately when he left. I know him well enough to know the sorts
of tranquil places he chooses to undergo thought. And one such
place is not far.


  Back again to the hill I go.


  Now lit only by moonlight filtered through
the trees, Awyer sits in a boyish stoop with his elbows resting
upon his knees. He is brooding.


  “My sphinx?” I call out to him lightly. “I
am sorry for what transpired before. I did not mean to be
foul.”


  Awyer shakes his head. “I am sorry.”


  It is a thing I did not expect. “You?” I
say, startled.


  “Mm. I saw you unsatisfied and I could not
do anything. I did not want to see you that way. It made me feel
weak.”


  I glide to him, body glowed silver in the
moonlight. “I believed you were angry with me.”


  He says nothing, and I am relieved. I settle
into a hover just next to him. That moon, so obtrusive and bold,
finds its way to my sphinx’s eyes. A circle of silver separates
black from gold. A mystic pool I wish to stare into.


  Neck elongated to the sky, Awyer swallows.
“Grim,” he says, voice soft.


  “Yes?”


  “I used to worry that being unseen bothered
you,” he says slowly.


  “Aye, you asked me such.”


  “And you told me it did not,” he says.


  “It did not.”


  “It does now,” he assumes.


  “At times.”


  Awyer nods and swallows again.


  The tension in the night air builds.
Tension, a nonmaterial thing like me. A thing that exists between
space.


  “I was thinking about what we talked of
before,” I say. “The difference between stern me and giddy me.”


  Awyer’s eyes slink sideways to catch mine
before returning again to the mooned sky peeking through the
canopy.


  I, too, look to the moon as I bring my hand
to my chest. “Though my soul is old, what of this part?” I say,
causing Awyer’s gaze to flick again to me. “Though my soul is old,
my heart is new with each life. That is how I distinguish between
my selves. It is a matter of which I allow to command my thought.
Is it my old soul? Or is it my young heart?”


  Perhaps the reason I was not made aware of
the commandment is because there was never need for it before.
Never have I thought to kiss a ward. Never before Awyer. Why is
he different?


  Although he is the least sphinx of his line,
he is the most stoic. His smiles are few, but when they come, they
spark me. I rue the day that we will separate. His coming death
tears me apart.


  And for that, he is different.


  “You can lean here, Grim.” Awyer pats his
tattoo-marked shoulder.


  And I do lean. Late into the night, I lean
against his strong shoulder. And when he is on the verge of sleep,
I whisper into his ear:


  “Do not worry over my frustration, Awyer.
Truthfully, all that matters is that you can see me.”


   





  
  




  Chapter XIV: Nerved


   



  Moist-leafed tree, inconspicuous brook,
stalked flower. These are the things that inhabit the Reck. The
ground is dotted by light patterns showing through the heavy canopy
of trees that drip with fruited vines and alit moths. The moths,
intelligent mites, moan soft, cooing moans if any of the mortals
accidentally brush against their homes on our way through the
jungle; and when Mael peers into their bugged eyes, they respond by
clicking a chatter of nonsense. Or mayhap it is not nonsense, for
Mael clicks back just as assuredly as if she were speaking to an
old friend.


  Through tight teeth, Pedj scolds her from
the action, ringing an elbow around her neck and pulling her
along.


  It is certain he holds resentment over her
trickery that lent him to this quest in the first place, though he
has by now committed to the journey.


  “Hey, Awyer! Hows about we get a plan
together for when we reach the Golden Place? Thought at all about
how we’re gonna get your rellies to bequeaf the Amethyst to the
deservin’ Bloődites?”


  Mouth cocked, Awyer raises a brow.
“Deserving? In what way?”


  “Hey! You know what way!” Pedj is roused
only until he realizes that the sphinx is jesting. “Oh. Har. Har.
So, what say you, Awyer?”


  “I think no. When I am free of Amethyst, I
am through with it. I will take a page from Techton’s tome.”


  Pedj releases a whine and falls behind the
others, most likely to scheme on how else he might gain Awyer’s
assistance.


  “Still no sign of any army,” Techton muses,
farther ahead. “Hate to think that reputable-looking fellow was
lying.”


  But what benefit, I wonder, would the gray
man have from telling Awyer that lie?


  I remain beside my tall-standing pactor. In
truth, I miss that short passage of time when I had no choice but
to hide my shadow in his.


  “Mistress.” An airy voice comes from the
front of the group.


  Dread.


  “Ower, let me talk to Mistress, oka?”


  Dread. Dread.


  I have dreaded her request of audience. And
there is no hiding behind Awyer. “Grim can do what she wants,” he
says dully.


  “She is to scold me,” I tell him, but
because he was not witness to the previous night’s kissing
discussion, he does not know what I mean, and I am responded by
only a wrinkled forehead.


  I can do nothing but flit ahead to where the
necromancer walks with hips swaying and arm extended
listlessly.


  When Mael sees my light approaching, she
nods to the shade bird hidden by the shadows. “Good,” she tells it.
And then to me, “Been thinkin’, Mistress. Might not be too
late.”


  It might not be too late? Perhaps this is
not a scold after all. “I am listening,” I say. But since it is a
pointless utterance, I soon bob instead to show that I have
heard.


  “Ower goes to gold for destiny,” Mael goes
on. “What’s is, is you gotta make space between.”


  Space between?


  “Put space right there.” She points over her
shoulder. “‘Tween you and Ower. Do that and he’ll do what he should
. . . maybe.”


  Mael means to tell me that I should distance
myself from my sphinx in the days before we reach the Golden Lands?
Aye, a responsible suggestion. A thing I should rightly do. And
indeed I would . . . if I knew we had years remaining. But we do
not. Awyer’s end is soon coming, and even without contemplating on
the proposition, I know that I cannot spend our remaining days
distancing from him.


  Until these ‘two endings’ are revealed
directly to me through Awyer’s touch, I cannot agree to Mael’s
terms.


  Foolish and selfish, I zip away from her.
High into the sky again I flee, and this time the view awaiting me
is not so serene.


  In the east, in the direction of the Gated
Rise from whence we have come, a cloud hovers low over the healthy
green canopy of the Reck. And it is not just an unassuming cloud of
gray and white.


  It is a cloud of blue.


  Azurian blue.


  As quickly as I shot from the jungle, I
return to it.


  “AWYER! MY WARD! MY WARD!” I come whizzing
right before him so that he is forced to collide with me.


  “Grim? I told you not to call me tha–”


  “The army! The gray man WAS speaking of the
Azurians!”


  “Grim, calm. What are you–”


  “Behind us, not more than a day away, the
sky is blemished by Azure smoke! They really are coming, my fief!
We must go quickly! We must–”


  My eyes grow wide.


  My cheeks are cupped.


  My spasms go limp as lips are placed upon my
forehead.


  Awyer’s kiss stains my brow.


  I would say something if my voice would
come, were my tongue not held in place by weighted saliva. I am
frozen with his mouth and hands upon my face.


  “Do not call me ‘fief’ either,” Awyer says
when he pulls away. And then, without bothering to explain, he
releases my cheeks and jogs ahead to tell Techton of what I have
seen, leaving me to hang suspended alike a wilted piece of
string.


  There I stay.


  Until Pedj, yet at the hind of the group, is
unfortunate enough to pass through me some seconds later.


  “HOO! Spooky!” Hugging his arms to his
chest, he squints at the place where I hang. He is unable to reach
any satisfying revelation, however, for Techton has already started
a wrangle. Arms over head, he waves and calls for the disturbed
zombie.


  I shake out of the languid state Awyer’s
kiss upon my brow has caused. Quickly after, Pedj I go to regroup
with the others, where starts a rapid plan from Techton’s
mouth.


  Ahead lies an encampment – the very ‘Fetra’s
Nerve’ Techton agreed to take us as far as. Only very slightly off
course from Mael’s shade bird’s pull, the Nerve will be a chance to
gain provisions if we need them and brief respite if we can spare
it. If we are quick, we will reach the camp by nightfall, and
Techton will instruct the nomads there to tread deeper, prepare to
fight, or leave the Reck by whatever means they may.


  He explains, “I’m assuming that if an
army, of all things, barged into the Reck, magicks spewing,
they aren’t here for just a friendly visit. Crusade, you say . . .”
He releases a perturbed sort of growl that is in no way
frightening. “My thoughts? Now that they’ve polluted their own air,
the royals are moving on to clean soil, and they’ll probably try to
take it by force. Since the people of the Reck aren’t exactly
battle hardy, where does that leave us? Heloõs brolee, aquis
brolee. I’m taking you that way anyway; we might as well give
them a proper heads up.”


  “That your home, Tech?” Mael asks.


  “Well now, I do live there from time to
time, and that’s where I was planning on settling for a while, but
given the circumstances . . .” Techton studies Mael’s fragile
frame. “I think the best place for you all is beyond the
Gloerlands.”


  A soft spot he carries for the mystic girl.
While I do not at all agree with his theory that the Azurains are
storming the Reck for gain of its resources, nor do I fully believe
it his true opinion – there was a hollow quality to the way he
spoke it – what is important is that he sees the value in moving
quickly away from the impending threat.


  “What are the Gloerlands?” inquires the
kisser of the group, whom I cannot look directly at without
flushing.


  Covetable Techton looks at Awyer a moment –
fully capable of doing so without flushing – and shakes his
head. “You know something?” he says. “You really lucked out.” With
good nature, he massages the hair of his chin.


  “Supposin’ to mean what?” says Pedj,
annoyed.


  The Azurian shakes his head and laughs
raspily. “As far as the Gloerlands are concerned, you’ve got to see
them to believe them. There aren’t many that would be able to take
you there.”


  “But you can,” Awyer assumes.


  Techton nods. “And I suppose I will.”


  Mael pipes, “Destiny. What’s is, is
destiny.”


  Techton studies her, not so convinced. “Is
it really, Lady? I’ve come to believe that destiny is a force moved
by those who believe in it. People like you, for instance.”


  Mael cocks her head. Whether she understands
his implication or not, we cannot afford to speak on philosophy
now. The time to race is nigh!


  Casting his leisurely pace aside once more,
Techton begins a sprint through the jungle, closely followed by
Awyer, and not so closely followed by Pedj and Mael. I, too, nimbly
flee, zipping every so often above the canopy to check on the
status of the Azure smoke as it inches across the trees. What
manner of enchants are they casting to cause such a stir?


  Feligo, the Azurian maestro . . .


  And Bexwin, the count depleted of his
Amethyst . . .


  Leading an army of Azurians . . .


  Accompanied by drained, fresh-from-Eldrade
Pates . . .


  Aided by a whistling gray man known to be
holding the hair of the hellbeast . . .


  All storming Bloődite Territory.


  All seeking Awyer’s Amethyst?


  No, not all of them. That whistling
sorcerer, the gray man, seemed to know of Awyer, yet he let us
flee.


  Is he the person from my forememory? Or is
he a messenger of the witches, sent for revenge on Awyer? Or
perhaps he is Ark, the boogeyman of the necromancers, aiming to
crack open the Eternity Vessel.


  Or . . . by chance . . . is he all
three?


   



  . . .


   



  Fetra’s Nerve: A spiraling rock formation in
the middle of the jungle, crawling with flowered vines and moss.
From the exterior, it appears an upside-down tornado, turned to
stone, immobilized and left to nature’s will.


  On the inside, it is something else
entirely.


  An ‘encampment’ Techton called it, but it is
no mere resting place for weary travelers. It is a full-fledged
residence of sturdy rock structure into which dwelling spaces have
been carved. At its base lies a small lake mysteriously glowing
from below. Starting at the lake and corkscrewing upward along the
rounded wall, a spiraled ledge serves as a staircase going up, up
into the high reaches of the rock where only a small circle of
night sky is visible. Around and around the Nerve’s interior, this
ledge coils, passing by each of many humble dwellings. Each
dwelling is closed off from the rest of the Nerve by cloth curtain
or pearled string or whatever other manner of divide the residents
have managed to construct.


  Though it is enclosed, Fetra’s Nerve is not
dark. The whole of the cone is lit by standing torches placed along
the spiraled walkway – some adorned with fire, others lit by orbs.
Glowing orbs? It takes only a bout of investigation to discover
that the balls are everglowing crystals that have been polished
into spheres. Ah. Then the mystery of the glowing water is also
solved. Everglowing crystals, the rarest of rare objects, are
incomprehensively abundant here. I shall have Awyer nab one before
we leave.


  Also abundant here are shadows. Far more
shadows scatter the Nerve than there are bodies within. Not so
difficult to notice is that many of them bounce about the walls
freely, unconfined to the spiraled stair.


  “My war–” I cut myself from the habit.
“Awyer! There are many naefaeries here!”


  This truth excites me. We cannot see or feel
or hear each other, but there is a sense of comfort found in
crossing shadows with another of my kind.


  Pedj will not delight when he realizes the
company he is in.


  “Is this the only city found within the
Reck?” Awyer scrutinizes the Nerve without any amount of awe.


  “Umm, no. But it IS the best.” Techton
chuckles. “Does that count? Let’s see . . . There’s a fishermen’s
village north of here, and two other Nerves deeper in and to the
south. Plus, some random huts here and there. For the most part,
everyone moves around. Sure, there are a few lifers, but people
beyond the Rise enjoy the mobile life. Find an open cubby and it’s
yours for as long as you want it, providing you clean up after
yourself before you leave.” Clearly tired, Techton ends his speech
by rubbing a hand down the whole of his face.


  Beginning to show tooth-grinding signs of
being put off by the Nerve’s dancing shadows, the palest of our
party barks, “Now what?”


  Techton turns to my sphinx. “Awyer, would
you mind asking your mistress how long she thinks we can spare? I’d
ask her myself, but I don’t feel like deciphering any more ancient
script.”


  Awyer does not understand the jest. I answer
quickly so that he will not prod deeper:


  “Tell the Azurian that we have made headway.
When I last checked, the army was a little more than a day in tow,”
I say.


  Awyer relays the message.


  “Okay,” says Techton. “Trade what you can.
Get something to eat. Take a nap. I’ll give you four hours before I
start sounding the alarm. After that, we can probably count on
chaos.” He turns to Awyer. “Tell your mistress – apologies, but
now’s probably not the best time to track down another contractor
for her to chat with.” With that, the Azurian dismisses us by
jovial wave, and begins a hasty ascent up the spiral. It is obvious
we are not invited to join him.


  Awyer’s expression inquires me to explain
why I should wish to speak to another ward. I have yet to tell him
about the lock. And I do not wish to do so now. Luckily, his
attention is caught by an energetic zombie.


  “He say trade?” The zombie in
question is staring cagily after Techton.


  “He did,” says Awyer. “Do you have
something?”


  Pedj sets his pack onto the ground and
through it begins rifling. After feeling up the various pockets
within, he pulls forth a fishbone comb. “This?” he suggests.


  Awyer inspects the piece before gaining a
twitch to his dimple. “But, Pedj . . .” he starts, sly. “What of
your hair?”


  I cannot help myself. Invisible giggles
spill into the air. Mael also releases a laugh that is more alike
the long hiss of a minxy serpent. Pedj does not catch on that his
frenzied hair, which does not appear ever to have been combed, is a
subject worthy of taunt.


  “Right,” he says. He frowns at his comb,
weighing the consequences; and when he decides what is best, goes
on – “But know what? I think this is a skosh more important!”


  “Pray tell, Pedj,” says Awyer, arms folded
amusedly, “what are you hoping to gain from trade?”


  I see at what he is getting. Thanks to
Techton, the group has amassed an appropriate store of food.
Rations most certainly can be found here, but what might Pedj
need?


  “Hoo? Uh, right. Never know. Might find
somethin’ . . .” says the disillusioned zombie.


  Shaking his head amusedly, Awyer moves
toward the ramp.


  “Are you going to find an alcove to rest
in?” I ask of him.


  With a succinct nod, he says, “And who knows
what else we will find?” His eyes linger upon me too long. Suddenly
reminded of the kiss, I am forced to turn away. I will that I would
have the strength to look him straight on, but it is of no use, and
so I distract myself with the dwellings found along the spiral.
Some of their curtains are pulled, and the residents within have
created small displays of goods for trade. One of the first we
happen upon is an inlet selling contraptions comprised of brass and
other shined metals, sprouting buttons and gears and winding
keys.


  “Tinkers,” coos Mael. “Ooooh. Aaaah.”
Starting a listing reach with the hand that is not currently being
tugged in the opposite direction by a shaded creature, Mael thinks
to hold one of the pieces as her own. Her intent is quickly
snatched away.


  “Crank! Go on gettin’ away from there,
Mael!” Pedj shivers an overdramatized shiver. “You feel that
chill?! Gettin’ spooked just lookin’ at them!”


  I will not be the one to tell Pedj that the
chill is most likely nothing more than a dashing naefaerie.


  Awyer takes no interest in the tinkers. He
proceeds up the ledge, leaving the cousins to bicker.


  “Awyer, let us use this time to speak with
Techton,” I suggest.


  “Why?” I am reluctantly responded.


  “There is still all manner of things we do
not know. Why Count Bexwin chose to passive-aggressively pursue you
through the Maestro Feligo . . . Where lies the true location of
the Golden Lands, what have you.”


  “And?”


  “And a thing stood out before. Techton did
not answer suitably when inquired why the Azurians would wish to
invade the Reck. Do you recall? I believe he thinks it more than
just their search for unpolluted air. I wish to know if he will
tell us when out of the presence of the Bloődites.”


  “Would you not rather rest?” he says.


  “You know I do not tire.”


  “Mm. Would you not lie with me while
I rest, then?”


  Lie with . . .


  When I finally meet his eyes, they are . . .
simpering.


  Ah?! Never before have they
simpered.


  “I WILL FLY AHEAD TO FIND WHERE THE AZURIAN
HAS SETTLED!” This I cry whilst making a rapid bolt from where my
broken ward stands. My shadow joins the plethora of dashing
others.


  I zip through curtain and pearled sting,
invisible to all, noticed by none, until I find Techton’s stall
some ways up. He did not waste any iota of time finding resting
room. Flitting into his temporary claimed dwelling ends in an
uncompromising view of his bare chest stretched out upon a
pile of patched blankets.


  Yes, the bare chest of any other person does
nothing to make me shy away.


  “Awyer!” I call from within the alcove, not
dwelling on the simper that only recently occurred. “I have found
him!”


  Awyer arrives unenthusiastically a helping
of minutes later. He pushes through the fabric scrap without
greeting – making Techton give a start.


  “I am sorry. She made me disturb you.” The
simperer sends me a look. “She likes to control.”


  Techton’s neck swivels left to right. “Your
mistress is here?”


  “She followed you. She hoped to see more
than what you have shown,” Awyer lies dully.


  “I did not!” I insist. And to think that
there was once a time when I rued my sphinx’s lack of mischief.


  Techton cannot hear my frazzled reaction; he
can, however, see my sphinx’s smirk. “So, you came here to
flirt? Is that it?”


  Awyer leans against the small room’s wall.
“Grim wishes me to ask you something away from the others,” he
says.


  Techton rubs his tired face. “Now?”


  Awyer nods.


  “Geh. Sure, then. Go ahead.” He is not
enthused at all by the permittance.


  “She believes you know why the Azurian army
crossed into the Reck.”


  “Didn’t I tell you? Those pigheaded
politicians polluted their own air, and now–”


  “She believes there is more. Is there
more?”


  When asked such a question, it would be easy
to respond in lie . . . if asked by anyone other than a descendant
of the most beguiling race. The sacred gold found in Awyer’s eyes
dares Techton to speak falsely.


  The Azurian recognizes this, and he groans.
“Look, I don’t like starting problems.”


  “Do you believe me to be a person who enjoys
them?” says Awyer.


  Techton blinks at my ward. Blankly, he
blinks and he blinks with sleepy stupor. And then he laughs deeply.
“Well, no. You have a point . . .” His amusement falls beneath the
weight of the topic’s severity. “Ugh. By now I’ve picked up on the
gist of your situation, despite how hard I tried to stay out
of it. You’re from the lost Amethyst City and you’re on a journey
to deliver something important to someplace deep in the Reck. If
you’ve missed out on hundreds of years of history, I suppose you
could use all the information you can get, huh?”


  Awyer tips forward his head.


  “In that case, you might want to get comfy.”
Techton appears like a new father kept awake at the mercy of his
infant. “The Kerr Crusade – the first one, I mean – was started by
a king named Resh.”


  “Fifty years ago,” says Awyer.


  “Forty-eight. But who’s counting? As the
story goes, King Resh had seven evil councilmen to manage the seven
regions of Azure Territory.”


  Awyer is shrewd. “All seven were
evil?”


  “Well, you know, people like to embellish,”
Techton says.


  “Mm.”


  “Oh come on, just listen quietly and let me
go back to sleep.”


  “Why are you so tired, anyway?” says
Awyer.


  So he, too, has picked up on it. True, we
have been racing continually since I discovered the blue smoke
leaking across the trees, but Techton is not only physically tired;
he has become mentally exhausted as well.


  “Uhh–” The exhausted one is not eager to
answer.


  “It is the Azure, Awyer,” I say softly.
“Recall that Techton was once an addict. Knowing that there is an
amassing of blue power behind us is most likely tempting for him. I
am sure he has been fighting his veins’ wants as we have fled.”


  “Never mind, Techton,” says Awyer when he
learns the truth. “We are all tired.”


  Grateful that he will not be forced to
explain his flaws, Techton dives straight into his story:


  “The reason Azurians don’t like to
talk about the Kerr Crusade much is that we were in the
wrong. Well, not the nation as a whole, but the king was definitely
in the wrong. The seven evil–” He emphasizes for Awyer’s
sake – “councilmen were in the king’s ear, stewing lies about how
the Bloődites were hiding colors of mass destruction.


  “In a rage, the king commanded the royal
army to storm Bloődite Territory in order to find this imaginary
Amethyst. While the royal army had no choice but to obey the king,
the citizens knew all along that it was a farce. The Bloődites have
always been a little behind the times, and a change as impactful as
Amethyst entering their society would be recognizable on a large
scale. Meanwhile, they weren’t showing even the slightest signs of
having access to colors of mass destruction.


  “After the siege started, there was an
immediate call for impeachment, and eventually King Resh was
overthrown and replaced by his brother, King Jerigo. But the royal
army had already done its damage. It took years to repair the
relationship between our nations. To be honest, it’s still pretty
rocky.”


  “What has that to do with the Reck?” says
Awyer.


  “There’s another part of the story that the
Bloődites don’t know about. No Azurian would ever mention it in
front of one of them because, well, it’s horrible.” Techton’s
discomfort shows in the way he fiddles with his rightmost earring.
“As rumor has it, during the Kerr Crusade, a group of the more
unethical men of the royal army forced Bloődite rustics up
the Gated Rise.”


  It is horrible. But I have heard of
worse.


  “Why would they do this?” I inquire via
Awyer.


  “They were working under the instruction of
one of the seven evil councilmen. The guy was adamant that a
surplus of power existed beyond the Gate of the West.”


  A surplus of power. Then the reason for
their invasion now is that they are again riled by the thought of
withheld magicks. Again they are chasing Amethyst, and again their
search has led them to the Reck; only this time, there was no need
to force Bloődite rustics up the wall.


  The gray man has seen to that.


  “Now,” says Techton, clapping together his
hands, “it doesn’t take a genius to realize there’s a connection
between a sphinx showing up with Amethyst, heading deep into the
Reck, and the army also moving into the Reck – the same army
that’s been known to hunt after Amethyst in the past. Want to tell
me where you’re heading? Where that thing on the lady’s
wrist is leading you?”


  Awyer waits for my approval. The forememory
drives me to nod.


  “The Golden Lands,” says Awyer.


  “Ask if he is aware of their existence
within the Reck,” I prod.


  “Do you know where they are?” says
Awyer.


  Techton shakes his head. “I’ve never seen
them. And I’ve never met anyone who’s seen them. I said I’d take
you to the Gloerlands. My thinking is, if an army’s coming, that’s
the best bet to stay out of their business. Heloõs brolee, aquis
brolee. If I’m going there anyway, I’ll take you along.”


  “That is why you offered,” says Awyer.


  Techton nods.


  An untruth. I suspect a certain racy
necromancer plays the biggest factor in his decision.


  “It’s up to you, though. I have no idea if
the Golden Lands are through there or if they’re even anywhere near
here. What I’m saying is, I’ll take you to the Gloerlands, but are
you sure that’s where you want to go?”


  “We will go with you.” Awyer makes a king’s
decision. “And if Mael’s shade bird pulls her elsewhere, we will
part with you.”


  Giving nothing in the way of farewell, Awyer
removes himself from Techton’s hollow, causing he fabric scrap to
thrash. I, too, begin to flit away, but before reaching the
curtain, my interest is captured by a mutter. “I’m sensitive to
your kind, Mistress,” Techton’s soulful voice says. “Always have
been.”


  Curious. A confession left for me? But why
should I care that the Azurian is sensitive to naefaeries? It is
only after he goes on that I understand:


   



  I should very much care.


   



  “Since running into you,” he says, settling
into his mess of blankets and turning onto his half-exposed side,
“I can’t help but wonder . . . does your Amethyst boy have
two?”


  . . . Two? Two naefaeries?


  “Grim.” Awyer’s impatient voice from the
other side of the fabric urges that I should come to his side. My
connection to him beckons. But I should very well stay. Stay to
delve deeper into the muttered nonsense of a sleeping Azurian.


  If I want to press Techton further, however,
I cannot. His raspy throat turns raspier the more deeply it
breathes.




  Chapter XV: Mirror


   



  I find my sphinx waiting a few steps down
the ramp.


  Two naefaeries. That cannot be. It is
not possible for a sorcerer to pact more than one. It is certainly
not. The tired ramblings of an addict are not to be trusted. They
are certainly not. Awyer has hidden nothing from me. He has
certainly not.


  Why then, does my reckless mouth feel the
need to blurt, “I-I am your only naefaerie?” the moment I reach the
unsuspecting boy? Awyer’s expression questions my sanity. And it is
rightly so. Nevertheless, “There are no others,” I stress, giving
way to paranoia. “I am the only one, am I not?”


  Awyer’s expression is bemused. “The only
bossy one,” he says, brow high. But I am not in the mood to jest.
This he perceives, and in a motion of condolence, his hand finds my
head’s top, where it situates tenderly upon my darkened hair.
“Grim. Obviously there are none but you. Why would you ask?”


  “No reason,” I lie. “It is nothing.”


  “It is rarely something,” says Awyer. So
easily he becomes cross. Lifting condolences, he moves on without
me. I dawdle behind him. Because I mourn over the things I cannot
share. Because I mourn over the rift it causes. Yes, my sulk is
reminiscent of Pedj’s.


  Speaking of whom . . .


  From below comes a bellow. A squabble. An
outburst. Our attention is directed away from our own tiff and to
the tiff of a pair of fighting cousins, both of whom I recognize by
their shouts.


  “YOU CRANKIN’ WITH ME?! THOSE ARE AGENTS
WHAT ARE BOUNDIN’ ROUND HERE?! WE’RE GETTING OUTTA THIS PLACE!”


  I cease dawdling, hurrying instead to catch
up to the one who may end their argument. “Awyer, run and tell them
to stop! They cause a scene! They draw attention where it should
not be drawn!” Namely to the Amethyst runaway.


  I am responded by naught. Not even a
headshake.


  “YOU’RE DIM, MAEL! WITH THIS MANY, THERE’S
GOTTA BE A FEW BADIES SNUCK IN!”


  Peeking over the edge of the ledge reveals
the extremity of the disruption. The indiscreet cousins are across
the Nerve making a spectacle near an old woman’s shop of sundries,
where a small crowd has already begun to gather.


  “Awyer! They are creating a stir!” I
urge.


  But still, he is reluctant. His crossness
over my reservation makes him so.


   



  Your brow is heavy, Awyer. Join me. Divulge
your worries.


   



  The things I demand of him, he wishes to
demand of me. He wishes for my confidence. Alas, I cannot give it
to him.


  “Very well!” I yell at him, frustrated, and
skim from where he is and to where Pedj stands shouting at Mael.
“Calm yourselves!” I command, to no avail. “Cease this at
once!”


  But Pedj cannot hear me, and he will not
calm. And Mael is not making it any easier. In her subdued tone,
she sputters a list of ill-willed curses that cut much more
ruthlessly than Pedj’s public wails. She is an artful killer. One
whose appearance lends to concealment. A sharp tongue shrouded by a
dowdy mouth. A thorn protected by petals.


  “Racist Pedjram wishes to be whole? Pedj
should be a whole necromanced, then. Pedj will never be a
necromancer. Pedj is suited for zombiedom. Like his dar.”


  “HO, YEAH?! THAT WHAT YOU REALLY THINK–”


  Pedj halts, for I have just shot through his
body.


  “WAAAAH! ONE OF THEM GOT ME!”


  “Don’t be a baby,” says the sharp-tongued
necromancer. “It’s just Mistress.”


  So all of the naefaeries do not appear
‘bright’ to her? Only I am given that honor, apparently.


  Pedj continues to make a fool of himself.
There is naught I can do, as Awyer has not thought to come to the
rescue. When this is over, I will surely remain angry with him. He
knows of my situation, he knows I cannot act alone, and yet he
leaves me to this task.


  The woman selling sundries has begun
scolding the cousins for their commotion. Likewise, a few more
Nerve inhabitants have thought to interject their opinions. It does
not speak well for my sphinx’s company!


  Forcing my attention on Pedj’s hand, I will
it to receive me. I will our flesh to meet. But Pedj’s skin is not
as welcoming as Techton’s, when healthy. Willing it proves harder
than I expect. Even so, I concentrate. I close my eyes and
concentrate on the zombie’s pale flesh. I make progress. My fingers
connect briefly with Pedj’s.


  It is only brief because he throws his hand
from mine, now even more alarmed over being grabbed by an invisible
hand.


  It is no use.


  I can do nothing.


  I am nothing.


  I sink to the ground, bury my face to my
knees, and listen to the fools continue to shout over my head.


  “Pedj.” A stern tone cuts through the mire
of squabble. “Quiet. This is not your territory. You cannot act
however you want.”


  At last. At long, long last, Awyer has
deemed it suitable to arrive.


  I look to see him standing over me, between
Mael and Pedj, in the center of a group of Nerve inhabitants.


  Awyer turns to Mael. “What happened?”


  Mael points to the sundries woman. “She said
if we have naefaeries, we can bring them to the top to show them
off to our friends.”


  Show off naefaeries? Meaning so that others
may see them? It sounds like a trickery.


  Mael folds her arms in condescension.
“That’s when Pedjram went loonsie,” she says.


  “Well, doy! ‘Scuze me for not realizing this
was a nest of agents!”


  There is an unsettled gasp from the crowd,
followed by an unsettling murmur.


  With threat, Awyer bores his eyes into
Pedj’s. “Do not speak. You will offend someone,” he says with
golden weight.


  The Bloődite challenges my sphinx with an
equally threatening glare, but when Awyer flexes his hands,
signaling enchanted intent, Pedj drops any hostility. He knows he
cannot win if they are to enter a brawl.


  Awyer shifts focus to the roused sundries
woman. “We are sorry,” he says. And then to the cousins,
“Come.”


  He begins again up the stair.


  He would rather not intervene.


  Yet he did.


  For me, he did.


  But he did so too late.


  I remain angry.


  Mael happily pops to Awyer’s side, humming
as she goes, waist swishing as she goes, for she feels she has won
the fight. Or at least ‘Ower’s’ favor. Pedj mopes behind. He is
nearly as moping as I. In silence, we parade up the spiral,
following Awyer’s lead, until it becomes apparent that he intends
to continue past all of the open dwellings.


  Pedj flinches as a shadow zips past the
wall. And then he speaks up, “What gives? Where’re we goin’?”


  “I will show you Grim, and you will see that
she is not evil. You will see that she is fair. You will see why I
am fond of her.”


  News to me. News to Pedj.


  We react very differently. While Pedj
appears to be rethinking himself, alike a child who has just been
slapped in punishment, my chest begins a race. Fond and fair, my
fief . . . no, my Awyer spoke. Fond and fair, and he wishes
to, as Mael termed, ‘show me off’. Mael’s excitement reflects in
her gait. With short legs she takes large steps to get ahead of
Awyer.


  To the top we go, and all the while, I am
unsure as to whether I like this or I unlike this. The spiral grows
tighter the higher it rises. As the top of the cone nears, the
shorter the time it takes to make a new pass around the ledge.
Above, a small opening to the heavens allows for viewing of a small
section of night sky. The moon’s light does not make it into view.
Only ink and cloud.


  At the spiral’s end, there is one last nook
in the wall. The curtain of the last nook is heavier than the rest.
Of a dark, thick material. Pushing it aside is tough for Mael.
Awyer holds it open as she and Pedj duck inside. I do not need him
to hold it for me. I could very well fly straight through. Even so,
I follow the way of the others, hoping it does not give Awyer any
sort of delight to be a gentleman.


  Within the chamber there is a single
everglowing crystal, which has been mounted into the wall so that
only a portion of its side is showing. That portion streams
outward, making a spotlight onto the far wall, which has been
polished and painted white.


  Skeptically I wait for something to happen.
It is as I thought. Even after entering the room, I am not visible
– as is made apparent by Pedj’s cautions scan of the room, during
which his eyes move through me as always. There is no change. No
spark of clarity.


  Awyer, too, eyes the room. He looks from the
crystal to the wall and then to the shadows found in the space’s
corners.


  “Mael. Pedj. Stand over there.” He gestures
to one of said corners. “And you–” Without bothering to ask my
permission, Awyer takes my shoulders and begins directing me to the
center of the room. Because my mood is foul, I put up a fight – a
fight that is swiftly squashed by his utterance:


  “I am sorry. But you should also be sorry.
It is your choice not to confide.”


  He speaks truth. I know that he does. Just
as I am irritated, he is also irritated. But when I move to
apologize, I am interrupted by a pleased shout:


  “Mistress Grim!”


  Awyer has released my shoulders, leaving me
alone in the center of the room with the whole of the crystal’s
glow in my face. I raise a hand to shield my eyes before turning
from the bright thing completely. Once my back is to the crystal, I
see what has caused Mael to squeal.


  There, upon the white painted wall, is a
perfect silhouette of me. Not a deformed shadow stretched long by
the sun, or a blurred, disproportioned image in the grass. It is a
completely detailed, proper-sized shadow version of my body upon
the wall. From the tips of my hair, to the bottom of my smock, to
the bend in my ankle.


  I put my hands outward from my body, first
one, then the other, and then I wiggle my fingers. Each wiggle is
reflected upon the wall in detail. It is a wonder. The nearest
thing to a mirror that I have ever experienced comes not from the
advanced magickal society of Eldrade, but from the nomad camp of
Fetra’s Nerve – though when I think on it, it makes sense. The room
was made by a people who felt for their naefaeries deeply enough to
flee with them to sanctuary. To leave behind the corrupted world of
their fathers and cross the Gated Rise and make settlement, all for
the sake of their wardens. Those are the people who crafted this
space.


  Mael hops from the shadows and stands beside
me, arms also stretched outward from her body. She mimics my
stance.


  “Mistress is about my size and shape,” she
says absently.


  Wrong. I do not have her sultry hips.


  Mael turns to the side so that her profile
is cast upon the white wall. I copy her.


  Pedj has forgotten himself. He leans, mouth
agape, to get a good look of my form. Seeing me is interesting to
him, after all. Or mayhap it is more than interesting. “Hot heck!
She’s got knockies!” he shouts.


  Awyer, who is leaned against the wall with
the mien of a self-satisfied onlooker, repeats, “Knockies?”


  “BOOBS!” says Pedj, forcing me to quickly
hug my chest and cry,


  “AH?!”


  “Oh,” says Awyer, grinning. “Yes, she
does.”


  Lecherous boys!


  I turn shoulder on them, slighted, but make
the mistake of looking back to see if they show remorse for their
perversion.


  “Hoo, she even acts like a person. She got
rattled at that, did she? And now she’s checkin’ to see if we’re
sorry?”


  “I would say she is more so embarrassed. I
have never before made mention of her ‘knockies’ to her.”


  And yet casually he continues to speak of
them!


  “Shup, guys. You’re rude,” says Mael.
“Ignore it, Mistress. Pedjram can’t normally get a close-up of a
girl ‘cause he’s creepy.”


  “Hey!”


  Awyer snorts.


  I cannot refrain myself. “You have my
thanks,” I say whilst sniggering, though Mael cannot hear it.


  “Strange,” says Pedj, chin in his hand.
“Thought she’d have wings, bein’ she can fly and all.”


  Clearly the Bloődites have completely lost
touch with naefaeries.


  “Grim,” says Awyer. “Show them.”


  My arms remain folded across my chest. First
he is lecherous and next he thinks to boss me?


  “She’s pissed,” says Pedj. “You’re in
trouble, Awyer.”


  “Maybe YOU are the one in trouble,
Pedj.”


  I am surprised. Not-so-craftless Awyer seeks
to use it as a test. He glances sidelong to gage his friend’s
reaction, continuing, “Or are you no longer fearful of Grim’s
bloodthirsty ways?”


  “Oh no, she’s still right scary, lookin’
like that. Same way my old gal used to look at me when she was
pissed . . .” Pedj shakes away what is surely an unfavorable
memory.


  Satisfied that the zombie appears to be
taking my evilness more lightly, Awyer comes to appease me. He
makes his shadow to swallow my shadow, in doing so, lining his body
behind mine. “Will you not fly?” he asks into my hair.


  A sinister plan dawns upon me, devised by
the revenge of my ‘knockies’. “I will fly if you will fly,” I
say.


  And although he is more reluctant that even
his usual level of reluctance, I will not budge. If only to force
exertion of his Amethyst, I will make him rise with me. If he does
not, the burn of his veins, which has surely grown hotter and
hotter since he last used enchants, will become unbearable.


  Holding all of the magicks of people does
not come without a price.


  “All right,” he says with a sigh. “But not
far.”


  By ‘not far’, what he means is a mere foot
from the floor – though if he made it a foot, it is my suspicion
that he was trying for even less. I, in contrast, rise high into
the air, to the top of the room, so that Pedj and Mael may witness
my speed.


  Mael, who has seen my light flit about the
air previously, is not as impressed as her cousin. Pedj does not
hold back his amazement. He watches and ogles and whirrs murmurs of
awe that are not only for me, but also for Awyer. The sphinx’s
ability of flight is an impressive thing for a weak sorcerer such
as Pedj.


  Awyer remains in hover for but a moment
before dropping to the ground.


  “Are you happy?” he asks without
enthusiasm.


  “Very,” I call from the ceiling.


  His enthusiasm makes a small emergence.
“Good.”


  Our diversion carries on for some time
longer, as slowly the stereotypes Pedj has for my kind – lingered
there in part because of Awyer’s teasing – begin to chip away from
the Bloődite’s outlook. Awyer undergoes a reverse effect. There is
a small amount of reluctance that builds in him the longer I am
exposed to the others, until he decides that he is finished
‘showing me off’ altogether. If I allow myself to believe that it
is because he does not wish to share me with Pedj and Mael for any
great length of time, I feed into my forbidden emotions that do not
need feeding. Fed, they are, yet hungry they growl.


  I insist that the mortals make rest. Techton
will not be pleased that they have squandered a portion of their
donated time, and it will be my guilt if they are unable to keep
pace to the Gloerlands.


  “Awww.” Mael does not take delight in
diversion’s end. All the same, Pedj takes her wrist and tugs her
away to a deserted dwelling a few turns down the spiral. It is my
intention to scope out the remaining openings to find Awyer the
largest, cleanest one possible. My sphinx, however, has other
plans, and he stops at the first opening we come to – though it is
not nearly as large or as clean as I had hoped – and situates upon
the floor.


  “Lie with me, Grim?” Awyer pats the ground
beside him. “Converse?”


  Though the room is not ideal, I oblige.
Because I am selfish, I oblige. On the floor of the dwelling, we
face each other.


  “I am proud of you, my–” He winces, so I
correct: “Awyer. You have spoken much lately, and so I am
proud.”


  “I have not spoken nearly as much as Pedj,”
says Awyer, arid. “You should be most proud of him.”


  Cheeky.


  An invisible giggle falls over us. When the
last of its echoes fade, there is silence. A moment. A second
moment. Awyer and I lie face to face. “Sleep,” I tell him. “If only
for a little while.”


  Animalistic eyes locked on mine, he
responds, “But Grim, it is time.”


  “For?”


  “To find if I hide a second tattoo on my
body.”


  “Awyer!”


  With a smile, he closes his eyes, cutting me
off from their gold. He jests. He makes reference to my earlier
paranoia. Two naefaeries. I had forgotten, but I will have
to find a way to ask Techton the specifics of that which he
implied.


   



  I remain next to my sphinx until the
Azurian’s voice calls from the ledge. And for just a moment –
merely a single, measly moment – it almost feels as though
there is someone else lying with us.


  Someone invisible.




  Chapter XVI: Debt


   



  “Send up your faeries if you don’t believe
me! Of course, it would be a lot easier if you’d just take my WORD
for it, but . . .”


  Techton’s warning falls upon unwilling ears.
Many unwilling ears. Each pass around the Nerve’s spiral results in
more of the same:


  Techton speaks the impossible. Techton is
seeing things. Techton is unkind to jest at such an hour. Techton
is hopped up on glumworms.


  The people of this place have their own
secret ways of entering the Reck, none of which include enough room
for an army. The atmosphere is one of shared reluctance, with which
a certain sphinx should fit in well.


  “Who are your friends, Techt? They put you
up to this?” A man of bushy brow knows Techton more personally than
the rest, and even he does not believe an army is coming.


  Aye, had I not seen it, I would not have
believed either.


  “Do me a favor, Krem. When the first light
of day hits, find someone with a faerie and send them to scout. If
I’m lying, I’ll buy you an ale the next time I see you,” says
Techton.


  So-called Krem sizes up the kind-eyed
Azurian, searching for signs of jest. Upon finding none –


  “You really believe what you’re
telling people, don’t you?” he says.


  “I’m afraid so. Look, if you won’t take my
word, promise you’ll at least send up a faerie when the light
comes.”


  Krem gives a nod that is not reassuring
enough to be believed. Techton sighs before making his final lap
around the Nerve. He is rewarded with only a handful of
semi-believers. “Well, that could have gone better,” he says when
he is finished.


  Pedj is bitter over the lack of sleep.
“Least you warned those dingoes,” he mutters.


  “When you’re right, you’re right. We did
what we came for. It’s up to them what to do with it next.” Under
the influence of another sigh, Techton surrenders his personal
battle of ‘gaining brothers’. Turning away, he gestures to the
mouth of the Nerve. “That leaves only one thing.” He hoists his
rucksack onto his shoulder. “Today will also probably not be
counted among your best days. You ready?”


  Ready or not, from here we come.


  Our dawn travel is filled with yawns.
Sleeping only a short while was maybe more detrimental than not
sleeping at all. Through fruit and flower, vine and tree, we
travel. The jungle contains no sounds of man. Only kiwi birds and
kewple flies and loud thrashing beasts that refuse to draw near.
They can smell the Azure, Bloőd, and Amethyst surrounding our
party, and it fends them away. The taste of magicks is unnatural to
the animals.


  When it is time to eat, Techton knocks down
red melons, which hang otherwise just out of reach, with the end of
his toad-webbed scythe. The melons possess natural plugs upon their
round bodies in the form of leafy sprouts.


  “Pull this part,” Techton instructs the
others, pointing to one of the many hooked sprouts protruding from
the fruit. “Find whichever one is largest and pull it out. Then,
tip the whole thing back and guzzle the slush inside. That’s the
good stuff.”


  “It will not make our gums burn, turn gray,
and potentially bleed, will it?” says Awyer. He is sly, for his
question is not actually meant for Techton.


  Reminded of the early days of their journey,
Pedj lets out a guffaw. He is the only one that does. Because the
question was neither meant for her, Mael shrugs to Techton, then
places her hands over his and begins drinking from the melon in his
grasp without regard to etiquette. She does not realize the way her
pheromones entice. Hands beneath her dainty ones, Techton chews his
lip.


   






  
  




   



  “My faerie.” An uncommon whisper runs over
my spine.


  I turn to find its master. “My pactor?”


  “You watch them,” says Awyer. “Why?”


  “Why should I not?”


  “It is not just them. You observe
everything,” he says.


  “What more may I do? As I cannot interact, I
can only observe.”


  “Mm.”


  Pedj struggles to pull the plug from one of
the melons. He is not as fortunate as his cousin to have a handsome
jungleman’s assistance.


  “What did you think of Fetra’s Nerve?” The
jungleman himself inquires of his princess.


  “Loved it.” Mael wipes her fruit-stained
mouth on her shoulder. “We even saw Mistress!”


  “Did you, now?” says Techton, surprised.
“Too bad I missed that. I would have liked to see her.” He catches
Pedj’s eye. “And what did you think, my man?”


  Pedj smiles widely. “I’s worried to say in
front of Awyer.”


  “See! Didn’t I tell you?” Techton nods with
knowing.


  I flit away before they can begin again
discussing my ‘knockies’.


  Onward we travel through Western Cross. Even
though Mael’s shade bird urges us to veer south slightly, it
continually pulls us west – the way Techton leads us west. Thus, we
remain only minimally off track. Not enough for concern . . .
yet.


  “The Gloerlands stretch pretty far south
anyway,” assures Techton. “I’m just taking you the way I usually
go, the least dense part of the tangle.”


  I am adamant to pop above the trees every
hour or so to gage the blue smoke in the distance. I do not
understand how such a cloud stays lingered above the army’s march.
It is almost as though they seek to announce their arrival.


  To whom?


  Day treads into night. The travelers are
again allotted four hours of rest; and when the earliest showings
of morning’s light permeate the canopy, Techton stirs the party
once more.


  “Apologies, Lady.” He gives regard to Mael’s
cat-like yawn. “We just need to go on like this until we get
through the Gloers. After that, we’ll have a long nap.”


  Mael scratches at her stripes. A tigress, is
she? My interest piques.


  “Awyer,” I say in the afternoon. “Ask the
zombie the reason behind Mael’s stripes.”


  He does so in discretion.


  “Oh those?” says Pedj. “I dunno. Mael’s . .
. different, you know? What’s is, is she’s been paintin’ them on
since she was a kipper.”


  “They do not come off in the water,” says
Awyer. “I watched.”


  And he scolds me for my observation? How is
he any less observant than I!?


  “Yeah, not sure what she uses . . .” Pedj
scratches his head. “Seen her paintin’ them on before, though, so’s
you know they ain’t stains.”


  “Hm.”


  Another day passes.


  And another.


  As we tramp, Techton talks of his siblings,
his brother and his sister, living at the Blue Capital. He tells of
his years at University. He tells of his highs and his lows and the
evil things he would do with Azure when it yet ruled his impulses.
Correspondingly, Mael and Pedj tell stories of their grandparents,
‘grandmar’ and ‘granddar’ as they call them, and their summers
spent in the Bloődite Rusticlands. Pedj tells of his unwilling
enrollment with the necromancy maestros – a training Mael aced in
record time. Awyer says nothing of Eldrade. Nor of his family. That
is because, the last in his line, he has no family to speak of.
They were lost to him years ago.


  He and I. It has long been he and I. Warden
and ward.


  “Would you someday like to see the Blue
Capital, my fief?”


  “Grim.”


  “I know. I am sorry. I was feeling
sentimental. Would you like to go there, Awyer?”


  But the question burns my throat, for I know
that he will not go there, even if he would like to.


  “Would you?” he says.


  “It is left to be seen if there will be an
Azure Capital at all after you deliver the stolen color,” I say.
“In ages past, after a color war, the three magicks would shift.
The Amethyst losers would graciously take the Bloőd or Azure
offered them and would rebuild their demolished cities. The new
Amethyst wielders would fortify their cities and begin supreme
reign. The third group – either shifted from Bloőd to Azure or from
Azure to Bloőd – would widely remain the same as they were,
experimenting with their new color, though to them it was no great
change in power.”


  Awyer listens, face unsympathetic.


  “When the sphinxes hold Amethyst, who knows
what will come of the other nations?” I say.


  “Why do they want the Amethyst?” says
Awyer.


  “I do not know. It is only my duty to make
certain it gets there.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I promised your ancestor.”


  “Why?” Awyer presses.


  “Because he saved me. He saved me . . . from
her. When I tore myself from Hamira’s pact, he received me.
I would not have made it far without pacting anew. His cooperation
allowed me to be reborn.”


  “You appeared to him like you appeared to
me,” says Awyer, jaw set.


  I nod.


  “By Thyst,” says Awyer.


  Again, I nod.


  “By Thyst. I am bound. Until dea–”


  “Do not!” I cut him off. Because I cannot
bear to hear it. Because I am weak. “I-it is not your birthday,” I
cover, “so you should not speak it.”


  Unnatural silence takes advantage of the
situation.


  “You came to him,” Awyer says after a while.
“You revealed yourself. He accepted.”


  A third time, I nod.


  “What if a naefaerie is denied?” he
says.


  “We die. And we are not reborn. For that
reason, I am in your ancestor’s debt. I am indebted to your line.”
I have never properly explained, for fear that Awyer might discover
the truth of his coming death. Our time together runs thin. The
time to explain is now or it is never.


  “At the end of one pact,” I say, “a
naefaerie chooses a new pactor. The longer she goes without finding
one, the vaguer she becomes. She may reveal herself to one person
and one person alone, and if the chosen accepts, she will be
reborn. If not, she will fade. I was desperate, after fleeing from
Ensecré. I chose an unlikely pactor: a sphinx, of a race known to
keep to themselves. I did not expect his cooperation . . .” My
voice trails as I am lost in the memory of it. “And yet . . .”


  “You were fond of him.”


  “Ah?”


  When I look to Awyer, he sports a glare. A
darkness. A severity.


  “As I told you,” I say, unsure of myself,
“it is unheard of.”


  Awyer turns his back to me. The brown ends
of his hair are still in the windless day. “I will go with you to
the Blue Capital when this is finished,” says over his shoulder.
And with that, he saunters away to Pedj’s side, leaving me to
ponder on everything.


  I am indebted to that first sphinx. Because
of him, I was assured rebirth after rebirth through his
descendants. My debt is his. I am to deliver the stolen color to
its promised recipients.


  True.


  But . . .


  Is there not another way?




  Chapter XVII: Gloers


   



  The Gloerlands come abruptly. Techton said
we would need to see them to believe them, and it was no lie. The
sight of them is a thing to behold.


  There is jungle. Emerald green mossy growth,
vibrant climbing vines adorned with bursts of color, woody trunks
of earthy brown. The colors of the Reck have surrounded my sphinx’s
company for days.


  But when we reach the Gloerlands, they are
no more.


  At the Gloerlands, color ceases to be.


  In a line, the jungle becomes devoid of
anything but white. It is not that there is nothing within the
white; merely everything has turned to white – flower and rock and
vine. And with a backdrop of white, it is impossible to see what
lies ahead.


  When my eyes first find the white jungle, I
am confused. If the Reck turns white, surely I should have seen
such from my frequent sojourns above the canopy. To examine the
anomaly further, I shoot above the jungle crown before anything
else. My suspicions are confirmed; an anomaly it is rightly
called. For when I break through the trees, a strange thing occurs.
In my view, the Reck has not been painted white at all. From the
top, at least, it appears normal leafy tree cover. There is green.
There is not white.


  I flit again below the canopy.


  Starkness returns.


  How rare!


  I explain what I have seen to Awyer, and he
in turn relays it to Techton.


  “Don’t ask me,” the Azurian says. “I was
boggled the first time I came here too.”


  Following the pull of her pet, Mael holds
forward her arms and takes a few steps beyond the white line.


  “HOOP!” shrieks Pedj.


  It is too late.


  Thwak!


  Mael’s forehead makes contact with the
unruly arm of a tree. At least, I believe it to be a tree. It is
difficult to tell under the circumstances.


  “Wait a skosh!” says Pedj. “Oka, how the
heck is this a good hidin’ place? The whole thing’s white! We’ll
stick out like four sore thumbs!”


  “Five,” says Awyer, eyes narrow, in
reference to me.


  “Har. Har,” says Pedj.


  But Awyer is not jesting. His temper has not
been grand since our last conversation.


  “That’s one of the wonders of the
Gloerlands. Go in deep enough and you’ll be white too,” explains
Techton.


  “Naw way!” says Pedj.


  “Yep way,” says Techton.


  “How did you come to know of this place,” I
ask via Awyer.


  “This is what lead me to the Reck in the
first place. When I gave up Azure, I went on a pilgrimage–”


  “Pilgrimage?” Pedj interrupts.
“Seriously?”


  Awyer looks sidelong at me, and I make haste
to tell that, “I knew they were fashionable!”


  Techton continues, “Yep, a pilgrimage. To
the shrine Ergandach. Ever heard of it?” Pedj and Awyer shake their
heads in unison. Mael is not paying attention. She coos at the bird
on her wrist. Techton goes on, “I met a monk at Ergandach. He told
me that if I really wanted to be free of my addiction, I should
lose my color beyond the Gated Rise. He told me about a fabled
place without color. He seemed like an all right old chap,
so I made the journey.”


  Awyer looks as though he has just been told
the key to salvation. “If I enter, I will lose my color!?” he says
with far more energy than he has exerted over much else in his
life.


  I, on the other hand, have mixed feelings on
the discovery. My old soul and my young heart enter
confliction.


   



  ‘Do not enter, my ward! It is your duty to
carry the stolen color!’


  ‘Make haste, Awyer! Be free of this
burden!’


   



  These are the things I wish to cry. The
things I struggle to decide between. But it is for naught. In the
end, I am not made to choose.


  “No, your magicks won’t go anywhere,”
Techton says, to Awyer’s chagrin. “The old grizzly meant
metaphorically. Lose my reliance on them in an unworldly place or
something. Of course it would have been nice to KNOW that ahead of
time . . . but what can you do?”


  “Did you get on crossin’ all the way through
it?” says Pedj.


  Techton shakes his head. “I went as far as
the altar.”


  “Altar?” says Awyer.


  “A little ways in. It’s like a big round
black thing. I thought that was where I could get rid of my Azure,
but when I went there, nothing happened.”


  “How did you find your way?” I ask through
Awyer. “Under these . . . circumstances.”


  “I had a guide. And we will too.”


  Into his massive rucksack Techton’s hand
dives. When it submerges, it holds a brass box etched with fluted
designs. From its back juts a key.


  “Oooh,” says Mael. “Tinker.”


  “I’ll let you do the honors, Lady.” Techton
hands the piece to her. “Wind the switch, then open it up.”


  Mael looks from the box to Techton and again
to the box. “How many?”


  “Um, just a few should do the trick.”


  With a determined nod, the necromancer
begins to turn the key. Once, twice – She suddenly stops. “It ain’t
gonna shake, is it?”


  Techton chuckles. “No, nothing like
that.”


  Determination renewed, Mael gives a few more
turns before she releases. A muted song begins to play from within
the tinker, but it is only muted until Mael opens fully the box, at
which point, the song grows immensely into a haunting, clinking
tune that emits from the brass piece, spills over Mael’s hand, and
pours into the monochromatic Gloerlands.


  The song makes uneasy the pit of my
stomach.


  “Now what?” says impatient Pedj.


  “We wait.” Techton drops his sack onto the
ground, and – “Who’s hungry?” he says, causing Pedj to brighten
right up. The zombie raises a hand above his hand, ecstatic over
the thought of food in his belly.


  How little it takes.


  A bowl of dried meat and vegetative roots
makes Pedj’s sunken eyes gleam. Alas, the ‘starved’ boy makes it
only halfway through his meal when he abruptly proceeds to choke.
Coughing and hacking, he grabs at his pale throat with an equally
pale hand.


  “Pedjram?” Mael’s reaction is, per usual,
delayed. Techton and Awyer have already jumped up to offer
assistance. Their assistance is unwanted. Shaking his head
vehemently, Pedj hops away from them, pointing over their shoulders
to the whiteness beyond.


  When I see what he sees, so do I excite. “My
ward! It is a man!”


  Awyer does not think to scold me for my
mistake, for the moment I mention what I have observed, he whirls
around to lay eyes upon the man in the white. A man of tall
stature. A man of layered clothing. A man of long, knotted hair
that is clumped together in thick, rope-like strands and tied back
with a cluster of fabric strips. A man with eyes of purest white
whose irises are outlined by a dark ring each.


  And above all, a man with antlers. A pair of
large, multi-pronged antlers protrudes from the top of the man’s
head.


  It is as the tale of Awyer’s ancestor spoke:
men with horns.


  Pedj finally manages to swallow his unchewed
clump of food. “WHAT THE ERF IS THAT?!”


  Techton is not so alarmed. “Oh,” he says
with a smile, “that’s why you’re out of sorts. He’s a gloer. If
we’re lucky, he’ll guide us through his country.”


  It is my first time encountering such a
being.


  While the other three mortals look on,
Techton moves to where the brass box is yet making song. “Gloers
don’t talk. Well, the others I encountered didn’t anyway. It could
be that they only talk between themselves . . . I digress. Either
way, they understand us, even if they don’t say anything in
return.” He extends the box to the gloer, who is standing rather
stiffly a short ways into the white jungle. “We offer this music
box in exchange for guidance through your land,” says Techton
genuinely. “What do you say?”


  The antlered man is stiff a moment longer
before striding nimbly to where Techton stands. His steps are light
and long as he hops over white obstacles hidden to the rest of us.
Pedj backs into Awyer.


  “His eyes’re crankin’ creepy.”


  Awyer lays a playful hand upon Pedj’s
shoulder. “You do not go for dead stares? If we compare, Ark’s were
most creepy, were they not?”


  “Ack! Don’t remind me!”


  As to the gloer’s eyes, I do not find them
unsettling – not as the slaywings’ were. Piercing, yes. But what is
more, they are enigmatic.


  The gloer takes from Techton’s hand the
singing box. Thoughtfully he turns it over. He inspects the fluted
etchings with his thumb. He opens and closes the top. And when he
is through, he nods.


  Content, Techton turns to the rest of us.
“Okay,” he says. “Ready?”


  But I am not so content. Never before have I
worked with a gloer. Never before have I entered the white jungle.
And Mael’s wrist is yet being pulled slightly southward.


  If we are deserted partway through, we will
not easily escape the world of white.


  “A riddle of gold, Awyer.” I fly in the way
of his path before he can move to follow the others.


  He says nothing, but conveys with his eyes a
questioning.


  “As assurance that he will take us the whole
of the way across,” I say.


  “It is necessary?” says Awyer.


  Speaking truthfully . . . “No,” I admit.


  “It will ease you?” says Awyer.


  “Aye.”


  That is all he needs. He extends his hand,
and to the gloer calls, “A riddle of gold.”


  The gloer’s interest is caught. He turns
very slowly to examine my pactor.


  Though he holds only a quarter sphinx, the
gold of Awyer’s eyes shine. “Speak the following,” I tell him, and
he repeats:


  “Over white, lead not astray. Brass is lost
without full way . . .” Awyer waits for me to speak more, and when
I do not, “That is it, Grim?” he questions.


  “It is all that is needed.”


  Indeed, the gloer looks from Awyer’s gold to
box’s brass, and then he nods and takes the hand of a boy with
borrowed craft. The deal is made. Their hands glow golden.


  “Um, okay. Are you all set now?” says
Techton. He who has formerly been lead by a gloer does not feel a
need for reassurance.


  “Ower riddled,” says Mael, apparently
impressed.


  Not so impressed is Pedj. “But . . . weren’t
riddles supposed to be what are, like, tricky to figure out? I’s
thinkin’ there wasn’t anythin’ tricky ‘bout that one . . . unless .
. . Hoo! It’s so tricky it tricks you into thinkin’ it’s
simple?!”


  No, it merely is simple. Be we will
let Pedj think what he likes.


  “Aha, nice work,” says Pedj, giving a wink
to my sphinx. “I see what you did there.”


  From within the rucksack, Techton finds a
coiled rope. Giving one end to the silent gloer, he tells the rest,
“I’ll bring up the rear. Sound okay? Everyone else grab hold in the
middle of this cord and don’t let go.”


  Pedj is wary of his spacy cousin’s ability
to follow the order. “Phoo, don’t you think we should tie it ‘round
her?” he suggests, picking his hair nervously.


  “Shup, Pedjram. I’m oka.”


  “Lady says she’s okay,” says Techton
publicly. Though afterward, more discreetly, he tells Pedj, “Let’s
put her between us just in case.”


  Thus, the order of their march is: gloer,
sphinx, zombie, necromancer, addict. And what of naefaerie? I shall
not hold the rope that must be enchanted to receive me. I shall
hold the one I may touch in the absence of enchants. I boldly take
Awyer’s warm hand.


  With that, we set off into the white after a
man with antlers.


  Techton’s allegation was correct. A minute
into the Gloerlands, we begin to fade. I am able to see my
own body, for I do not fully exist, but the rest? They turn as
white as the land around them. They become swallowed, as though by
a mountainous blizzard. But there is no snow. There is no frost.
There is humid jungle.


  And there is something else.


  Six colorful intrusions skate across the
white ground after us. One for each in our party. Alike snakes of
slithering color, beneath our feet a short trail is left. They move
with us as we move. They swim the ground, marking it with each of
our given colors.


  Mine is purple. Amethyst.


  So too is Awyer’s a shimmering purple,
though his is also glittered gold.


  Techton’s is blue. Azurian.


  Pedj’s is red. Bloődite.


  Mael’s is darker red. Stronger Bloődite? Or
perhaps a little of the shade bird’s darkness is emitting
through.


  Peculiarly, the gloer’s is black. It is
strange. Perhaps the black is a marking for those without power.
Perhaps it has something to do with the void of the rivers encasing
the Reck.


  “Them’s our enchants?!” exclaims invisible
Pedj.


  “Yep,” says Techton. “Even the faerie’s
shows up, huh?”


  It is news to me. “Awyer, can you yet see
me?” I ask.


  “Yes.”


  “And can you see yourself?” I ask.


  “No.”


  I take his hand, which remains in mine, and
pull it to my abdomen. There, he spreads out his fingers flush
against my belly. Only against my form do they show up. White. Not
only white. Devoid of all color. I am swift to entwine my fingers
in his once more.


  May we be through this place quickly.


  While I pass over the ground as easily as
the antlered man, the rest in our party do not fare so easily.
Frequent are the tugs through the rope, and consequently through
Awyer, that signal someone farther back has banged into a tree or a
log or a stone. These stumblings are often accompanied by a swear
from Pedj: “Crank!” or a subdued sound from Mael: “Oooops . . .” or
a chuckle from Techton: “My bad!”


  Awyer does not have the problems of the
rest. He is nearest to the guide, and as such he can most
accurately feel the pull of the rope. Eventually, that pull begins
to go southward.


  “That’s what the bird’s sayin’ too!” Mael
cries when she feels the change in course. “There’s the way!”


  I find it a great relief.


  What I do not find a great relief is how
long our wandering is. It is disquieting, the way I am unable to
keep track of time. Here, the sun does not shine and the stars do
not show. Day or night could pass without ever giving hint. If I
fly above the white curtain, there is no guarantee that I will be
able to find again my sphinx. Who knows if his trail of Amethyst
will remain visible from afar? An eeriness also falls over these
parts in that, barring the talk of our company, the Gloerlands are
entirely silent. If any animals reside within, they are as
noiseless as our native guide.


  “How’s he know where he’s goin’?” Pedj asks
after an unknown passing of time.


  Techton’s voice answers, “It doesn’t look
the same to him as it does to us. I think the key is his antlers.
Last time I was here, my guide tipped his head and let me touch
one, and for an instant, everything was normal; it looked just like
regular Reck. As soon as I let go, though, it all returned to
white.”


  Aye, then it would seem Techton’s theory is
valid. To the natives, this land appears common jungleland.


  White.


  White.


  White.


  Uncaptured time passes as we follow the
gloer through starkness.


  And then there is a change. Through the
white, there is black. Never before have I been so grateful to lay
eyes upon the color.


  “That’s the altar,” Techton says from the
back of the line. “That’s as far as I went last time. When we step
onto it, we’ll show up naturally again.”


  The shapes of white trees show against the
black structure. The altar is a round disc of sorts, several feet
high and many, many yards in diameter, placed in the center of what
looks to be a clearing.


  Incensed by the thought of again being
visible, Mael and Pedj race for the side of the altar. Given the
briefness of their time spent unseen, they would certainly not do
well as naefaeries. A pair of delighted schoolchildren, their forms
show against the backdrop of the altar. Pedj helps Mael up and
gives a cry of joy as his skin turns from white to . . . slightly
less white. At least the rest of him regains its color. A zombie’s
skin is not really toned to begin with.


  At the sight of the altar, I also become
incensed. The thought of again seeing Awyer drives me to
excitement. At his back, I push and prod until he, too, steps onto
the altar and regains his form. With an invisible giggle, I circle
him to ensure that nothing has been lost during the trek. Finding
no defects, I throw my arms around his neck. He responds by
slipping his hands around my waist and pulling my body to his.


  I delight. But though I delight, my elation
immediately falls into a deeper sensation – one which makes me wish
for stillness and darkness and Awyer. In the core of my stomach,
the sensation is most prominent.


  “Ahem.” Techton clears his throat in our
direction, grin wily.


  I do not tarry to remove myself from
temptation.


  To the gloer, Techton issues, “We can take a
break here before going on?”


  The gloer bows his horns.


  While Techton and Mael and Pedj spread out
upon the black disc, I flit to the edge and stare into the drab.
Surrounded by a world we cannot see. Upon an altar whose purpose is
unknown. Are there other gloers out there watching us, invisible to
our limited view? Just as the naefaeries observe, do the gloers
even now watch me as I stare straight through them? Do they get
lonely as I get lonely to have a gaze travel blankly through
everything that we are?


  At least the most important person’s gaze
can find me with ease. The most important person . . . My most
important person. More important than ought rightfully be.


  A secret given to the witches.


  For him, I . . .


  “Grim.” Awyer’s voice is in my ear.
“Come.”


  If it is my will to protest, I cannot. From
behind, I have been pushed, thrust into the white jungle.


  Thud.


  Awyer lands upon the white ground behind me.
His form quickly turns to white. And then it is lost. He slips to a
side of me not backed by black altar. He camouflages into the
Gloerlands.


  “My ward?!”


  I do not receive answer.


  “I mean, Awyer?”


  At his name’s calling, Awyer’s hands find
me. I am brought to a figure I cannot see. I feel his warmth, his
hands and his chest. I cannot see him, but I can feel him. His
mouth is very near to my ear. His breath is very warm on my
neck.


  “When this is done, you will stay with me,”
he says, “even after your debt is repaid.” It is not a
question.


  “O-of course,” I whimper. “I will stay with
you until the last of your days.”


  “You and me,” says Awyer. “Together. No one
else.”


  “I will remain with you if choose to reside
alone or with many,” I say.


  “Grim.” Awyer’s tone turns dark. “That is
not what I mean.”


  “What, then, do you mean?”


  To my query, I am answered. But I am not
answered with words. I am answered in another way. Awyer’s unseen
mouth lands upon mine. Warm and soft and strong, it is not the
mouth of a boy; it is the mouth of a man fueled by the intent of a
man.


  With my being, I wish to kiss him deeper.
Lip upon lip – it is a thing I have not before experienced, and I
am not wanting of its end. Around us the silent whiteness spins. It
spins and spins and then it comes crashing, for I have come
crashing.


  To my knees I crumple, slipping out of
Awyer’s passionate embrace. To the ground I go, where I land in
hover. Those wet drops that should not be show themselves from my
eyes. Something has happened to me. I have transformed from what I
should be. These days, I am less of a naefaerie . . . and more of a
girl.


  Awyer, too, drops to the ground. I cannot
see him, but I feel him. His hands upon my cheeks. “Grim,” he says,
concerned, “what is it? You did not want me to–”


  “No! I did want it,” I admit through shaking
tears. “I have long wanted it.”


  “Then . . .”


  “It is nothing,” I say. A lie. A LIE. A LIE!
Streaming through my teeth.


  Awyer’s manner changes into ferocity. “You
torture, Grim. You play with me! If you do not tell me, I will
think a number of things!”


  “I do not mean to! It is not my intention
that you should suffer!” I put my mouth into my hands because I
fear what my young heart may drive me to confess.


  It comes.


  “You will die, Awyer.” My voice breaks,
weak. “Soon, you will die.”


  Awyer’s hands fall from my face. “What?”


  “A naefaerie is reborn at the very age their
ward will die. When you were a boy – when we first met – I was old,
was I not? I was different. I was a different Grim. That was the
end of my pact with your mother’s brother. I looked that way
because that was the age he was destined to die. When you accepted
me, I was reborn this age, the age you are destined to
die.”


  There is silence. White silence.


  When Awyer again speaks, his voice is flat.
“Why did you not tell me?”


  “Because . . . I am also fond of you,” I
say, ashamed, for it a most shameful thing for a warden to confess
to her ward. “I am very fond of you. In a way I should not be. In a
way I have never been. And I do not wish for your death.”


  My head is hung.


  Awyer lifts it by the chin.


  “That witch,” he says. “You were once
hers.”


  “Hamira? She cheated her death using
forbidden means. Our pact was all but severed at her rightful time
of death.”


  “I will cheat mine,” says Awyer.


  I shake my head. “You do not know what you
say. To cheat your death would be to corrupt destiny.”


  “I will cheat it.”


  I cannot see his eyes, for they are whitely
blended in with the rest, but I feel their searing contact with
mine.


  “Are you . . . are you angry with me?” I ask
with trepidation.


  As he has answered before, he answers again,
“I would be if I had the energy.”


  Since my mouth seems not to know restraint
in this moment –


  “There is something else,” I tell him. “At
times, when I touch you, I am shown small insights into your
future. We make it there, to the Golden Lands, and you deliver the
Amethyst to your ancestors. But when they attempt to reward you,
you turn their gift away. You give it to another. I do not know for
certain, but that choice may very well be your demise. I can see
nothing beyond that moment.”


  “I will accept the gift.”


  “At times, I wish you would.” My words come
unstably. “Then again, you are destined to die, and to defy
what has been foreordained is a heavy sin, Awyer. There is no easy
solution.”


  A second time, Awyer’s hands find my cheeks.
“Do not worry, Grim. I will decide what to do.” I feel his warmth
draw near. I anticipate that his mouth is moving to mine.


  “You should know, Awyer, that this is
wrong,” I whisper. “I am not fully real.”


  “You are to me.”


  I misjudge. His lips land instead upon my
nose.


   



  Once composure is gained, we find our way
back to the others.


  “Tut, tut,” says Mael, who has not been fond
of our relationship from the beginning. Techton and Pedj, in
contrast, give Awyer a pat on the back each. Foolish men.


  The mortals eat and rest away from our gloer
guide. The antlered man appears quite content to be by himself. He
sits with legs folded at the center of the altar, looking toward
the white heavens. Praying? Mediating? Offering homage?


  I gain interest in his horns. Techton
claimed clarity when he touched them. Will the same happen for me?
It is not as though he will know if I take a look. Without telling
Awyer, I drift to where the gloer prays. I inspect his antlers,
which are sharp in most places, dull in a few.


  And then I do a thing that changes
everything.


  I enchant the gloer’s horn to accept me. I
will that my touch would reach it. And when I make contact, the
unexpected occurs. The future flashes at the front of my mind,
hazed like a dream yet certain as death:


   



  An army of Pates and Azurians and their
hostages taken from Fetra’s Nerve lie upon the black disc altar,
defeated.


  One of their corpses looks up to me, eyes
hollow and haunted, and recounts the tragedy that has befallen his
people:


  Their leaders have split forces. Maestro
Feligo is upon the Bloődite Capital with an army of thousands,
while this much smaller collective, lead by Count Bexwin of
Eldrade, is charged with searching for Amethyst deposits hidden
deep within the Reck.


  But something has gone awry. Upon stepping
onto the altar, everyone has been sucked dry of enchants. Bloődite
hostage and Azurian warrior alike, their magicks have been
extracted and poured into the mouth of a man called Ark.


  They did not know, the corpse tells me, that
they were marching to their slaughter. They did not know why they
were made to exert their enchants along the way. They did not know
that by staining the trees blue, their veins were being loosened in
preparation for extraction.


  The altar, the corpse says, is also capable
of transferring soul energy into void energy. With the souls of
Pate and hostage and soldier, Ark’s whips have been fed. The
hellbeast has been fed.


  Of their envoy, only one survives. I see him
as he staggers away into the white jungle, gravely injured, with
plum cloak trailing along the ground.


  From his mouth, a sting of words is
audible:


  “Warn the stripling.”


   



  With a harrowing gasp, I am pulled from it –
from this forememory that is not my own. The noise erupted from my
throat is cause for alarm for my resting sphinx. He dashes to where
I float, clung to the gloer’s horn. The gloer takes no notice of me
as he continues to pray to the sky above.


  A ramble begins:


  “The gray man attacks them – ARK
attacks them! They get here, but . . . only Count Bexwin survives,
and for some reason he seeks to warn you about the coming danger!”
A thought dawns on me.


   



  “You shouldn’t have done that, stripling.
. . . If you know what’s good for you, you’ll retract it
now.”


   



  “A nasty lie. . . . I purely offer
council to the troubled denizens that wish to repent their
misdeeds.”


   



  “The Bloődites are hoarding Amethyst . .
.” A sneaking claim he makes knowing it is a lie.


   



  “Why Count Bexwin chose to
passive-aggressively pursue you through the Maestro Feligo . .
.”


   



  “Warn the stripling.”


   



  “I feel . . . we may have misjudged that
Count! I feel he is aiding you! Perchance, he has been
aiding you since Eldrade!” The more I think on it, the more it is
logical. “He warned you not to take the Amethyst! He sought the
Azurian army on the Bloődites to distract them from you. I believe
that Bexwin has your interest in mind, Awyer!”


  “Grim.” Awyer draws me from the gloer.
“Calm.”


  “We must go, my sphinx! The army will make
it here. Ark will slaughter them to gain their magicks, and then he
will come for you.”


  Awyer is not so readily accepting of my
theory. “Why did he not take me at the Rise?”


  “Maybe he did not have the power he needs.
But he will. After sacrificing all of those people, he surely
will.”


  “All right,” says Awyer, taking my hand.
“Let us go.”




  Chapter XVIII: Tails


   



  At the end of the white stretch, it is as
though days have passed – and also as though not a moment has
passed. To be timeless . . . Is that the way of the gloers?


  On the edge of a flat green plain, our guide
bows his head to us a final time. With his permission, Awyer
crosses from white into green, and his hands sear gold. So, too, do
the gloer’s. The deed is done. The terms of the deal have been met,
and the brass box is rightfully property of the antlered man.


  In silence, we part ways with him.


  Again on our own, we turn to the one who may
show the way. The shadow upon Mael’s wrist pulls her southwest. And
southwest we shall go.


  Such an abrupt change of scenery is sure to
cause at least a little discombobulation. Passing through the
whiteness has thrown us into a wholly different region. Pale green
meadow tosses itself in the wind, and there is not a jungle vine
nor waxy tree in sight.


  “Ah!” says Pedj pleasantly. “This is what’s
more like it! Ain’t it like when we took that trip to Láeer, Mael?
‘Member? Granddar caught his foot in the burrow?”


  To the zombie’s disdain, Mael does not
appear to remember. It is with an air of absence that she looks
over the tranquil field and clucks to her shade bird.


  “Never mind, then,” says Pedj. “You’re smack
outta it as usual.” Seeking understanding, he rolls his eyes at my
sphinx as if to say: what can you do?


  Feeling friend-like, Awyer makes attempt for
a comic relief. He holds forth his fist. “I recall it, Pedj.
Granddar was a spectacle.”


  “Tch.” Shaking his head and grinning like a
cat, Pedj bumps Awyer’s fist twice. The mission is accomplished.
Their friendship deepens. For the first time, it feels strange for
me to note on such.


  “Tech, you said we’d rest once we got on
through,” Mael accuses.


  “So I did,” says Techton. He taps his
hair-patched chin. “Can’t have Lady getting mad at me. It isn’t
only up to me, though. What do you all think?”


  The mortals agree that a rest is in order.
More than four hours of sleep will serve to lift spirits. But it is
on my recommendation that they do not rest so close to the
Gloerlands. Flying above to take survey of the jungle through which
we just crossed, leads to an unsettling revelation. From this side,
the expanse of the tree cover over the Reck, as far into the
distance as I can see, is white. An illusion? There is no
way to tell how far the Gloerlands actually go. There is no way to
track the moving cloud of Azure. And there is no way of telling
what might come butting out of the white jungle.


  A half a day’s travel should be enough
separation to make me ease.


  With begrudging legs, the weary trek.


  The sun is unblocked and warm, and casts my
shadow along with the rest into the long swaying grass. I enchant a
portion of the blades to receive me, and they are soft, ticklish,
and feathery, topped with clusters of seed.


  I delight in this locale. A pleasantness
accompanies the light, accompanies the sky, accompanies the
day.


  For the first hours, there is nothing but
grass and sun and warm wind. It is in the later part of the day
that we first encounter a change. Breaking the flat, swishing
horizon, we encounter a large structure of stone.


  “What do you suppose that is?” Techton
points to the erection in the distance.


  Upon the grass a giant stone cylinder rests
on its side, the interior of which has been smoothly hollowed.
Likewise, the outside has been polished smooth. It is as though a
portion of a tunnel has been cut, uprooted, and set within the
field.


  “A barrel,” says Mael. “A big rock
barrel.”


  Hence, that is what we call them from here
on out, for as we press onward, there are more. Dozens more of
varying size dot the landscape. All are large enough to allow
comfortable passage through. Some are even as tall as the Grand
Grimoire Library.


  “Hulloooooo!” Mael calls down one of the
vast ones. Her voice bounces off the walls during its passage.


  Techton joins in her game. “Whoooop!
Whoooop!” he calls beside her, mouth cupped. His raspy voice does
not allow for any great volume of cry. Even so –


  “Your echoes are nice,” Mael says.


  “Um, thanks, Lady . . . I think.”


  A suitable camping place is found within one
of the cozier barrels. It is optimal for beings in our situation.
We will be shielded from rain and detection here. Although rain
might be a welcome intruder. I suspect the mortals’ water stores
are running low.


  No matter. If it becomes an issue, Awyer may
will the sky to cry. Not that he will agree to something so extreme
unless the situation is dire.


  A night of peaceful sleep is had by all that
require it.


  In the morning, Awyer asks, “Grim, did you
pull my hair in the night?”


  “Why would I wish to pull your hair?” I
reply.


  Awyer shrugs.


  I fear that the long journey is taking its
toll.


  For the following several nights, we form a
pattern. Through grassy day we travel, by night finding shelter
within one of the stone barrels – the true function of which
remains a mystery. I keep watch atop the structure, searching for
signs of life or pursuit, but finding neither.


  Not until one silent night in a place where
the grass grows taller than the rest.


  The first rainfall since entering the meadow
proves for a sloppy day of travel followed by a heavier-than-usual
slumber. It is in the midst of acting lookout for four exhausted
mortals, who have finally had their fill of drink, that I notice
something. The even horizon of grass is broken by a few taller,
thicker, faster moving . . . pieces? No, they are most certainly
not grass blades. I squint at the thick, wiggling things, unsure as
to their identity. It is not common for grass to sprout appendages
after rain.


  Reaching no clarity, I resort to flying to
one of them –


  “Ah!”


  – and am shocked to find that the wiggling
grass is not grass at all. It is a tail. And not only is it a tail;
it a tail connected to a woman.


  A naked woman.


  She does not see me, for I do not really
exist, but her eyes are keenly set on the barrel in which my
slumbering pactor rests. She is crouched, hidden in the meadow,
betrayed by only her tail. Her hair is wild and red – vibrant, I
imagine, when hit by the sun. I hurry away to another of the
wiggling tails. A second naked woman crouches within the damp
grass, eyes fixated on the stone barrel.


  There is word to describe her
expression.


  Ravenous.


  “AWYER!”


  Faster, possibly, than I have ever flown, I
barrel to where my sphinx lies at the far end of the . . . barrel.
Over sleep-talking Mael and snoring Pedj. Over out-cold Techton. To
where a strong-shouldered form lies.


  “Awake!” I am over his body in a flash.
“There are women in the meadow and they are naked and I fear they
wish to . . . eat you?” It sounds ridiculous when I say it
aloud.


  Awyer does not stir. His breath is heavy and
slow.


  I shake him. “Awyer! Awake with you this
instant!”


  Awaken he does. Fully awaken he does
not.


  Arms are thrown around my back and I am very
near pressed to a sleeping sphinx. With me, he rolls to his side.
“Grim,” he speaks my name.


  My face flushes. His tone is more vulnerable
than it ought to be.


  “A-Awyer! You are sleeping. You must . . .
wake . . .”


  His chest moves against mine as he draws
breath after breath. His hold on me is snug.


  “Awyer,” I say, more quietly now, for the
feel of him is good.


  “Beautiful,” his sleepy voice says.


  “W-what? What is beautiful?” I stammer.


  I am given naught in return. After allowing
a moment of indulgence, I struggle to slip from his arms. “Get up
now! Womanly creatures surround the barrel!” I tell him.


  “It is funny when you are lively.”


  Delightful. It amuses him when I am
in a frenzy.


  “Awyer–”


  “Remember,” he breathes, “the phoenix?”


  “The phoenix? What phoenix?”


  He nuzzles his face into my neck. “We saw it
together,” he groans. “It was on fire.”


  “No, Awyer, that memory is not yours . .
.”


  In fact, it belongs to one of his
ancestors.


  He lands a sloppy kiss upon my collar.
“A-Awyer, you cannot continue to do things like that!”


  But it is good. His lips close and graze my
neck. I would delight to stay like this. To listen to his sleepy,
deluded mumblings. To feel his mouth upon my flesh.


  We cannot. There is a horde of naked, tailed
women closing in. Into his ear, I blow a small puff of air.


  Half-asleep Awyer gives a start – “Wah?!” –
and through the darkness blinks at me. “Grim?” When he realizes how
he holds me, his attitude does not change much from his sleeping
self. “Grim . . .” The corner of his mouth twitches with
lechery.


  Hot-necked, I push from him. “There are many
naked women outside!”


  He shoots to his elbows. “There are
not.”


  “There are! Look for yourself! Their
tails protrude from the grass!”


  It is enough to make him react. From his
nest he draws up slowly. But alas, when the curious sphinx peeks
his head from the end of the barrel, there is not a wiggling tail
in sight.


  “Grim.” His eyes reflect bright the moon.
“You play with me.”


  “I do not play! They were here,
Awyer! And they looked hungry. You must wake the
others!”


  “You wake them.”


  “That is not funny.”


  After a small spat, Awyer deems it
appropriate to obey the orders of his mistress. I cannot make my
urgency transfer onto him. From his side of the barrel, he moves at
his convenience toward the other resting sorcerers, but upon
reaching the middle, where formerly lay Techton within a mess of
blankets, the Azurian is nowhere to be found. Similarly, at the
opposite end, where before lay a pair of quarrelsome cousins, now
only Mael rests curled in her ball.


  “Mael!” Awyer nudges her with his foot,
suddenly fueled with urgency. “Wake!”


  While she takes time to stir, Awyer creeps
past her, toad-scythe outstretched like a sword. At last he
believes me. But he is not well prepared for a fight.


  “Your Amethyst would be far more dependable
than that thing!” I tell him.


  To which I am ignored.


  With bated breath I watch as he lightly
steps out the barrel’s other end and into the meadow. I make haste
to follow. Beneath a milky moon, the tails have yet to reappear.
There is, however, something else basked in night’s light.


  Pedj and Techton stand in the wet grass a
short ways out, blades risen to their thighs. When Awyer calls to
them, they do not respond, and so he begins to run.


  “What of Mael!?” I call.


  “Stay with her!” he issues.


  But I cannot do that! Given the choice
between the two, I must stay with my pactor! Yet, I edge after him
only slightly, afraid of the anger my defiance may bring. Again he
calls to the other two men, but they do not hear. Their backs are
turned, their heads tipped toward the starlit heavens. From afar I
watch him race to them. From afar I watch him reach them. And it is
from afar that I watch him drop the scythe and take up a pose
identical to theirs.


  “AWYER?!”


  Whatever ailment has befallen Pedj and
Techton, it has also fallen upon my pactor. The rescuer has become
in need of rescue. In a lightning motion, I am zipping across the
tops of the grass.


  And then, when I am near enough, I see
them.


  The men are not alone. Before each, a tailed
woman stands – all looking lascivious, all sporting not a lick of
clothing. I was wrong. The nude women may be ravenous, but they do
not wish to use the men for food. They wish to use them for . . .
other things.


  The woman in front of Pedj is alike the
others I saw; her hair is fiery red. The one in front of Techton,
however, differs in that her hair is not red. It is blue. Sapphire
blue. There is red and there is blue and then there is Awyer’s
temptress. The hair of the woman before him is the most impressive
of all, for it is brilliant, shining purple.


  “Awyer!”


  My sphinx’s expression is blank. Like Pedj
and Techton, he stares at the moon with a dreamy yet lugubrious
expression. Hypnotism? Behind the women’s backs, their tails swish
to and fro in unison.


  Tailed women. Like the legend. Tailed women
and antlered men and then comes gold.


  Does it mean we are near to the Golden
Lands?


  Techton’s seductress turns her back and
begins to strut across the field; and, eyes yet upon the moon,
Techton follows. Not a moment later, Pedj copies a similar course.
Let it be known that he has never before played the role of zombie
so well.


  “Do not go with her!” I fly between my
pactor and his temptress. I will break whatever hold she has on
him. I will meet his eyes and guide him away from the tailed
woman’s enticement.


  But . . . Awyer . . . His expression . .
.


  It is the same expression I have seen upon
so many men as their eyes pass straight through me. A look of
blindness. Yes, I have seen it many, many times before, but never
has it hurt so much. Seeing that face upon him is biting,
pinching, gnawing.


  “Stop it. Stop looking that way!” He does
not react, even when I take his shoulders. “My sphinx, come out of
this trance!” Becoming desperate, I zip around the side of him and
tug him here and there. His feet are my enemies. They are committed
to following the tailed woman.


  Across the field, he does begin to go.


  I sprit in front of the woman. “You cannot
have him,” I tell her. “He is mine!” My cries soar past her. Past
Awyer. Past all of them. I am unseen. Unheard. Unreal.


  But my enchants are real.


  They come from him.


  Focusing all of my strength, I will an
enchanted Amethyst ball to form. They may not see me, but they will
see my smoke. They will see it and they will know.


  One blast of purple soars toward the woman
leading my sphinx from me. Alas, Amethyst will not attack Amethyst,
and, as is evident by her purple hair, this woman is marked by
Amethyst in some way. The ball swivels around her and shoots off
into the distance, cutting a path through the victimed grass.


  If that will not work . . .


  I take out my aggression on her sisters. One
after another, both are hit squarely with compacted balls of smoke.
Both are blasted to the ground. They do not shriek. They do not
cry. Like the gloers, the tailed women are silent.


  With their hypnotists down, Techton and Pedj
halt, ever staring at the moon. I understand a little more of what
has happened. The women have not cast independent magicks; they
maintain hold over the boys, and when they fall, that hold
weakens.


  Awyer’s temptress understands the danger
that is afoot. She quickens her pace, coaxing Awyer to move with
her, faster, through the meadow.


  “NO!” I shoot another blast, to no
avail.


  Very well. If I cannot harm her with
Amethyst, I will enchant something else to attack her. There must
be a stick or a rock or . . . But there is nothing. There has been
nothing for days. Nothing but giant stone barrels and swaying
grass.


  The grass is tipped silver in the moonlight.
It taunts.


  “My sphinx!” Again, I am at his front,
pushing my strength into him, pressing him from danger. But the
longer I go without making leeway, the deeper I become swallowed by
another human emotion I should not feel. In fact, an array of
emotions uncommon to my kind begin to pour from within. Despair.
Depression. Forfeit. Hopelessness. I can do nothing with my
Amethyst power.


  That is not to say that Awyer will not be
saved.


  It is only to say that my Amethyst will not
be his savior.


  “Hooooo.” A soft cry, alike an owlbird’s,
ripples through the air, soon followed by a blast of red. I duck
out of the way in time for the Bloőd cloud to land upon the tailed
woman of Amethyst.


  Like her sisters, to the ground she
falls.


  “Mael!” I spin to see Awyer’s salvation
sleepily trumping through the grass.


  The girl yawns a large yawn. “What’s goin’
on?”


  I cannot answer her, of course, but I make
haste to bob upward and downward to show my gratitude over her
aid.


  While the tailed sisters flail upon the
ground, Mael inspects her cousin. She waves her hand in front of
his face. “Yoohoo? Pedj? Pedjram? PEDJY!”


  She is answered no more than I.


  By this time, the blue sister has made it to
her feet. Though I remain invisible, Mael is fully in her sights.
And her sights? They are of most penetrating hatred.


  The blue temptress is visible for but a
moment before she tucks beneath the grass. There is a light
rustling and then –


  “LOOK OUT!” A pointless, invisible scream
echoes through the air. The woman has hopped up from the grass
behind Mael, tail turned sharp like a dagger, and she is about to
grab hold of the unsuspecting girl.


  But though Mael stands dully, I am wrong
about her being ‘unsuspecting’. Before I can even think to cast
enchants, a blast of red emits from Mael’s direction, sending the
blue woman to the ground. How the necromancer managed to ball her
fists and form a spell with such reflex is remarkable. And it does
what it is meant to.


  Our strength made apparent, the three
sisters slink backward, disappearing into the waves of silver.


  A battle won, but not the war.


  All around the grass, swaying tails rise.
There are more than a dozen! I circle Mael to gain her
attention.


  “Mistress?” Her head swivels after my light.
“Oh, more of them’s here?”


  Aye, more! And we must break the
spell upon the males, posthaste!


  “My sphinx! Awyer! Please!” I break my
prodding to send several balls of Amethyst into the meadow. “Awyer!
Awake from this!”


  Again, I am not the one to save him.


  A hum – an unsettling, melancholy hum –
enters the space. It drifts from the ground, to the moon, and all
over the dancing grass. I have heard it before. It is the song Mael
so often hums. Hips swinging and mouth singing, the necromancer
paces in front of the moon-gawking men. Her hands are held behind
her back. Her head bobs along with her tune.


  “What are you doing? That will not wor–”


  Techton is first to break.


  It worked?! Mael’s ability is a wonder I do
not have time to wonder on now.


  “My lady?” Confused, Techton turns this way
and that, attempting to discover the reason he finds himself in the
middle of a field beside Awyer and Pedj, both of whom are standing
eerily still while maintaining unconditionally devoted eye contact
with the moon.


  Mael offers no explanation as she continues
to hum.


  As for the wiggling tails remaining in the
grass, I notice a few of them drifting closer to where we are,
though they do so with stealth. I make it my job to circle the
group whilst releasing Amethyst blast after Amethyst blast. A
satisfying thud! follows each contact. Of course, my
attempts do nothing to deter those of the women marked by Amethyst.
Mael will have to take care of them when she is finished awakening
the men.


  When Pedj come out from hypnotism, he joins
in Techton’s confusion. Neither remembers coming this way. Neither
understands why Awyer’s naefaerie continues to release balls of
purple enchants through the field around them. Awyer, last to
Awaken from his daze, has at least some recollection of how he came
to be bewitched by the moon.


  “Naked women!”


  The first words to leave his mouth do
nothing to explain. Pedj and Techton, though riled by the
proclamation, are not any further to clarity.


  Mael offers little more. “They dizzled you,”
she says simply, before shooting a half circle of Bloőd balls.


  “What the . . .?” Techton exchanges a glance
with Pedj. The unperceptive men do not know what lies in wait
through the grass. They do not recognize the identity of the
wiggling tails continually recouping and persistently
approaching.


  “They were able to cast a trance upon you,
as they did to the others! They seek to take you for their grooms!”
I am frenzied, recounting the events to my freed sphinx. “Be wary
of the ones with purple hair! Amethyst will not harm its own!”


  “But Grim, we have all of the
Amethyst,” says Awyer.


  “Yes, all of the Amethyst magicks.
These beings are marked by the three colors in some other way.”


  With the men awake, the grass women are
roused. Several tails charge our small group at once. Meanwhile, a
handful of the others stand from their hiding crouches, revealing
the whole of their tailed nudity.


  “HOT HECK!” squeals Pedj.


  Techton, too, immediately ceases his
spinning. Upon his mouth, a mutter escapes. “Wow.” And with nothing
else than the woman’s form to pressure him, his head drifts back to
the entrapping moon.


  “HEY!” Pedj elbows him in the side before
the trance may take its full effect. Sheepishly, Techton shakes his
head like a wolf stepping from water.


  Lest he fall into the same seduction, I fly
to the front of my sphinx and lock eyes on his, daring them to
explore the unrobed women. “Do not remove your eyes from
mine,” I say, tone much sterner than I anticipate.


  “Mm. Scary Grim is here,” says Awyer, eyes
intensely upon mine.


  Truth, I am scary.


  “I will be more than scary if you think to
indulge in their naked forms,” I warn, and my words are baleful,
suddenly driven by an emotion that is close to jealously. Or mayhap
it is full jealousy.


  “Don’t go watchin’ their tails, boys,” says
Mael, sounding wise. “Them’s will dizzle you.” She releases a
barrage of Bloőd enchants that remind me to do the same. How
quickly the air becomes stained with red and purple. It is a scene
reminiscent of the attack on Eldrade.


  But through the veil of smoke, tails
continue forth. I make hotter my enchants. I press the limits of my
veins.


  “Awyer!” I speak when I cannot bear to press
them further. “They are persistent! YOU are most powerful of
anyone! You must show them your awesome power, that they might know
your strength!”


  I expect reluctance. Always there is
reluctance when it comes to using his rightful power. Always . .
.


  Not necessarily. There were times. Attacking
Pedj for my sake . . . Rescuing me from the witches . . . Flying at
the Nerve to appease me . . .


  On a few occasions, Awyer has given in.


  This is one of those.


  “This is what you want?” says Awyer. His
face is yet across from mine.


  It is not a matter of what I want. It
is more so a matter of saving the mortals. I know that. But because
he wishes to please me, my chest beats. “Yes,” I say.


  In return, Awyer nods to me. “All right.”
And then to Pedj, Mael, and Techton, he issues, “Take shelter in
the rock,” speaking of the stone barrel.


  “In there?” says Pedj, standing clear of
warrior-mode Mael, while emitting a few meager blasts of his own.
“Why in there?”


  “So that you will not be hurt. I will take
care of this.”


  “Are you sure?” says Techton. He is the most
useless of the party, a caster who will not use enchants, and a
man, easily slipping in and out of trance by the naked women.


  “Take them, Mael,” says Awyer.


  His manner is too serious for argument. “Off
now, boys,” coos the necromancer.


  I allow the Bloődites and Azurian a cover of
Amethyst, repelling any tails that rush them, knocking down any
nudity that makes its way over the grass, as the three of them
scamper toward the barrel. Awyer stands yonder, preparing to cast
his spell. His stance is strong and grounded, his fists balled
tightly. He looks the part. He looks fearsome.


  Did the sphinxes know, I wonder, that their
deliverer would carry such presence? I could watch him create
enchant for hours. I would be happy to do nothing more than stare
at the clouds of purple forming over his hands. Alone in this
place, I would force him to cast enchants for me and for me alone.
I would bring out the darkest parts of him.


  A naefaerie of uncommon descent is not a
good naefaerie at all.


  When we are cleared of the others, I shout
to him, “Whenever you are ready!”


  The field will roll with my ward’s – no, my
pactor’s power. All will know of his might. The moon and
stars will know of his fated future.


  But though I have given signal, Awyer’s
power does not show. Though his fists are formed, Awyer’s spell
does not come.


  His teeth and jaw are tight. The veins of
his arms slither and writhe, as a leech left in the sun writhes.
Short bursts of air exit through his nose. The spell he has charged
is massive.


  My temporary attacks fend away the tails,
but there is much ground to cover between the barrel and us.
“Release it!” I shout. “The heat will pass!”


  He struggles, anguished, under the weight of
a spell too large for his limited experience. “AAARGH!” he yells at
the moon.


  Abandoning my post, I go to him. Swiftly, I
do. For the magicks beneath his skin have begun to boil. His
forearms bubble where the blood runs hottest.


  “Grim,” he huffs at me. “What – is
– this?!”


  “Calm, Awyer.” I take the back of his skull
and massage the hair falling over his neck’s nape. “Concentrate and
release it.”


  “AARGH!” he yells a second time at the moon
that does not deserve his rage.


  “You will be fine, Awyer,” I speak, rushed.
“It will not break you. You command the enchants. Will them
to obey!”


  Without my continual string of Amethyst to
fend them off, the tailed women lunge – some toward us, some toward
the barrel. The latter are the least lucky of the horde. From each
end of the tube, balls of red are released. The far end’s balls are
feeble, while the ones coming from the end nearest are sharp and
stable and compact. Such a great difference in power between cousin
and cousin. Mael’s enchants protect us where we stand from both
Amethyst and Azure. Only two of my smoke bombs are needed to fend
away the seductresses of Bloőd. I release them rapidly and return
to my sphinx.


  He suffers. He suffers greatly.


  I am far weaker than he. I am a small unreal
girl with scrawny arms and no mass to speak of. He is strong and
lean and tall. He has the aura of a man with untapped power and
merit.


  I can do little for him.


  And so, as I did that night in the cavern, I
place my lips upon his forehead.


  Compromising.


  For both him and me.


  Compassion reaches him. Something stronger
than compassion reaches him. Something too forbidden to name.


  PHOOOOOOOSH!


  From where we are, a whirlwind of Amethyst
erupts. It tears at our hair, brushes over the grass of the meadow,
and plows into the side of the barrel with a thunderous
BOOM! The barrel, too colossal to be moved by normal means,
nonetheless rocks upon impact.


  There is not a creature who will persist
after such a shock. Bloőd and Azure alike have felt the might of my
pactor. And those of Amethyst? They have undoubtedly felt the
strength of Mael.


  She and Awyer make a force with which to be
reckoned.


  “I do not know how, Awyer, but Mael was able
to break your trance by humming that song she always hums. It is
peculiar, is it no–”


  I stop, for as the smoke first settles, I
see that Awyer is in no condition to hear my words. Onto the ground
he has fallen.




  Chapter XIX: Riddle


   



  “Would you like to know it?” I say. “The
third answer to the riddle?” Over the body of an unconscious
sphinx, I speak to ears that are deaf to the world.


  I hold a hand that is limp. Awyer’s future .
. . it has not been revealed to me in days and days. Though I have
tried repeatedly, it was before entering Fetra’s Nerve that I was
last privy to his destiny. I touch his hand now, not because I
expect any great revelation, but because I wish to experience
him.


  His warmth is soothing.


  And although I have not been revealed with
anything new in a long while, I know that he is not destined to die
here, and so I wait. Over moon’s grass. Over the silver of the
land. He and I are alone here, in this damp, quiet place.


  The others may have tried to get near once
the fighting ceased, but I forbade it, warning them away with
blasts of Amethyst until they retreated for the night within the
stone barrel. I cannot let them close. It was I who forced Awyer to
cast an enchant of greatest magnitude. The fault is mine that he
has fallen. And it must be my face that he sees first when he
awakens.


  “A wealth of knowledge is held in its crown.
It spreads with wings; it sits on down. Do you wish to know the
missing layer?”


  Awyer’s breath, drawn in and out of his
body, is tainted purple. The field around him is tainted purple.
Amethyst has stained everything.


  “It is your queen, my sphinx, resting in her
nest of down.” I stroke the hair of his forehead and will that the
dreams therein would be pleasant. “Female sphinxes have wings. Did
you know? They possess the haunches of a lion, the face of a human,
and the wings of a bird. Male sphinxes, on the other hand, are not
so divine. One in his true form has only the body of a lion and the
face of a man. No wings to speak of.”


  If Awyer were awake, I imagine he might
inquire as to why his mother’s brother, a sphinx of fuller blood,
did not have any traces of a lion’s body – something he has
undoubtedly thought previously on, though he has never once before
questioned it. With that in mind, I tell his unhearing ears –


  “A sphinx with enough power can shift in
shape. It may conceal its true form, as your distant ancestor did
when I met him. When one does so, they appear almost human, but for
their gold-blessed eyes.”


  At the moment, Awyer’s gold-blessed eyes are
hidden behind lids and a row of thick black lashes that cast
shadows upon his cheeks.


  “You were right, you know,” I say
reservedly, allowing my eyes to travel from his cheekbones to his
neck. “You are more man than sphinx. What would it be like had you
the body of a lion?” I force an invisible giggle to cover the
gripping pain of my throat. “We would be even less compatible than
we are now, would we not? It is commonly frowned upon for beast to
engage with anything other than beast.”


  His sleeping form – I long to cling to it. I
wish both to protect him and to be protected by him. I wish for him
to cradle me.


  I place my head to his chest. I will lie
with him as he lay with me in the mist so many nights ago. I
delight over the slowness of his heartbeat. It means that the
Amethyst no longer runs its course through his unwilling body. For
now, at least, his power has settled.


  I ask, only because he cannot answer, “What
did you think of me when we first met? I have wanted to know ever
since hearing of the lock . . .”


  But I have not yet told him of the lock. I
take a breath.


  “I may as well confess to you now while you
cannot put up a fuss. Techton told me things, while you were gone
on the hill. Important things that I have refrained from telling
you.”


  I imagine him saying my name sternly with
eyes that are narrow.


  “Techton told me that when a naefaerie forms
a new pact, a lock is placed upon her pactor’s heart. The lock
makes it impossible for a pactor to have . . . romantic
feelings toward his or her naefaerie.”


  Romantic. It is silly, is it not? That I
have a hard time voicing it to him? That I am embarrassed to speak
the word even to someone who cannot hear me?


  “D-do you know what that means, Awyer? You
said that things changed for you in the cavern, and that they could
not have changed earlier. Apparently a naefaerie’s kiss undoes the
lock, allowing any deep-rooted feelings to surface. Even if you
wanted to feel deeply for me before, you could not – not until I
kissed you that night in the cavern. It is crazy that I did not
know of the existence of a spell like that upon us.”


  Awyer’s chest is warm and solid.


  “That is why I wish to know what you thought
of me when we first met,” I say into it. “I never knew how I fit
into your life. With you, it was always different than with the
others. I did not properly understand my role. I wanted to be
stern, and I wanted to divert. I wanted to order you, but . . . I
also wished for you to order me. I was not your mother nor your
sister nor your friend. I was only a companion. But what
does ‘companion’ mean, even? I do not know. I have never known. And
so I called you ‘ward’ as I called the rest.”


  But it feels wrong to call him that now.


  “I wish I had known the truth of your
emotions,” I whisper into his shirt. “I wish they had been allowed
to show all along. Then I would know whether or not I am
corrupt.”


  I am silent.


  It is my strong desire that he would come
out of his slumber soon. Then, I may again indulge in his ancient
stare.


  “You are stupid,” a voice says above my
head.


  Startled, I am about to look for the source,
when a hand is brought to the back of my head, holding me in place
against Awyer’s chest.


  “I was fond of you,” says the voice that is
Awyer’s, “from the very first time I saw you.”


  My heartbeat sounds in my neck. Awyer heard
what I was telling him. The words he was not truly meant to hear
made it to his consciousness. And now he thinks to respond to my
forbidden questions.


  I am still. The burning of my face makes it
unmanageable to move.


  Taking no notice, Awyer pets the back of my
hair. “When I was a boy, my mother cautioned me. She told me that
one day a silver girl would appear to me,” he says. “She did not
want me to accept the girl’s offer. I was meant to, like
Grandfather and Uncle, but she knew that if I did, I would have
tribulations. She did not want a life of trials for me.”


  Awyer’s mother thought to end the sacred
arrangement of Awyer’s family line? She thought to force my
death!?


  “My mother died and I was alone.” Awyer’s
voice is steady. “You came to me. I had been expecting you, and on
my mother’s dying wish, I knew I could not accept your offer. . . .
But when I saw you, you were fair and familiar. I remembered
experiencing many things with you. I wanted to spend more time with
you. I could not turn you away.”


  I have never heard so many words voluntarily
given from my sphinx at once.


  “In the beginning, you were amusing. You
were a friend only I could see. We played.”


  A friend. As a boy, Awyer thought of
me as a friend. Not a warden?


  Voice calm and breath even, Awyer goes on,
“When I was young, I liked you, Grim, but as I got older, I became
frustrated. One day I looked at you and realized that you were more
than fair. You were beautiful. And we had many memories together. I
wanted to be with no one else but you. I wanted to hold
you.”


  The words he says cause my chest to throb. I
am breathless, in wait of more.


  He continues, “I could not hold you. My body
would not let me. I was frustrated. I could not say anything, and
when I thought too long on you, my thoughts would leave my grasp.
They ran from me, barely out of reach. Enough to taunt, but not
enough to taste. It angered me, but even that, I could not
act.”


  “So you gave in,” I whisper, for I am so
overjoyed that I fear my tongue might shout. “Your sphinx parts
suppressed your emotions.”


  “It is in my nature to hide them,” agrees
Awyer.


  “Aye, but you are more man than sphinx,” I
say.


  There is silence. Only the swishing grass
sings. Then, without warning, Awyer’s tone darkens.


  “Grim,” he says.


  “Yes?”


  “Do not let the lock return.”


  I am caught off guard. “I–”


  “Promise me.”


  “Awyer.” I grip the fabric of his tunic.
“The things you have told me elate me greater than you can know,
but . . .”


  “Grim.”


  “I do not fully exist! I am not suited for
you! And there is the matter of what happens after you deliver the
Amethyst! You are destined to die very soon!”


  Awyer composes. He draws his hand along my
spine. “If you do not exist, then I will not exist either. Make me
as you are. Make me unseen. We can be together then.”


  “I cannot make you to be like me! There are
no male naefaeries! And even if there were, a naefaerie
cannot see other naefaeries! You speak the impossible.”


  “Then let us make you real, Grim. I have
told you, you are real to me, but let us make you real to the rest.
After this is finished, we will make you SEEN.”


  “In the Golden Lands, I will be visible to
all,” I squeak.


  Awyer stiffens. “You will?”


  “I have seen it.”


  Admittedly, I am hiding within his shirt, as
I have been this whole time, but at my confession, he will not
stand for it any longer. He sits up, forcing me to remove myself
from him, and as I do, he takes the upper part of my arms within
his hands and looks at me squarely.


  “There,” he says.


  “There?”


  The silver moon’s reflection mixes with his
gold. “The solution is there,” he says. “Where you are
visible.”


  I am not so sure. I begin to rise. The
others deserve to know that Awyer has woken. He and I should return
to them. Lo, the hands upon my arms keep me from flying.


  “Mistress.”


  Hot intensity.


  In one quick motion, Awyer forces me against
him, one hand on my back, the other gripping my wrist. How strong
he has become. It takes little effort to make me submit.


  In the aftermath, my mouth is very near to
his neck. “Yes?” I utter.


  “Even when they can see you, you will be
mine. No other man will have you.”


  “I will remain bonded to you by the tattoo
upon–”


  “That is not what I mean,” says
Awyer.


  Of course it is not. I know that.


  “I will be yours,” I say, giving in to
feelings unlocked, “until your last breath is drawn.”




  Chapter XX: Gold


   



  From the field stained by Amethyst, we go.
We go and we go. Mael’s shade bird leads us onward dutifully in the
way it has for weeks.


  “I’m not sayn’ I hate it, so’s you know,”
says Pedj as he walks. “I’m just sayin’ if I had my choice, I’d get
rid of my zombie side. It ain’t so bad. Just can’t get in water too
hot. Can’t sit too close to fire. All the little things you don’t
realize.”


  “Pedj’ll melt,” Mael interjects.


  “Oh is that all?” I say. “He will only
melt?”


  Awyer snorts.


  The bird pulls. It pulls and pulls and
pulls.


  Until, one day, it stops pulling altogether.
In the center of one of the stone barrels surrounded on all sides
by nothing but grass and sunlight, Mael’s outstretched arm lowers
and she comes to an abrupt halt.


  “What’s wrong, Lady?” Techton implores.


  Mael wiggles her wrist. “It died.”


  “What died?” Awyer asks.


  “Birdie,” says Mael. “The birdie died.”


  “Hoo?” Pedj cranes his neck to see over her
shoulder. “What the crank do you mean it died?! It can’t get
on dyin’! We’ll be stuck out here forever left to rot! We already
as much as run outta grub!”


  Mael shrugs and continues to jiggle her
wrist.


  “You maybe can’t feel it right, Mael,” says
Pedj. “Let’s go out in the sun, we’ll be able to tell what it’s
doing out there. What say you?”


  Mael shakes her head. “It died. See?” She
gives her wrist one particularly vigorous fling, and the bangle,
which has been upon her person since leaving Ensecré, falls to the
ground with a dull tink.


  “HOOP!?” Pedj’s eyes bulge as he watches as
the bangle, upon contact with the floor, bursts into a thousand
bitty specks. “GOOD GOIN’, MAEL! NOW WHAT THE HECK ARE WE SUPPOSED
TO DO?!”


  “Come on, now,” says Techton, civil. “Give
her a break. It isn’t her fault. The thing probably just ran out of
magicks.”


  Awyer gives me one of his sidelong
glances.


  “If it is gone,” I answer him, “it means
that we have reached our destination. The Golden Lands
should, by all rights, be here.”


  “The land is no different,” observes
Awyer.


  Aye, this barrel is much like the many
others we have traveled through. But I do not fret. The witches’
word is absolute, required to be so because of the urn’s gold. The
golden blessing of the sphinxes cannot be broken.


  While the others speculate over the ‘dead
again’ shade bird, I draw my sphinx deeper into the tunnel.


  “If the key to the Golden Lands is here, you
will be the one to notice,” I tell him. “Close your eyes and think
not with your Amethyst, but with your gold. Allow the gold of your
veins to drive your thoughts, and you may be shown entry.
Focus!”


  Awyer does as I say, closing his eyes and
flexing his hands.


  “Whatcha doin’ over there?” Pedj calls to
interrupt.


  “Shup, Pedjram. Ower’s findin’ the way to
gold. You’ll get on distractin’ him.” Mael’s perceptiveness knows
no bounds.


  Awyer keeps shut his eyes while the others
and I look on. He opens his hands and closes his hands. His brow
indents in concentration. And then he stops. When he opens his
lids, something has changed.


  “Awyer! Your eyes glow golden!”


  “Oooo,” says Mael.


  “ACK!” says Pedj.


  Techton says nothing but, “Huh.”


  Without regarding my charge, Awyer looks up
and down the barrel. “There.” He points to the end through which we
entered.


  “There’s nothing back that way,” says Pedj.
“We only just got on through there.”


  Awyer shakes his head. “It is different
now.”


  But when I look to the opening, I see no
difference. “Are you certain?” I ask of him.


  Awyer flicks his eyes upon my face. The gold
therein fluctuates, daring me to question his authority. In a snap,
he takes my wrist and pulls me along with him toward the end of the
barrel.


  “Get on,” says Mael, fanning at Pedj and
Techton. “We’s to follow them.”


  The round opening of the barrel’s end shows
green. The meadow lies through it, the same meadow we have
constantly traversed. Does the secret entrance to the Golden Lands
rest buried somewhere beneath its skirt? Somewhere below the
warm-winded grass that covers its soil is a place known only to
Awyer’s kin?


  The idea that we are near is daunting.


  At the edge of the stone tunnel, Awyer
stops. Over his shoulder, he looks to me with eyes that yet swim
with golden light. “Trust me,” he says. And then, with a running
start, he gambols through the barrel’s end.


  I, too, am pulled along, expecting to fall
against Awyer as he lands upon the grass.


  But Awyer does no such thing, and for the
tiniest shred of time, my innards feel as though they are
contorting. My spine twists in a wringing motion, pulled taut.


  Grass does not break Awyer’s fall.


  But he does hit the ground.


  And so do I. My backside makes contact with
the rocky bottom of wherever we are, and it hurts.


  “Ow!” Never before have I become pained from
accidentally bumping into something, for there is only one I may
touch in the absence of enchants, and he does not hurt to rub
against.


  Fallen rock, shrouded by ground-crawling
golden fog, surrounds the place we are. Some sort of large
antiquated building has fallen into rubble here, beneath a sky
marked overcast by a wall of golden cloud. An arena, we find
ourselves in. At its center a massive pillar yet stands.


  Three things I know are certain:


  This palace of crumbled rock is not the
meadow.


  I have just involuntarily made contact with
the material ground.


  And that worn pillar, at the center of this
arena, is the one from my forememories. The one upon which a
particular ‘Amethyst boy’ bequeaths his destined color.


  That boy-turned-man, eyes no longer glowing,
stares at me peculiarly.


  “Awyer! This is the place–”


  A loud moan interrupts me as I speak. It
comes from just to the left of where we have arrived. Through
golden fog, I see two forms piled atop each other. The moan
resounds one time more.


  “You landed smack on top of me, you
oafer!”


  “Oh!” Techton chuckles. “Apologies.”


  There is a rustling while the pair of them
shift weight.


  “My sphinx! It is the Azurian and the
zombie! They have also made it to this place! You know where we
are, do you not? We are within the Golden Lands!”


  Fear translates into excitement. Even my
body thinks to shiver. We are here. We are catching up with the
time of my forememories. And our task, very soon, will end.


  “Who’s that yellin’?” says Pedj. Throwing
Techton’s rucksack from himself, he stands contrivedly to his feet,
joints cracking sickly.


  Awyer has yet to speak to me. His
countenance remains peculiar, making me to wonder if there is
something wrong with the way I look, or if mayhap I have willed my
hair to become too long.


  “What is wrong?” I ask of him. “Will you not
go to them?”


  “You touch the ground, Grim.”


  Ah! That is right! My bottom is firmly
settled upon a ground that has not been enchanted to receive me,
when usually I would remain hovered just above the rocks.


   



  To be heard and seen by everyone – the Land
of Gold is truly a miraculous place.


   



  No, even if I am interacting with this
world, it does not mean I am visible. I will not believe it until I
am sure.


  An attempt to fly to my feet results in
flailing. I do not lift as I should. If I am not in constant
flight, I am made to walk as the mortals walk? I try again, but am
rewarded with not even the slightest hover. Mouth crooked, Awyer
helps me to my feet.


  Techton, who has just made it to where we
are, releases a whistle that rises in pitch before again falling.
When I look to him, it seems his eyes are set upon . . . me. Not
through me; ON me.


  “You can . . .” The words have trouble
forming in my throat.


  “So that’s your faerie, is it?” says
Techton. He shakes his head. “You’re one lucky son-of-a–”


  “YOU CAN SEE ME?”


  Pedj sports a look of shock. “That’s
Grim?” he spouts. “WHY THE ERF CAN WE SEE HER?!”


  “Mistress,” corrects Awyer, eyes
slender. “To you she is Mistress.”


  “Right, right, oka, I get that, but
she’s–”


  “It was truth! In the Golden Lands, I am
visible to all!” Holding true to my zipping patterns of motion, I
attempt again to fly to where I wish – an action that ends in
failure as I stumble over the ground upon legs unaccustomed. Into
Techton’s outstretched arms, I trip, for he has rushed forward to
grab me in time. My skin makes contact with his, warm and solid. I
do not pass through him.


  Eyes admittedly wider than they ought to be,
I rub my hands over his hairy forearms. I feel them! Every sprout
of hair.


  “Umm, okay.” Bringing a hand behind his
collar shamefacedly, Techton refuses to meet my eyes, though his
sparkle. “You’d best be careful, Mistress. We don’t want Awyer
getting heated.” Over my head, he exchanges a glance with the
sphinx in question. At first, I do not understand Techton’s
implication, but upon seeing him mouth the word, “WOW,” I am quick
to pull away from him.


  I must stifle my excitement. It is improper
for me to cling to every man that I meet. But stifling is not so
difficult when I realize: If my visibility is true, as was
foretold, then the rest of it must be as well.


  Pang. A tight pang hits my windpipe.


  Pedj still wears that look of shock. Now
that I may no longer hide within the folds of space, I am
self-conscious over the lies Awyer told him of my bloodthirsty
nature. I attempt to make better the situation: “Greetings,
zombie.”


  Alas, his shock does not lessen. “She’s
silver?” He appears to be thinking a great many things.
“Awyer, you never mentioned her skin’s silver.”


  “Ask him why that matters,” I order
Awyer.


  In return, Awyer’s brow cocks. “YOU ask him,
Grim.”


  Habits are hard to die. In this place, I do
not need to ask anything via my pactor. Releasing a visible giggle,
I inquire, “Why does that matter, zombie?”


  “It’s nothin’,” Pedj says. But if I have
learned anything, ‘nothing’ always means ‘something’. And something
of importance, at that. I am not given opportunity to prod him
further.


  “Where is Mael?” What starts as a simple
question from normally-laid-back Techton, quickly transforms into
panic as he realizes that the airy girl is not within close
vicinity. “Where’s the lady!?”


  “Was she not with you?” I say.


  “She was, but she lagged a little there at
the end,” says Techton. Rapidly, he inspects the sky for indication
of the portal through which we came.


  “You serious?! You notice she pulled back at
the end, and you didn’t do nothin’!? I thought she was comin’ smack
behind us!” Pedj lunges at Techton. “You should’ve copped her!”


  “Hold on, there. Why didn’t you grab
her? If any man was to grab her, I’d expect you’d want it to be
yourself, her relative.” For once, Techton’s pleasantness is
irked, leading to passive aggressiveness of unannounced nature.


  It is hard to say which of the men is more
in a riot.


  “Do not be daft,” I say to them. “Would it
not be acceptable to first look for the necromancer before biting
at each other’s throats?”


  Pedj breaks his frenzy to note, “Hoo, she
talks like what you talk, Awyer.”


  Techton’s titter is different than usual. It
hides hints of mockery. “What did you expect?” he says, mid-laugh.
“Don’t tell me you thought an Amethyst faerie would talk like a
Bloődite rustic?”


  Pedj shows offense. “What did I expect?! Not
zactly what’s standing there! And look who’s pullin’ out the
stereotypical thinkin’ now! Guess the truth shows itself, Techie!
All bla-biddy-bla,
don’t-matter-if-you’re-Bloőd-or-Azure-let’s-all-just-get-along!
Blegh!”


  Did he just refer to me as a ‘what’? Now I
am the one to show offense. Awyer protectively puts a hand across
my abdomen.


  How quickly Mael’s disappearance does turn
the mood sour.


  Just as quickly, her return makes it
light.


  “Shup, Pedjram.” A haunting purr slips
around the side of the center pillar. “Tech’s just worried, is
all.”


  “Mael!” Dropping his quarrel, Pedj shoots to
her side. “Where were you?”


  “My skirt got caught.” To prove her point,
she takes up a heaping of fabric and gives it a shake.


  “I’m glad you made it, Lady,” Techton says,
and he is much calmer than just a moment ago. He hides his distress
well.


  Mael looks past both fawning men. “Hullo,
Mistress.”


  “Greetings, Mael.”


  Though I expect something further, given her
ignition of conversation, she does not say anything more. Now that
I am material, I am able to pick up on a certain vibe in the air.
Anger? Aye, the vibe I feel from the necromancer is anger. Then
again, it does not seem possible for someone so disconnected to
discharge negative emotions. Perhaps I am mistaken.


  “What happens now?” Techton asks of
Awyer.


  Because Awyer does not himself know, I
answer for him. “He is to release Amethyst atop that pillar, and
his ancestors will gather in the space below to accept it. Once it
is through, the Amethyst will be gone from his body and from
mine.”


  “And then we’ll see what’s what,” says Pedj,
determined. He still believes the sphinxes might ‘bequeaf’ Amethyst
unto him and his people. Awyer goes along with it. The two tap
fists.


  “Without Amethyst, how are you two going to
keep up your pact?” says Techton. “If I’m not mistaken, faeries can
only be bonded through magicks.”


  Because it is news to him, Awyer stiffens. I
am not certain if Techton’s assumption is true or if it is false,
but I did not wish for Awyer to wonder on what became of the
naefaeries of Eldrade after his act, so I have previously refrained
from bringing it up.


  I swallow. And then I lie. “It is my hope
that our bond will remain, solely relying on Awyer’s gold.”


  The lie is enough. Awyer unhardens.


  If I am honest, I do not know what will
happen to our pact once the Amethyst is gone, or if it is even
possible for a naefaerie bond to rely on gold. If I allow myself to
think that Awyer and I are in our last moments together, I will not
make it; and so I purposely lose myself in ignorance.


  “I have seen the future,” I admit to the
rest. “Awyer will stand upon the pillar and release his power. That
leaves only the question of where his ancestors are.” This
place is desolate and abandoned. As far as I can see, similar
environment travels far across the land.


  Mael has a plan of her own. Walking to
Awyer, she plucks one hair from his head. “Let them know you’re
here.” She cups the hair within her palms and whispers to it before
releasing it on the wind.


  I do not know if something like that will
work, but because I have nothing better to offer, I will let the
necromancer do as she pleases. Either way, the sphinxes will come.
And Awyer will release Amethyst. And then, he will accept
the token given to him. He will defy my forememory and
accept the gift bestowed upon him by his ancestors.


  If I think on what might happen at the end
of this, my core becomes overwrought, distraught, and so I resist
the urge to dwell. According to Mael, there are two possible
futures. Does one of them include a way to keep my pactor’s life
from ending? Does accepting the token save him in some way? I must
believe that it does. If I do not, I will break. I will flee with
Awyer from this place and my debt will go unpaid.


  “So we’re going to wait here, then?” says
Techton. “In that case, I’ll do a little scouting. See if I can’t
whip us up a meal. There were some mushrooms over there, and I saw
a few lizards scampering around in the rocks. I should be able to
make a stew, at any rate.”


  “Lizards,” says Mael. “Peeeeew.”


  But it is music to starving Pedj’s ears.
“I’ll go with you!” he blurts, hand over head.


  Hence, they ready to depart. But there is
something I must know before they go.


  “Techton, will you wait?” I am careful to
walk the ground to where he is. My unpracticed legs are not
graceful enough for darting.


  When I reach him, I bid him to lean to my
height, so that I may ask the question I have needed to ask, in
private. “You once mentioned that you believed it possible Awyer
had two naefaeries. Was there . . .” Because I am uncertain, my
voice wavers. “Was there a reason behind your speculation?”


  “Huh?” It is almost as though he does not
remember saying so.


  “At the Nerve,” I prod. “Before you
slept.”


  Techton tightens his straps. “Oh, right. I
forgot about that. For a while, I sensed there were two of you
hanging around him. That’s clearly not the case, though. If we can
see you, we should be able to see the other one, so I was wrong.”
He squints at me. “Let me guess, you’ve been worried this whole
time? A little jealous, maybe?” He teases me. “That’s what you get
for being a naughty faerie that undoes her locks.”


  “You are one to talk of being ‘naughty’. I
see the way your eyes follow the necromancer. Lewd.”


  “Well now, I can’t help it. She smells so
delicious.”


  Smell? It is Mael’s smell that draws
Techton? It is not something I assumed. With a lover’s grin,
Techton leaves me to contemplate as he and Pedj disappear into the
golden fog.


  I return to Awyer, who edgily watched
my interaction with Techton, and Mael, who dances around the
pillar’s clearing whilst humming to herself.


  “It is almost the end,” I call to her.


  Ignoring me, she continues to dance, skirt
billowing around her ankles.


  “Now that we may talk freely, will you not
tell me the things you have seen in detail? We must make Awyer’s
future right,” I say – to which my sphinx eyes me with suspicion.
“Mael, too, has seen the future,” I admit alike a disobedient
child.


  “Grim.”


  “I only held back because it would not do
any good to speculate!”


  “Mael,” says Awyer, releasing a sigh.
“Come.”


  At this, Mael halts and skips to where we
are. She scratches at her stripes. “Yes, Ower?”


  She thinks only to ignore me?


  “She is angry with me,” I tell Awyer.


  “Mistress didn’t listen,” says Mael. “And
now it’s too late.”


  “What do you mean,” says Awyer. He remains
unruffled, though I am far from it.


  “What’s is, is there’s two. I seen in the
water. Two different endings. Ower goes to gold for destiny. But
Mistress messes it up.”


  “Do not be vague,” says Awyer, and for once,
the command is not directed at me. “How does Grim mess it up?”


  “You got a choice, Ower,” says Mael, staring
directly through us. “You can take it or you can’t take it. If you
get on not takin’ it, you’ll ruin everything. You’ll
descend.”


  The token. This must pertain to the token
given by the sphinxes. “If he takes it, he’ll live?” I say.


  “Yeah,” says Mael, “but he won’t take it.
Not what with him thinkin’ of you the way he thinks of you. It’s
all ‘cause you went kissin’ on him.”


  No. NO!


  “Awyer!” I grab my pactor’s shoulders. “You
must take it! Do not refuse it! In my forememory, you refuse it,
and it brings me much grief! You must take it! If you do not, I
believe you will die! Say that you will accept it!”


  But to my plea, Awyer shakes his head.
“Something is not right,” he says.


  Indeed, something is not right.


  The ground has started to rumble. Awyer
pulls me to his chest, lest I lose my newfound footing. Beneath us,
the rocks jump against the cracked, dusty ground like beans on
fire. The golden fog lingering there thickens, accumulating thickly
around our ankles and rising higher until the whole of the area
becomes flooded in iridescent miasma. Meanwhile, a sound, like a
melding of roaring beast and rolling thunder, moves along the
ground.


  Awyer’s eyes react by glowing. Light and
moving, their golden color transcends the fog. “It is them,” he
says.


  “How do you know?” I breathe, against his
body.


  “They spoke,” he says.


  But I did not hear anything in the way of
words.


  “The rumbling’s their talk. Ain’t it, Ower?”
says Mael, who is not at all put off by the change in atmosphere. A
seer is not meant to fear the future. Yet I do. I am unlike
her.


  “The thunder is their language?” I say.


  Awyer nods, and it is as though he
permissions the thunder to reply. It rolls through the fog,
booming, snarling, foreboding. A harbinger. Overcome by the
imminent events about to unfold, I bury my face into Awyer’s shirt,
clutching at his chest. “You must accept their token, Awyer. I
cannot bear your death. I am a failure as a naefaerie, for I
selfishly wish that you would remain with me longer than your
designated time. Please–”


  Awyer presses his mouth to my ear. “I
promise I will not leave you. By Thyst. I am bound. Until
death.”


  So easily I am assured.


  Awyer must defy my forememory. He
will accept the token. And he shall live.


  My ex-ward, my ex-fief, my pactor, my
sphinx, my Awyer releases me, as through the fog dozens of pawed
beings slink into view. Lions donning the faces of man. The
gold-pelted creatures are massive. Far larger than normal beasts. I
have never been shown the true form of a sphinx. Only have I heard
storytales. Regal and hallowed, each padded step is contained and
precise. They do not bound. They only march. Within their company
are none of the winged females of their kind.


  Listening to words contained within the
thunder that I cannot make out, Awyer moves toward the cleared
parts around the pillar.


  “W-what are you doing?” I call, fearful.


  “The middle. It is time,” he says.


  It is going to begin now? So suddenly!?


  Mael peers at me head on. “Tell him you hate
him,” she coos. “Tell Ower he disgusts you.”


  “I cannot, Mael.” Because I am weak; because
I am compromised; because for Awyer, I feel . . .


  She shakes her head and her ponytail swings
along. “Mistress is a baby.”


  “You do not understand. Telling him I hate
him would pain me even more than his death. To see his face after
delivering that sort of message would be unbearable. I would rather
our death than to abandon him.”


  Yet shaking her head, Mael saunters to the
side of the arena, leaving me to mull on what I have just confessed
to her. I would rather our death than to abandon him. My
fondness for him is stronger than I knew. I do not bear the soul of
a naefaerie. My soul is wholly woman.


  While the massive sphinxes pour into the
space, I make a dash through the glimmering fog, to Awyer’s side,
where he stands at the base of the pillar.


  His glowing eyes find mine.


  “I do not hate you,” I tell him. “And you do
not disgust me.”


  Though his eyes show ageless, his mouth is
the same as it has always been. It twitches. “I know.”


  “You do not know,” I tell him. “Not
everything. These days, I feel more girl than naefaerie. These
days, I feel less indefinable and more real. It is a feeling I
delight in, and it is because of you that I feel this way.” I
swallow, turning nervous in a way that is human. “Awyer . . . the
witches . . . what I told to them . . .”


  Awyer’s twitch falls. “You are being vague
again.”


  “Though I should not, ever will I dare to
feel fondness for you,” I say.


  “Ever,” Awyer repeats.


  I nod. “And I will tell you more after you
accept the token of the sphinxes and rid yourself of this cursed
color.”


  Once it is through, I will tell him that I
have fallen into an emotion I should not be able to experience.


  “So you must come back. Understand? You
must!” This I cry whilst moving out of the way of the horde of
filing sphinxes. O, that I would be able to flit above them and
stay beside my pactor when he ascends the fated pillar. To make a
body of mass fly, however, would take quite an exertion of
enchants. My strength is nowhere near Awyer’s.


  Helpless, I run. Clear out of the way of
events with which I am no longer involved. I have fulfilled my debt
by delivering the Amethyst to this place. I am no longer
needed.


  Now, I only NEED.


  At the outskirts of the rubble, I find that
Techton and Pedj have returned, mushrooms in hand. The thunder must
have alerted them before they could begin tending to lunch. Pedj’s
stomach shall surely suffer.


  Jaw hanged, the boy in question drops the
mushrooms gathered in his shirt when he sees what is presently
going on through the fog. To the ground, they topple and roll.
“Guess we can’t get on eatin’ these now,” he mutters, attention
captured on the mass of golden beasts.


  “Your Amethyst boy’s kinfolk, huh?” says
Techton, setting his bag onto the ground and leaning into a
boulder. “Wow. They’re pretty big, aren’t they? The pictures don’t
really show how big they are.”


  “What? Your peoples got pictures of
sphinxes?! And they never shared them with us? Tch!” For Pedj it is
a rivalrous discovery. One enough to pull him from his brief
trance.


  Techton, returned fully to agreeableness,
releases a raspy chuckle.


  I am surprised that he is able to jest,
under the circumstances. “You take this well,” I comment. “Surely
you have not experienced something similar.”


  “Nope. But this is what we’ve been leading
up to, isn’t it?” he says, far too reasonable. “There’s nothing we
can do now but watch and wait. Have a seat, Mistress. It’s out of
our hands.”


  He is correct. There is naught to be done
now but to watch and wait. So that is what we do. Pedj sidles along
a half-erect wall to gain a better watch on Mael, who stands alone
staring absently and humming her song.


  For an amassing of minutes, the sphinxes
continue to crawl over the barren plains from some far off city and
into the antiquated building torn asunder in days past. They
surround the pillar. Awyer is lost in their crowd.


  And then I see him. He begins his ascent,
climbing the side of the pillar with ease, using the bricks there
to hoist himself higher and higher. For a passing of time, he
scales. Thunderous roaring continues to roll through the golden fog
settled over everything. The crowd of shining faces below
clamors.


  Until Awyer reaches the top, at which point,
the booming language ceases, and one voice rises above the
rest.


  “BOOOOOM!”


  The Sphinx King, glowed brighter than the
rest, speaks a word I do not know. But though it is foreign to my
ears, Awyer understands. A quarter sphinx is enough. He opens his
mouth to respond and,


  “BOOOM! BOOM, BOOOM BOOOOOM?” His
words are nothing but noise.


  To Awyer, the Sphinx King responds a similar
string of thunder.


  But Awyer does not delight in whatever he
has just been told. First shaking his head, he then gestures over
the tops of his ancestors to someone standing at the back of the
ruins. Defiantly, he gestures to ME.


  “Awyer? What are you doing?” I mutter to
myself, for he is too distant to hear.


  The Sphinx King responds something louder
than the pervious roars. Though it is loud, Awyer throws open his
mouth to rebuke whatever has just been said by releasing an even
more deafening,


  “BOOOOOOOOOOM!”


  “Does it look like they’re arguing to you?”
says Techton when Awyer’s cry has ended.


  Yes. I, too, had gotten that impression.


  Back and forth they roar and shout, until at
one point, the Sphinx King says something to appease my pactor.
Awyer locks eyes again on mine, and gives one definitive nod, both
defeated and accepting. I wish to flit to him. I wish to know what
has agreed to!


  I cannot.


  Back tips his head, as out push his arms, as
eyes glowing, a funnel of Amethyst releases from every part of his
body.


  “Here we go, Mistress,” says Techton. “Don’t
forget to keep breathing.”


  Surreal is the feeling of experiencing
something I have experienced many times before. Surreal is that it
is no longer hazy. It is crisp and clear and present.


   



  “I suppose I should thank you for your role
in this act,” I say to the man directly beside me, a man who is
able to hear my words even in the absence of my preoccupied
pactor.


  To be heard and seen by everyone – the Land
of Gold is truly a miraculous place.


  “Don’t bother. You know why I agreed,” the
Azurian responds, stroking his chin. “What can I say? When it comes
down to it, there are only a few things a man really cares
about.”


  I wonder, is the same true of Awyer? There
was once a time when I believed he cared for nothing.


  But now is not the time to be wondering
that. To the Azurian at my side, I bid,


  “Whatever your motives, you are appreciated,
Techton. You have my gratitude. Were it not for you, we would not
even have made it beyond the Rise.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that. I’m sure your
Amethyst boy would have found a way. Just look at him, Mistress. He
is remarkable.”


  With that, the smitten one slips away to
join his lady.


  I turn my attention to the center of the
arena, where Awyer stands atop a pillar, encompassed in a funnel of
Amethyst smoke. Soundless, the air around him rises, pushing the
cloud higher and higher until there is nothing less than a direct
line to the heavens.


  From below him, a golden light shines,
through which stoic faces are visible. One rises above the rest.
Part man, part lion, the being offers a token to the deliverer that
is Awyer.


  But Awyer does not take the token. Instead,
he instructs a person in the shadows to step forth.


  I give a start.


  That is not how it is meant to be. It is
all, ALL wrong! Alas, when I try to cry out to him, a garbled voice
at my back interrupts,


  “He’s doing it for you, faerie. Just ask the
necromancer.”


  I look down the wall, where stands a girl of
disconnected gaze. Mael, the true necromancer, has been warning me
of this all along. Why did I not listen to her!? Now, because of
me, Awyer will be . . .


  The voice at my back begins to whistle.


   



  The whistling person with the garbled voice
. . . I may see them now. Finally, this person’s identity will be
revealed! In a way I could not do within the shackles of
forememory, I turn, expecting to see the being known as Ark.


  Yes, I expect to see Ark.


  But the creature my eyes fall upon is not
Ark.


  “You are . . . a naefaerie?” I say.


  Aye, a silver woman stands at my back.


  “At last we meet,” she says and her voice
remains androgynous. “It seems that one’s warnings did no
good. Disgrace. I told her time and again to warn you.”


  That one. Where have I heard that
before?


  “Who are you?” I ask. “Are you . . . Awyer’s
second . . .?” No, I cannot bring myself to ask.


  The naefaerie is older than I. Unlike mine,
her pact is destined to remain intact for decades. But despite her
age, she is strikingly beautiful. Her hair is stained mid-eve gray
like mine. Her body shines silver.


  The naefaerie ignores my inquiry, instead
saying, “You can’t understand them, can you, Grim? Do you want to
know what they’re telling him?”


  It is true: I cannot understand the language
of the sphinxes. To me it sounds only like the clapping of thunder.
But more pressingly, this naefaerie knows my name. She knows of
Awyer. She was destined to stand behind me as I watched him upon
his pedestal. Why? My head begins to spin. It spins and spins and
my clarity of the moment is no more.


  “A sleepness is coming,” she says. “It will
take over anyone holding traces of human, sparing only those of us
who are mythic.”


  Mythic. A word I have not heard in a
very, very long time. “A sleepness?” I repeat.


  “A descent into void-driven, death-like
slumber. The end of the sorcerer reign is coming.”


  “What!? What do you mean?”


  “The Vessel will crack, the sleepness will
come, and your ward, who is three-quarters human, will succumb with
the rest,” the naefaerie says.


  “Of what falsity do you speak? It is
ludicrous!”


  “I speak the truth,” says the naefaerie.
“The Thyst Glyph is a talisman with the ability to make the bearer
whole. If your ward were to accept it, his human parts would die
and he would live his days as a full-blooded sphinx. Why do you
suspect he now refuses, instead offering it to that unfortunate
creature?”


  Unfortunate creature? I look away from the
silver woman to see that the person in the shadows, to whom Awyer
has offered his token, is none other than Pedj. Awyer is giving the
Glyph to the zombie so that he might lose his necromanced
parts?


  But that is wrong! It is a token meant for
Awyer!


  “You are young, Grim. As young as your
sphinx. Do you know why that is? His human parts are destined to
die here. And along with them, his pact with you. He is destined to
be reborn as a full sphinx, his reward for delivering Amethyst. If
he were a mythic, he would not fall under the sleepness, but
because of you, he’ll fall with the rest. You are his undoing.”


  “He is foolish. He refuses the Glyph so that
he can maintain a pact with me?”


  I lament the decision! Awyer could very well
have survived whatever calamity is coming! He could have lived his
days as a respectable sphinx in this land!


  “He deserves to know the truth before he
decides!” I shout.


  The naefaerie shakes her head sadly. “He
knows. He has made his choice fully knowing. And it is your fault
that he chooses this way. If he becomes a sphinx, he’ll never hold
you again. This is what drives his decision.”


  “I can repact with him, once he–”


  “Even if he repacted with you after the
transformation, he would never again love you. The sphinxes share a
common emotional root. They would not allow it. Only Awyer’s human
part is individual. The rest of him is connected to them. They feel
as one. They unfeel as one. His soul honed itself birth after birth
to become detached from their root. To become more human and less
sphinx. Choosing sleepness with you over life without you is his
choice.”


  Even so, I cannot allow him to descend into
voided slumber!


  “DO NOT REJECT THIS GIFT! IT WILL MAKE YOU
WHOLE!” As the Amethyst pours from my pactor into the heavens, I
shriek a cry to the top of the pillar.


  I am responded by roaring thunder. Though
Awyer’s mouth moves, his words are not understood by any but his
brethren. And then, as swiftly as frost biting the leaves, the deed
is done. Pedj has made his way to the center of the mass and taken
the token meant for Awyer from the golden paw of the Sphinx
King.


  I turn again to find the naefaerie, whose
voice is neither male nor female. I wish to know who she is and how
she came to be able to understand the language of the sphinxes. I
wish to know what can be done to save Awyer!


  But when I turn, the naefaerie, though her
whistle lingers, is not to be found.


  That tune – it is clearer now, than in my
forememories.


  I recognize it.


  A tune I have heard many times before. The
naefaerie whistles the tune of . . .


   



  Atop the pillar, Amethyst continues to
stream from my pactor. In the midst of many things happening at
once, I swivel my neck to see Mael through the gold, but she is no
longer in view. Techton now stands alone without his lady.


  Pedj, who yet holds the sphinxes’
inactivated talisman, hobbles toward me, eyes wide and body
shaking.


  “ZOMBIE! THERE IS SOMETHING YOU MUST
KNOW!”


  Pedj pays me no mind. “You gotta do
somethin’, agent! Did you hear him? Did you hear Ark’s voice?!”


  Ark’s voice?


  But I cannot worry about that just now. With
the last of the Amethyst pouring from my pactor, so too does it
leave me.


  “AHHH!” I scream as the Amethyst is ripped
from my body. To the ground, I crumple.


  The thunder ceases. The funnel of Amethyst
smoke ends. Awyer doubles over atop the pillar.


  “AWYER!”


  He looks to be in the same pain as I, alone
atop the pillar. I must go to him! But I cannot even stand, let
alone climb. My veins are depleted. I am powerless. But at least I
exist. And I can still feel it. I remain bonded to Awyer by the
tattooed shard on his shoulder.


  Pedj pulls me to my feet and throws his open
hand toward the top of the pillar. “LOOK!”


  I see what he sees. The harrowing truth of
what has materialized above the fray. My sphinx is suddenly no
longer alone. The gray man now stands atop the pillar alongside
him.


  ARK!


  “My brother mythics!” Though Ark’s voice is
booming as thunder, his words are also undertoned in a way I can
understand. Lucky for my head, the thunder masks their otherwise
enticing sweetness.


  He is as gray as the last time we met. From
nose to foot, his garment gleams black. To the sphinxes, he shouts,
“I said I’d get him to you, and I did. We will mourn his decision
not to join us in this defining moment, but we should also rejoice!
After millennia, Amethyst is again yours! You who saw the birth of
the Vessel. You who may choose to destroy the Vessel.


  “Together, we’ll put an end to man and its
tiresome cycle of colors. Together, we will crack the Vessel. No
longer will the world be run by Bloőd and Azure. From this day
forth, the world will bend beneath the will of Gold and Void. I
have tasted the void! And with its power, I have lived young since
before the time of King Resh! When Gold and Void rule supreme, your
immortality will commence, and you will again walk the earth
without fear of death!”


  Within his hand, a whip of black
materializes, and a stench fills the air. The hair of the
hellbeast, now powered by the souls of those depleted sorcerers
from the altar, reeks stronger than ever before.


  “What is he proceeding to do?!” I shout.


  “Sorry, Mistress.” A hollow voice at my back
speaks. “Everything’s a-changin’ now.”


  I whirl around to find Mael beside the
silver woman from before.


  Eyes round, Pedj gives a yell. “HOT HECK!”
And then he quietly disquiets. “So’s it’s true, Mael. You got
suckered by an agent.”


  Aye, the whistling tune of the naefaerie,
the same whistle I heard from Ark at the Rise, is the tune I have
heard many, many times before, emitting from the mouth of a vacant,
humming girl.


   



  “I can’t help but wonder . . . does your
Amethyst boy have two?”


   



  Techton was right. There was another
naefaerie hanging around us. But it was not Awyer’s.


   





  
  




  Chapter XXI: Mael


   



  A shadow of some creature crosses over our
path . . .


  At our sides, shallow in the bank, there is
a plopping noise . . .


  I will observe the girl as she quietly
babbles in her sleep . . .


  A long shadow, one of the last for the day,
passes over the hill.


   



  During the midnight hour, Mael has a
tendency to talk in her sleep. Random shadows have crossed our
path. Noises and splashes and feelings of an invisible watcher.


   



  And for just a moment – merely a single,
measly moment – it almost feels as though there is someone else
lying with us. Someone invisible.


   



  “You got suckered, Mael,” says Pedj
again.


  “You knew!?” I lash at him.


  “Hold up! I didn’t know! Started
thinkin’ when I saw you was silver, is all. Told you before, Mael
used to see things in the water.”


  “Yes?” I pry.


  “Well . . .” The zombie seeks to stall.
“Being specific, she said she saw a . . . girl. A silver
girl. I didn’t make the connection till . . .” Pedj takes a step
backward, for I have become menacing. “I-it ain’t my fault!” he
says, astutter. “What’s is, is I expected dark agents to be gray,
like what Ark is! Not silver. Twig it?”


  Do I ‘twig it’? Yes, things are beginning to
add up, and their sum is nothing to take lightly. Rather, it is
heavy. Heavier than I am prepared to carry along with the weight of
my own heavy heart.


   



  How the necromancer managed to ball her
fists and form a spell with such reflex is remarkable.


   



  The necromancer has been pacted. This whole
time, disconnected Mael has been bonded to one of my kin.


   



  She appears to be lost in thought while
intently staring into the space just to the left of where she
stands.


   



  A naefaerie has been telling her what to do
and where to go, and probably even what to say. Ensecré, Techton,
everything. They are not Mael’s forememories that have revealed
Awyer’s futures. It is only owing to the forememories of Mael’s
warden that she has been driven at all. Mael is a tool.


  Not that she appears to notice.


  “Chast found me when I was a kipper,” says
the pacted girl. “She shows me things in the water. She showed me
how to get Ower to gold.” Mael swings her head from side to side,
as though dancing to an unheard song. “Was my job to make sure you
didn’t distract Ower from gettin’ here, Mistress Grim. Chast said
we was supposed to make sure Ower turned sphinx. We kept tryin’ to
warn you not to let him love you. Knew he’d say ‘naw’ to their
offer if he did. Now he’s gonna descend with the rest.”


  Pedj cannot believe his half-dead ears.
While he studies his cousin with jaw-dropped disbelief, I look to
the girl’s warden. “Chast, is it? What interest have you in Awyer
becoming sphinx?”


  “The gold of the world would be stronger if
he’d join,” the silver woman responds. “Ark wants him to join, so I
wanted him to join.”


  “Why?”


  “Ark is my true master. His will is my will.
You have tasted it, haven’t you? His intoxicating aura? His power
is another power completely. One you will also know, in time. He
breathes through me, as he will soon breathe through you. He will
fill you with supple void if you’ll let him.”


  The dark agents of Ark. What Pedj said was
true. There really are nefarious naefaeries out there, paired with
a villainous man seeking to crack the Eternity Vessel.


   



  “Thanks to that one, I was late.”


   



  The words of Ark return to memory. At the
Rise he mentioned that he was late because of someone.


   



  “Grim, did you pull my hair in the
night?”


   



  Chast and Mael have been betraying our
location to Ark. On the wind, Awyer’s hair was sent.


  “Can’t believe you didn’t tell me!” says
Pedj, disheartened. “And you got on foolin’ everybody else, too!
Through the Rusticlands and the Reck and . . .”


  Something dawns on me.


  A naefaerie may not leave their ward’s side
at any great distance. And yet we all together crossed the
Gloerlands where our magicks were visible.


   



  Peculiarly, the gloer’s is black.


   



  The trail of blackness was not the gloer’s;
it was Mael’s warden. She snuck along behind him so that we would
be deceived. That must also be why Mael’s color was darker than
Pedj’s. Mael’s Bloőd has been tainted by void through her pact with
a naefaerie tainted by void.


  KRRRRRSHHH!


  While I am coming to awareness on everything
that has happened, an enormous crash sounds through the arena as
the gray man throws his whips at the heavens. From his hands, the
hellbeast hair, fueled now by Awyer’s emancipated Amethyst, rises,
catching hold on the sky.


  “What is happening?!” I cry.


  “What’s is, is Ark’s crackin’ the vessel,”
says Mael, calm. “And then everyone’s gonna descend into sleepness.
Startin’ here and going out, out, out.”


  “WHAT?!” crows Pedj.


  “This does not make sense!” I say. “Why are
you fine with this, Mael?! Why do you not seek to stop it?!”


  “Why don’t I?” Mael taps her lip and stares
into space.


  Chast pushes Mael territorially behind her.
“With the vessel cracked, man will fall and the mythics will rule.
Sphinxes will again roam the earth. Naefaeries will fly unpacted.
The creatures of old will come out of hiding and take the land for
themselves. Rock imps, merbabes, gloers.”


  “Again, WHY would you agree to somethin’
like that?!” Pedj shouts at his cousin.


  “Why would I . . .?” Mael repeats, voice
trailing.


  “You’re a loonsie!” says Pedj. “You’re lost
in the nut! You aren’t thinkin’ straight!”


  “No,” I say, reaching comprehension. “Mael
has not thought straightly in a long time, has she?” Not since
being corrupted by Chast’s voided magicks. “Mael,” I attempt to
reach her drifting gaze. “You are mortal,” I say. “You will also
descend.”


  “Not true,” says Chast. “Necromancers are
counted among the mythics, for power runs through their blood that
is not bound to any of the Eternity Vessel’s colors. Any who are
fully mythic will be spared, necromancers included.”


  “Yeah, and hows about me!?” says Pedj. “You
didn’t forget ‘bout your good ol’ cousin, did you, Mael?”


  “Did I?” says Mael, looking to Chast.


  Yes, I am beginning to see who has
really been speaking for Mael all of this time.


  Chast retorts, “Don’t be a baby, Pedjram.
Once you activate the Thyst Glyph, you’ll be okay.”


  “But you didn’t know I’d have the Glyph
thinger for sure! You were gonna leave me to descend or whatever!”
Pedj says in a fury.


  Mael shrugs.


  So it was either Pedj or Awyer all along.
“And what of Techton?” I say, voice cracking out of heartache for
my pactor. I search the crowd to find the Azurian, but he is no
longer where he was.


  “Shhh.” Chast puts a finger to her lips. “We
don’t discuss him in front of the necromancer.” She leans in closer
to me. “I don’t know how that addict’s going to do. He’s no mythic,
but something tells me he won’t go down without a fight. After all,
he’s been chasing after our void since he first sniffed it.”


  Mael’s smell. That is what Techton meant.
For days, his yearning veins have lusted after a body corrupted by
magicks strongest, darkest, and most impure.


  If Ark succeeds, there will no longer be
Bloőd, Azure, and Amethyst. There will be only Gold and Void. But I
know, better than most, that voided magicks are not to be taken
lightly. Voided magicks corrupt the soul. Hamira and Gorma, once
normal casters, touched the darkness beyond the vessel and became
witches. Will not the mythics of the world be corrupted in the same
way?


  The overhead sky, formerly overcast with
golden storm clouds, is quickly turning black as it is fed by the
hellbeast hair. Awyer is yet doubled over, suffering the forceful
removal of enchants from his body.


  “Look at me,” I mouth to him, communicating
not by speech, but through our immaterial bond. “Look at me!”


  And he does. He manages to look up at me
from the edge of the pillar. Cupping his stomach, he props himself
onto one hand and one knee and then, weakly, he . . .


  He grins at me?


  “My sphinx!” But because I am currently in
the presence of many sphinxes, it is an unwise thing to cry.
“Awyer! You fool! Why do you grin?! Come down from there!”


  He opens his mouth to tell me something, but
it is disguised by the roaring of beast I cannot understand. But
though I cannot, there is someone in our presence who can.


  “Oh, is that so?” says Chast, glaring at
Awyer. “Slim chance.”


  “Tell me what he said!” I demand of her.


  But Chast will not translate. Her silver
mouth has turned to steel.


  “Come down, Awyer!” I call again.
“Please!”


  I am dimwitted. Though I can see that he is
too drained to move, I continue to call to him, as though it might
actually do some amount of good. It does nothing but tear at me in
the places that hurt most. As the first trickling of void comes
from outside of the Vessel, it mixes with the golden fog of the
sphinxes, covering the stenchy smell of the hellbeast’s hair and
replacing it with an intoxicatingly sweet scent. A mist colored of
darkened, voided gold flows downward from the heavens, afflicting
Awyer first. Immediately, his head falls and his eyes close and his
propped limbs give.


  “AWYER!”


  “It hit him,” says Chast. “He’s the first of
many. The enchants of each sorcerer hit will drain and leave from
the vessel, making room for Gold and Void.”


  The sleepness has taken him.


  A long sob releases from my throat.


  But at least I still exist. It means that
Awyer’s life has not ended. A void-driven, death-like slumber is
NOT true death. And the pull, though faint, remains between my
pactor and me.


  There is work to be done.


  It is too late to alter Awyer’s fate, but it
is not too late to save the others. Pedj gawks at the sky, quaking
in fear.


  “Quickly, Pedj! Activate that token!” I tell
him.


  Giving a jolt, he tears his gawk from the
sky. “Oh right! But how the hoop do I get on doin’ that!? Mael,
help me!”


  There are other matters for me to attend to.
Techton must be informed of what has happened! If he is not warned,
he will be next to fall under the sleepness! I expeditiously scan
the area for his presence.


  Though I cannot find it, it finds me.


  From around the corner of the boulder we
have gathered near, Techton reveals himself. Within his hand, he
holds a salient hunting knife, one of the many found within his
rucksack. What is more, he appears on the ready to defend himself
from the misting threat.


  “Techton!” At once, I begin to unleash a
reel of recount. The Azurian, however, does not desire to hear any
of it.


  “Come here, Lady.” Smiling with urging, he
motions to Mael, who remains behind Chast’s territorial stance.
Again he says, “Come.”


  But when it becomes apparent that Chast has
no intention of giving up her ward, Techton turns attention on the
naefaerie herself. His mouth falls, leaving no trace of
pleasantness. “Do you want to know what your sloppiest move was?”
he asks unforgivingly.


  The tone is unusual of him.


  Before allowing the silver woman a chance to
answer, he makes a great lunge at her, and she, who is, like me,
unaccustomed to moving without constant flight, makes an
instinctive flit which results in a stumble over her own untrained
legs. While she is distracted, and while Pedj and I look on in
shock, Techton thrusts his knife squarely into her chest. “I’ve
been through the Gloerlands before,” he says, “and gloers don’t
have black enchants.”


  “AAARGH!” Together, Chast and Mael fall,
screaming out in unison.


  Without showing an ounce of remorse over the
deed, Techton pulls the knife from Chast’s chest, which has begun
to burble and froth with an airy silvery liquid, and slips it into
a stirrup on his rucksack.


  He even thinks to do so with a smile.


  Scooping his lady off the ground, the brutal
Azurian nods to Pedj. “Press the Glyph to your forehead, and be
quick about it.”


  Pedj is not so easily composed. “What the
ERF?! You just stabbed Mael’s agent?!” cries the
soon-to-be-no-longer zombie.


  Indeed, that is exactly what has just
happened. And indeed, I too feel an amount of disbelief that is not
so easily blown aside.


  Techton nods, setting Pedj into
tooth-grinding anxiety. Through a closed, vibrating jaw, the pale
boy wallows, “What’s gonna happen to Mael now?!”


  “She’ll be right as rain. Her pact is
breaking. She’ll be sore when she recovers, but she’ll be
fine.”


  “Techton,” I speak, overtaken by all that
has happened. “Why have you gone as far as to–”


  His brilliant-colored eyes meet mine. “I’m
assuming you won’t stand for this. You’re going to look for a way
to wake him, right? I figured it would be a little more difficult
for you with that faerie stuck to Mael. All I ask in return is that
you wake me when you wake him. Heloõs brolee, aquis
brolee.”


  Techton looks to the gilded void falling
over the sky. Very soon it will be upon our party. Against Pedj’s
forehead, the gift meant for my pactor glows golden. With Mael in
his sturdy arms, Techton draws in a deep breath and turns his
regard to the heavens. As the voided gold falls over our broken
party, his eyes begin to droop.


  “There is another way,” I say somberly, for
it is not the best way. Then again, in this situation, there is no
best way.


  The vial of void is yet within my smock.


  “It your choice,” I continue. “When you are
afflicted by the sleepness, the Azure will remove from your veins.”
I pull the small vial of dark substance from within my smock. “You
may replace it with this and have a fair shot of escaping the
curse. It is pure void from beyond the Vessel – purer than the
sleepness’ gold-diluted mist. If you decide to take the offer, heed
this: you will no longer be human. You will be a witch. And you
will gain your power not from color, but from secrets. You will
henceforth be corrupted as the witches of Ensecré are
corrupted.”


  The girl in Techton’s arms begins to stir,
and as her eyes flutter open, I notice a change. They are no longer
vacantly lost. They are sharp and shrewd. “Tech?” she says and her
voice holds intonation it did not previously hold. “Tech!”


  Tech slumps beneath her weight.


  “The corruption of the void beyond the
vessel is not something I would wish for anyone,” I say with haste,
for the falling gold has almost submerged him. “I suggest only in
absence of a better solution.” I look to my Awyer’s sleeping body
surrounded by sphinxes. “If we are really to revert what has been
done, we will need strength. When we leave this place, I will not
be visible. Drinking this vial will allow you to see and hear me.
It will also allow you to assist us with your strength and
knowledge. Will you do it?”


  I extend the vial to Techton. I will not
force it on him. If I do, I will be as nefarious as Pedj first
thought me to be.


  “AAARGH!”


  As if to show agreement, a cry vocalizes
from the zombie’s throat. But he is no longer a zombie. As I watch,
his cheeks fill in, flush and full. His eyes unsink. His skin
darkens. The gift of the sphinxes is taking hold, and it is just in
time.


  The sleepness sweeps over us.


  It is done.


  But not quite. While I again look to my
fallen pactor on the rock, from my hand the vial of void is swiped;
and before I can stop it, Mael has undone the topper and forced the
vile thing against Techton’s mouth. The addict’s tongue, tasting
for the first time the voided scent that he has been chasing,
thirstily drinks from the dark magicks.


  “MAEL! What have you done? It was to be his
choice!”


  My eyes fall upon her tiger stripes. A piece
is missing – a piece in the shape of a cracked, imperfect shard of
crystal. A spelled tattoo present no more. It is what Mael has been
hiding with her painted stripes. When she looks up at me, her
cheeks are stained with remorseful wetness.


  “What’s is, is my fault! All my fault!
Chast’s gone! Ower’s gone!” Again, her gaze holds clarity it
otherwise did not hold. The sobbing necromancer, no longer under
the influence of a dark agent, wishes to save her Azurian. But
whether or not she has saved him, is yet to be seen.


  Pedj remains in a slumber following his
transformation to mythic.


  Techton’s transformation, on the other hand,
ends in a matter of seconds. No sooner does the emptied vial drop
to the foggy ground, than his eyes shoot open. And his eyes . . .
They are . . .


  Once purest, brightest blue, they have
become tainted dull.


  Not any longer does his face sport a
pleasant smile. Teeth showing, it draws in heavy, restraining
breaths. His arms and jaw shake. His eyes roll backward, his
fingers trail his quivering lips, and a sinister smirk lights his
face as his head is thrown backward in indulgence.


  The taste is pleasing to him.


  Mael has awakened a beast.


  And because it was the very outcome I wished
for, I am no less evil than she. Two women driven evil by their
hearts.


  “Is Pedj oka?” Mael asks, trembling. She is
in disarray. “Can’t believe I didn’t think of what would happen to
him,” her lips whisper.


  “He will be fine,” I tell her. “Behold, he
is almost in a snore.” My attention is drifted to a more pressing
slumber. “Meanwhile, Awyer does not even appear to breathe,” I say.
I wince over the words from my own lips. My pactor is lost to
me.


  Lost.


  Lost.


  But I take a grain of hope in the fact that
the pull I yet feel between us signals that life yet flows through
his slowed veins. I will cling to the pull, dreadful of the day
that it will end, undertaking that I will find a reversal before
that happens. Impossible that it may be. I do not understand
anything. I am small and ancient in this changed world, and it
becomes more and more difficult to lead with my old soul. My young
heart beats far too swiftly and loudly. It distracts. It focuses me
on Awyer’s pull more than anything else.


  “Tech?” Mael takes the sides of Techton’s
ecstasy-ridden face, as he touches his lips with shaking
fingers.


  At her call, his head snaps downward. “You
smell delicious, Lady,” he says.


  He speaks of the way she is tainted with
void. The way she will forevermore be tainted with void. Now that
he has had a taste of power most adulterated, Techton craves more.
More. MORE.


  And in an effort to acquire more, the
newborn witch does something he would not per usual do. He brings
his mouth close to the crevice of Mael’s neck and licks it with
sensual intent.


  “Tickles!” squeals Mael.


  Techton draws a deep, raspy breath and a
shake runs through his body. He pulls his mouth from her, but it is
not without a fight.


  Aye, a beast has awakened.


  “Apologies, Lady,” he says through tight
teeth. “I’ll try to hold back.” Mael’s squeal is replaced by a coo
of concern. This, Techton overlooks as he looks to me. “Where to
now, Mistress?”


  “Call me Grim,” I tell him. “I am not suited
for naefaeriedom, after all.”


  “Sure, then. Grim, what’s your plan?”


  “Count Bexwin was on his way here to warn us
of Ark. We shall find him. It is obvious that he knows things. We
will join with him to do what we can . . . that is, if anything
can be done. I do not know enough about the composition of
the Eternity Vessel to make an accurate judgment. So we will turn
to him, and if that does not work, there are places of old upon
this land that we may look to. Ergandach. Yel’ram.” I heave a sigh.
“And even to Ensecré if we must.”


  The road will not be easy, and my sphinx
will remain in void-induced slumber until we can find a way to undo
what has been done. Repairing the Eternity Vessel. It is
impossible. I know that. But then, so, too, was cracking the
Vessel. Two impossible tasks, and one has already been done.


  Together, a naefaerie, an ex-zombie, a freed
necromancer, and an addict-turned-witch will find a way to save the
humans. Truthfully, it is not the race of man that I care about. It
is only one certain man, holding a quarter sphinx in his blood,
that I wish to see rise again.


  He will rise.


  I will see to it.


  And then I will tell him that I have fallen
in love with him.




   



  What Comes Next?


   



  The journey continues!


  NeverSleep, the second book of the Eternity
Duet, is available now!


   



  If you enjoyed this book, please write a
review and tell a friend!
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